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Which of these have you heard?

“We can’t get learners to pay attention”

“We want our learners to be self-directed”

“They’re just lazy.”

Maybe they just have more important things to do*.

*And have you talked to them about it?



Salesperson is  t ra ined on  several  new products…

…still only recommend  the three products they’re most comfortable with.



Const ruc t ion  workers  l ea rn  about  the  dangers  o f  eye  
i n ju r ies …
…and still forgets the safety glasses in the truck.



E m p l o y e e  k n o w s  e l e a r n i n g  c o n t e n t  i s  g e n u i n e l y  i m p o r t a n t …
…still smashes “Next” button as quickly as possible.



What are your challenging behaviors?



Which leads to the question I ’ve been thinking 
about most of my professional l i fe…

?



WHY
do people do the wrong 

things?
     (particularly when they know better)



In our ideal world, behavior change would 
work like this:

By the way, 
smoking is bad 

for you.

Oh my goodness! 
You are right. I 

will never smoke 
again.



I know, but…
“I know it’s a bad idea, and I 
never do it (except when I 
do, and then I feel guilty).”

“I know it’s a bad idea, but I 
only do it once in a while, 
and I’m very careful.”

“I know it’s a bad idea for 
other people, but I can do it 
because I’m really good at 
it.”

 “Huh? What’s the big deal?”



Answer: Logical decision-making isn’t logical

From Jonathan Haidt’s The Happiness Hypothesis



The Rider 



The Elephant



So, when 
there’s a 
conflict…
Who do you think wins?



Where are your learners getting stuck?    
( M o d i f i e d  f r o m  S t e v e n s  S h a h a b  &  W e s t )

1. Doesn’t know  at all about the behavior

2. Knows about the behavior , but doesn’t understand why it’s 
important

3. Understands the explanation for why it’s important, but doesn’t 
believe that explanation

4. Thinks the behavior is worth it, but not a priority at the moment

5. Thinks the behavior is a priority , but doesn’t know how  to do it

6. Thinks the behavior is a  priority , but thinks it’s too hard in the 
environment (physical or social) or isn’t confident about their 
ability to do it

7. Is ready to try, but is having a hard time getting started

8. Has started, but is having trouble staying motivated

9. Is continuing, but isn’t consistent or successful

10. Has been consistent or successful, but is falling off the behavior
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Variables that influence the Elephant

• How big is the reward in 
relation to the effort?

• How immediate is the 
reward?

• How tangible is the reward?

• How likely is the reward?

Big!

Now!

Real!

Certain!



Do you want to start working on that 
project that’s due in a few weeks?

Rider (Future) Elephant (Now)

Absolutely! 

Getting a start 
on that will 

make it much 
less stressful. 

What? Of course 
not. 

There are 
Facebook posts 
to read RIGHT 

NOW. 



But it ’s not just the amount…

Which is better?



Hyperbolic Discounting

Image Credit: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Moxfyre 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Moxfyre


What’s the real intrinsic reward?

▪ How big is the reward?

▪ How immediate is the 
reward?

▪ How tangible is the reward?

▪ How likely is the reward?

Managers need to 
learn how to use 

the new 
performance 

appraisal system.



What is the 
feedback?

What do we 
really mean 

when we say 
we learn from 

experience?



Here’s the thing..

…the elephant isn’t stupid.

This sucks…I 
am not doing 
this again…



Visceral Experience & Belief

http://vhil.stanford.edu/pubs/2011/VHIL-technical-report.pdf



Where does the feedback 
become visible?

▪ Individual level 

▪ Group level

▪ System level



Social relatedness



We listen to authority figures



Social Norms

• Used for:

▪ Energy Consumption

▪ Binge drinking

▪ Smoking

▪ Tax compliance



We use other people as cues for how to act

So, what did you 
put on your tax 

return?



Lack of Identity or Value 
Alignment

Which if 
these is the 
slowest and 
hardest to 
change?
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Can you align with existing values?

“How do you get 
people to change 
their values about 
the environment?”

31



Aligning 
behavior 
with 
identity 
and values



Combatting reactance

Let me tell 

you why this 

is important… 

Is this 

important? 

Why do you 

think so?



COM-B Model



▪ Physical Capability
▪ Psychological 

Capability

▪ Physical Opportunity
▪ Social Opportunity

▪ Reflective motivation
▪ Automatic motivation



BCTs –  Behavior Change Techniques

• BCT Taxonomy App

• 93 different 
interventions



Making it 
visible

37

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M8AKTACyiB0 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M8AKTACyiB0


TOOL: VISCERAL 
EXPERIENCE

http://vhil.stanford.edu/pubs/2011/
VHIL-technical-report.pdf



SALIENCE OF 
CONSEQUENCES

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
R0LCmStIw9E



Are you talking 
to the elephant

(Noar et al 2015)
Pictures can be more effective than 

text. 



TOOL: 
Ownership

• The Ikea Effect 
(Norton et al 
2012)

• We like our own 
stuff better. 



TOOL: Group 
problem solving

Autonomy 

Investment

Self-confirmation 
bias

Identity



Tool: Social 
Connection



TIP: Use the 
right role 
models
• Whose opinions 

do your learners 
trust?



TOOLS: 

Opinion Leaders,  
Testimonials ,  
Success Stories



TOOL: PRACTICING 
THE BEHAVIOR
• Practice is 

particularly 
important in 
emotionally-
fraught situations.

• Can be necessary 
for overcoming 
reluctance or 
anxiety. 

http://www.projectalert.com/resources/posters



OTHER FACTORS: 
REDUCED EFFORT

Image adapted from Joshua Porter

Increase Motivation

Lower Friction



TOOL: TRIGGERS IN 
THE ENVIRONMENT



TOOL: GUIDANCE 
IN THE 
ENVIRONMENT 
• The Freedom 

Trail, Boston



How could you 
apply some of 
these?

• Making it visible / tangible

• Use visceral experience

• See consequences

• Learner ownership

• Group problem solving

• Opinion leaders / role models

• Practicing the behavior

• Make the behavior easier

• Triggers or guidance in the environment



Julie Dirksen
julie@usablelearning.com
Twitter: usablelearning

Books: www.peachpit.com 

Facebook group:

www.facebook.com/groups/design
forhowpeoplelearn 

Questions?
Resources:

Usablelearning.com
/elephant

Change Ladder

35% Discount 
Code: DIRKSEN
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