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What is Behavioural 

Economics/Behavioural 

Science?
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What is Behavioural Economics/Behavioural Science?
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Behavioural science - the science of understanding what people are 

doing, why they are doing it, and how we might encourage people to 

change what they are doing

Behavioural economics – this entails using insights from sciences 

(e.g. psychology) to peoples economic decision making/behaviours

Behavioural insights – includes combining investigations from real 

life on how people actually make choices with knowledge and insights 

from different sciences (e.g. psychology and social sciences)



This is a no-brainer, why 

aren’t people doing “X”?

Why don’t people engage in energy saving 

behaviours?



Are people perfectly rational?

‘Perfectly rational’ people should:

• Switch energy providers every year

• Invest in energy projects with a 

positive rate of return

• Monitor their energy bill and change 

their consumption when it becomes 

too expensive

What people actually do…

• Stay with the same provider for years

• Fail to apply for free energy upgrade 

schemes

• Pay bills automatically by direct debit 

and only notice large spikes in their 

bills



Why Don’t People Engage in Energy Saving Behaviours? 

Some Example Barriers to Understanding and Engagement

7 www.seai.ie

Poor Feedback Hard to Break Habits Unsure of benefits/what to do

Hard to Follow Through Consequences Hard to See
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The Four Rules of 

Behaviour Change



EAST Framework
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Note: This is one framework 

for applying behavioural 

science among many!



Some behaviours need to be changed once, while others need to be 

maintained over time…
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Make it Easy – Defaulting people into savings programs
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Opt-in Opt-out

20%

5.9% 2%

98%



Make it Attractive - Framing
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Make it Social
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It would take a price increase of 70% 

to generate the same savings!



Make It Timely– Instant Feedback

Average Savings of 3% Average Savings of  5% - 7%
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How can you apply 

behavioural science in 

practice?



Changing Behaviour in 4 Steps…

Define

Diagnose

Design

Test
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Datta & Mullainathan (2012): 

https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/Datta_Mullainathan_Behavioral_Design.pdf

• Define the problem by identifying and understanding 

the behavioural outcome(s) we seek to achieve.

• Diagnose the behavioural issues causing the problem.

• Based on these hypotheses, we Design interventions.

• Test these interventions using randomized controlled 

trials and other rigorous methodologies.

https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/Datta_Mullainathan_Behavioral_Design.pdf


Define the behaviour to be changed…

We will reduce emissions by reducing engine 

idling, as measured by X, by Y%, among 

pilots A,B,C over a 3 month period”. 
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Define



Diagnose why people would/would not complete the desired 

behaviour…

18 www.seai.ie

Poor Feedback Hard to Break Habits Unsure of benefits/what to do

Consequences Hard to See



Design a behaviour change intervention…
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Design



Run an experiment to test whether it worked…
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Thank you!

Behavioural Research

Experimental Design

Psychology/Carbon Mgmt.

Email: Andrew.OCallaghan@seai.ie

Karl Purcell Marek Bohacek Andrew O'Callaghan

Behavioural Problem Diagnosis

Experiment Implementation

Behavioural Science

Email: Karl.Purcell@seai.ie

Data Modelling

Language Programming

Psychology/Neuroscience

Email: Mark.Bohacek@seai.ie

Jim Scheer

Policy Insights and Design

Head of Department (Interim)

Energy Modelling

Email: Jim.Scheer@seai.ie


