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Abstract
Why humans are the key to Animal Welfare
Do you feel like you're the ambulance at the bottom of the cliff? Working harder each year, with only marginally
improved results? Sadly, your organisation’s maximum impact is unlikely to be fulfilled by continuing to do what
you are doing, just a little bit better with a little less money.
The future of making an impact lies in improving human behaviour. Opportunities for utilising human behaviour
change principles in the animal welfare sector are multifarious, helping to ensure individuals and communities
make good decisions, and that outcomes are sustainable and consistent rather than only surviving as long as
your input continues.
This presentation will introduce you to the theories of human behaviour change, why it is very different to simply
educating, and how to ensure that your organisation is taking humans into account when working with animals.

Full Paper:
Introduction:
Animal rescues, local government shelters, RSPCA’s, desexing programmes, veterinarians and dozens of other stakeholders
have spent decades, if not centuries, trying to improve the lives of animals. Educating, enforcement, legislation, shock tactics,
incentives and all manner of options have been tried. Whether it’s desexing animals, providing for their needs, adopting not
shopping, confinement, seeking veterinary care or some other aspect of improving their lives, there is an organisation which
has tried every tactic they know to help.
And yet, animal welfare organisations continue to receive neglected animals, unwanted litters are born every day, unmicrochipped animals are unable to be reunited with owners, veterinarians continue to be forced to euthanase saveable
animals for financial reasons and consumers continue to purchase from puppy farms.
There has never before been so much information available, so many sources of help, so many opportunities to change, and
yet the problems continue. Why?
Because people are only human.
People have evolved over millennia with certain unconscious biases, mental shortcuts, and decision-making strategies that
lead to specific actions and behaviours. Few people who neglect their pets are inherently bad, or even lazy. As Richard
Thaler, the ‘father of behavioural economics’ and co-author of Freakonomics says: “People aren’t dumb, the world is hard.”
Unfortunately, many of these unconscious decision making pathways make it hard for people to change. But for all the
research that has gone into understanding how the human brain works, there have also been many advances in how best to
intervene. What strategies work best to actually help people change, to do better by themselves and their animals?
That’s where human behaviour change sciences come in.
And if we want to save animals, it’s people we need to change. We cannot simply continue to educate, and hope that if
people know better than they will behave better. After all, knowing that one should eat less and exercise more only rarely
converts to doing so. And we cannot continue to act as the ‘ambulance at the bottom of the cliff’ once the damage is already
done. It is vital that animal organisations start working with people, the way that they are rather than the way we might like
them to be.
The Process of Behaviour Change
Icek Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour (1982) proposes that the likelihood of an action is based on a person’s
combination of attitudes, subjective norms and perceived control. This leads to an intent to act, then the behaviour itself.
When considering whether a person is likely to, for example, desex their pet, take it to the vet when it’s sick, buy a puppy with
exaggerated features or even just get a pet they can’t afford, all these factors unconsciously make up the decision.
If an animal rescue or management organisation is hoping to have an effect on these decisions, then it is important to
understand how they are made in order to design and implement programmes that actually have the potential to make a
sustainable difference.
The practice of educating people may have some effect on one component of their action – the attitude. However, it is
important to note that many attitudes and beliefs are formed very early, and quickly become an underlying unconscious
value. Trying the change or challenge these believes can not only be nearly impossible, it can regularly backfire and drive
people to further cling to their initial belief. As such, while education is an important tool in change knowledge and enabling
conversations, it is often much more effective to target interventions that focus on the other components that precede an
action: subjective norms (made up of normative beliefs and motivation to comply) and perceived control (control beliefs and
one’s influence over these).

By focussing on these elements, organisations may have significantly more impact on creating an intent to act and thereby
converting to a change in behaviour.
The next step is to understand the steps involved in creating a change in behaviour. A commonly accepted framement, the
COM-B system, identifies capability, motivation and opportunity as the key interrelated components of a change in
behaviour. If capability refers to having the knowledge and skills, motivation requires the brain process to direct the
behaviour and opportunity refers to factors that lie outside the decision-maker and make a new behaviour possible to
otherwise, then these factors all interplay in any new (or existing) behaviour. And these three factors are those most helpful
for designing interventions that might genuinely and sustainably affect how people behave towards animals.
If organisations can properly create and implement strategies that provide the capability (education programmes), motivation
(incentives) and opportunity (removing barriers) together for the same individual, they genuine change could be possible.
The Behaviour Change Wheel
One of the major difficulties in genuinely affecting human behaviour is that interventions are commonly designed without
thoroughly understanding the preferred target behaviour, the barriers to change, or the most appropriate methodology to
overcome these barriers (Michie, 2011). It is common for individuals and organisations to assume they understand the basis
of an undesirable behaviour (e.g. not desexing a cat due to laziness, or not seeking veterinary attention due to financial
constraints).
The Behaviour Change Wheel was created to help ensure that interventions were effectively planned with a thorough
understanding of the reason for the behaviour, the most appropriate intervention functions and the policy programmes that
should underpin these.

Figure 1: Behaviour Change Wheel, Michie et al, 2011

Examples
The concept of utilising human behavioural sciences to improve community outcomes is not new. The UK, USA and many
other countries now have behavioural units within their governments, trying to find new ways to helping people to do the
‘right thing’ without relying on the traditional methods of punishments. By designing policies, programmes and interventions
that work around the way that humans think and change, it is significantly more likely that they will not only succeed, but will
last beyond the initial investment (the inevitable drawback of interventions based on financial incentives or resource-heavy
enforcement).
With successful examples of behavioural change interventions including everything from increasing organ donor rates,
improving the speed with which fines are paid and encouraging Americans to voluntarily contribute to their superannuation,
the opportunities for the animal welfare industry are multifarious. Organisations are already utilising human behaviour
change principles in the protection of working equids in developing nations, in dairy cow care in New Zealand, from in rabies
prevention in India to protecting orangutans.
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