
On August 19th, 2019, the US Business Roundtable issued an 
open letter titled 'Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation'. 
Signed by over 180 CEOs, it detailed the recognition of 
business needing to look beyond its immediate interests and 
use its considerable capabilities to improve society. With 
similar commitments from European corporates, this is the 
moment applied behavioural science cements its role as a 
critical corporate capability to drive corporate social 
innovation. 

There's no doubt applied behavioural science is making an increasingly 
valuable contribution to business, across a range of functions. Applied 
behavioural science now contributes to better recruitment processes, 
more effective and efficient communications, better decision-making, and 
has the potential to drive improvements in innovation and design. It’s 
also driving changes in the way a variety of sectors operate, from health 
and energy, to transport and insurance, and of course government. 
Prominent articles espouse the rise of the chief behavioural officer, what 
were previously academic and policy-focused conferences are growing in 
size and attracting sizeable commercial interest, and leading consulting 
firms debate behavioural science as an emerging function.

Applied behavioural science can also have impact where some believe it 
matters most. Peter Drucker famously said ‘..it is the customer who 
determines what a business is.’ If we accept this view, then behavioural 
science provides a unique lens through which to better understand,  
predict and serve customers. This should lead to better products and 
services - for everyone. 

Applied behavioural science introduces a level of rigour in terms of 
understanding the motivations, influences and barriers to behaviour, and 
crucially forces us to move beyond the bulkhead of so much commercial 
research: consumer attitudes. Of course attitudes are important, but 
behavioural science reminds us that they are a) only one component in 
our motivation and ability to behave in a particular way, and b) 
remarkably susceptible to extraneous influences (which invariably are not 
controlled for in most commercial research). An over-reliance on 
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attitudes exposes business to unnecessary risks, as market research often 
mis- or over-states consumer and market interests. Nowhere is this more 
evident than in the area of sustainability and sustainable design, where 
the persistent attitude-behaviour gap can lead to business over-estimating 
the commercial opportunity. 

Applied behavioural science is also powerful for business for two other 
very practical reasons. First, it's unapologetically pragmatic in that it's 
focused solely on understanding the route to a behavioural outcome. And 
second, it's descriptive, rather than normative; it's committed to 
understanding the behaviour that happens, not modelling what should 
happen. Together, these make behavioural science-informed interventions 
across the business fast, cheap and highly effective. 

But the business environment is changing rapidly, as evidenced by the 
US BR announcement, and with this, the strategic role behavioural 
science can play within business is becoming clearer and more 
compelling by the moment. When it comes to understanding and acting 
to solve social and environmental issues, an applied behavioural science 
capability is critical. Crucially, applied behavioural science can help 
business more effectively capitalise on these expectations and make 
money. Behavioural science holds the key to placing corporate social 
innovation at the centre of the business, and unlocking the potential of  
profit-driven social impact; of doing well by doing good.

The principal reason why behavioural science is now so important is 
clear: the vast majority of the challenges society currently faces have a 
significant behavioural component. From climate change to healthcare, 
behaviours are increasingly seen as a foundational and stubborn part of 
the problem, meaning applied behavioural science can be a significant 
part of the innovative solution. All areas in which corporate social 
innovation is needed today - governance, partnerships, product and 
services, employee engagement and community engagement - can be 
seen to have a clear and significant behavioural component. 

To see the emerging strategic role for applied behavioural science from 
another angle, it’s worth taking a step back and looking at the evolution 
of business and sustainability over the last decade or so. This evolution 
can be broken down into three episodes. Episode one was the corporate 
focus on supply chains and operations, including pioneers such as Marks 
& Spencers’ Plan A (2007) and Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan 
(2010). This was a natural first focus for two reasons. First, there was low 
hanging fruit to go after, meaning quick wins to build momentum (and to 
report to stakeholders). Second, companies had detailed knowledge, and 
could more easily exert influence over their operations and supply 
chains.1

The second episode - and one which is still being written (see again the 
US BR announcement) - is the high profile move towards defining 
corporate social purpose, and articulating purposeful leadership. Beyond 

 There’s also a third reason - in both cases, the pursuit of sustainability acted as an 1

effective poison pill against private equity and hostile takeover concerns.
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operations, this has seen CEOs and other high-ranking officers arguing 
for a revised and broader role of business; Larry Fink - CEO of 
BlackRock - wrote to CEOs in 2019 on the need to define and 
communicate a social purpose in response to growing investor demands. 
No-one better represents this style of leadership than Paul Polman, 
Unilever’s now ex-CEO, and the architect of the company’s Sustainable 
Living Plan. His commitment - and that of an increasing number since - 
further emphasises the growing expectation for operations and supply 
chains to be re-engineered and designed not just for sustainability, but 
increasingly for sustainable social innovation: new products, services, 
markets and customers, all in the name of social impact.  

But this move from corporate sustainability and social responsibility to 
social innovation is far from an incremental step for business. As Michael 
Porter argues, sustainability is typically about increasing demands for 
transparency, more granular reporting and the eventual convergence 
around industry-level sustainability best-practices. Corporate social 
innovation, by comparison, is about identifying and actioning firm-
specific opportunities to either enhance the proposition, or lower costs.

This is the third episode. This episode is in its infancy, yet is critical in 
order to deliver on this growing expectation of business to take this leap 
from sustainability to being profitable from solving social and 
environmental problems. This third episode involves translating 
purposeful leadership into tangible, measurable and strategic efforts and 
outcomes across the business. Key to doing this, is recognising the need, 
and having the ability, to build a broader and more nuanced view of 
where and how the business meets the market. To meet these 
expectations in a commercially viable way, definitions of markets, 
customers and consumers are changing, and with that the needs for 
market knowledge, understanding and the potential to influence. The 
boundary between business and the market is lengthening, with the 
potential to run right the way across society. This boundary is also 
becoming more porous, in terms of partnerships and co-creation efforts, 
with new, complex but potentially valuable customer segments 
presenting themselves for the first time in this new market defined by 
shared value. 

Based on the intersection of the capabilities of the business and societal 
and environmental challenges, applied behavioural science is key to 
recognising, understanding and shaping this new definition of the market 
for five principle reasons.

First, applied behavioural science enables business to efficiently and 
unambiguously evaluate what needs to happen in order to move the dial 
on specific issues and challenges that are salient for the orgasnisation. 
Through providing concrete models, frameworks and case studies, 
applied behavioural science offers the toolkit to assess situations from a 
unique behavioural perspective: what is the issue, what does a good 
outcome look like, and what may be the steps to reach that outcome? 
Plus - critically - does the organisation have the competencies and 
resources to achieve this? This ‘behavioural competency’ creates a new 
form of materiality analysis which is essential if business wants to make 
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the jump from sustainability to social innovation; a materiality analysis 
that is strategic and specific to the firm, revealing firm-specific 
opportunities in this new market for socially-driven profits. As an 
example, a UK-based pension fund body wanted to better understand 
how pension fund trustees made investment decisions with a view to 
creating more value for its customers, namely pension fund members. 
Using applied behavioural science allowed the fund body to efficiently 
and accurately identify a series of behavioural decision factors that had 
the potential to diminish value for pension fund members, including 
group, judge-advisor system and surrogate decision-making effects. 
Further investigation (via experiments) revealed these to be real 
challenges for the quality of decision-making, providing the pension fund 
body with a clear line of sight in terms of areas needing attention to 
increase customer value.

This leads to the second benefit of strategically applied behavioural 
science within this new definition of the market. Through providing 
business with a unique lens to understand this complex new context and 
its potential role, applied behavioural science can provide crucial counsel 
to the C-suite as it looks to select strategic priorities in its focus to deliver 
on growing stakeholder - and shareholder - expectations. Through 
understanding how key actors in the market may react, and being 
cognisant of key behavioural challenges linked to these expectations, 
behavioural science can help leadership more confidently build its 
strategy and craft its messaging, through a scientific yet accessible 
understanding of what’s strategically material, and what’s achievable. 

Importantly, this confidence in being able to map the new market 
landscape from a behavioural perspective can be a catalyst for innovation 
and new product development. As an example, a leading furniture and 
furnishing manufacturer and retailer has recently used behavioural 
science to build a unique view of its customers and products in relation to 
the concept of the circular economy. Using behavioural science, the 
company has been able explore key issues in relation to its own social 
impact, understand how able it is as a company, and how willing its 
customers are to change consumption patterns, as well as adopt new 
behaviours. In recognising where these these areas meet, i.e. ‘this is 
important to us, we can do this as a company and our customers are 
willing to do this with us’, has led the company to develop a series of 
innovative solutions to then go into the market and test.

Third, having been pivotal in shaping the corporate social innovation 
strategy, an applied behavioural science capability is then uniquely  
positioned to provide concrete, timely and relevant proof-points as the 
strategy plays out. This is because these future proof points are clearly 
identified in the outputs of the strategic behavioural materiality analysis. 
What’s more, as well as making sure such proof points are relevant and 
timely, behavioural science can deliver these through novel field 
experiments, ensuring results are salient, robust and engaging for a range 
of stakeholders.  When FMCG giant Unilever wanted to drive social 
impact with its LifeBuoy soap product, its ability to run field 
experiments, in order to isolate specific effects and report quantifiable 
results, helped the company to demonstrate its commitment to deliver 
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and be active outside its traditional markets. At the other end of the scale 
(in terms of organisation size), US energy behaviour start-up Enervee 
was able to provide the market with a series of concrete and compelling 
proof points around the effect of its platform to shift consumer buying 
behaviour, specifically because it used behavioural science to build the 
solution. The company was able to show that consumers would choose 
highly efficient products (without any financial incentives) if given the 
chance. This led them to develop the innovative concept of a choice 
engine for the market, which in turn offered new opportunities to engage 
new consumers  - and indeed new customers - in new markets.

The fourth benefit is arguably more tactical, but no less important. An 
embedded applied behavioural science capability arms the business with 
the opportunity to ensure its communications within the organisation and 
to its customers are salient and effective. It’s no surprise that behavioural 
science has already found a home in marketing and advertising 
communications, with many of the psychological effects being used to 
drive engagement and specific responses. Used appropriately, these same 
benefits can all be used around messaging and campaign outputs to drive 
engagement within the organisation and beyond. As an example, a 
leading Australian retail bank recently turned to behavioural science to 
redraft a raft of customer communication materials to help customers 
who had received poor advice by financial advisors, receive 
compensation. Despite compensation amounts already being agreed, the 
bank was struggling with low response rates to its letters to help 
customers. Behavioural science concepts were then used to redraft all of 
the materials to drive a significant increase in responses, and  
compensation being paid. In another example, a global pharmaceutical 
company has recently used applied behavioural science to increase the 
reach and engagement of a global campaign to understand and ultimately 
improve learning behaviour throughout the organisation. In this case, an 
array of applied behavioural science ‘hacks’ are being used across the 
organisation to increase engagement and awareness, and to stimulate new 
behaviours within functions, regions and teams, helping the business 
become more adept in meeting new opportunities to provide more 
innovative healthcare services to new customers in new markets.

The fifth benefit of an applied behavioural science function is that the 
organisation finds itself better positioned to more effectively engage a 
wider group of stakeholders around its purposeful narrative and corporate 
social innovation strategy. Whilst it’s certainly the case that 
communications design for a broader stakeholder community can benefit 
from a deep behavioural science understanding, the more profound 
contribution and benefit is that behavioural science allows the 
organisation to build a raft of detailed and robust evidence to support its 
position and ambition, even in the face of the most conservative of 
stakeholders. Enervee - the US energy behaviour start-up - used 
behavioural science to this effect, developing an array of experimental 
behavioural data in order to present to state regulators to support its 
argument that the platform was both more effective and cheaper at 
delivering energy savings at scale. This ‘preponderance of evidence’ was 
indeed effective in convincing the regulators that theirs was a novel and 
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effective approach, with a number of utilities then buying the service 
from the company.

Faced with this new market landscape, and drawing on both the 
sustainability efforts and corporate commitment to a purpose beyond 
shareholder value, strategically applied behavioural science is key to 
enabling the business to jump from sustainability best practice to 
corporate social innovation as an engine for profit. The corporate social 
narrative - as the primary expression of purposeful leadership - provides 
the ‘why’, and the application of behavioural science (to stimulate a new 
market solution) provides the ‘how’ for that corporate narrative. The 
corporate social narrative and strategically applied behavioural science 
mutually reinforce each other, in the name of the business. Narrative with 
no evidence leaves the business open to calls of purpose-washing. And 
evidence with no narrative risks relegating strong initiatives with high 
potential impact to being quirky anecdotes at the fringes of the business. 

Behavioural science has the potential to introduce rigour, theory and 
evidence, as the business reevaluates its position in this new market 
landscape, and looks at what it means to be competitive. Importantly, 
these qualities are not the enemies of creativity and innovation. 
Behavioural science forces the focus to remain on understanding and 
shaping the motivations and behaviour of the market , which is core to 
driving the innovation process, and serving customers with better 
products (at lower cost). This link between business's evolving social 
contract, innovation and a more fundamental understanding of consumer 
and market behaviour, was recently called out in a  major piece of 
research across 27 leading European CEOs. In the report by Xynteo as 
part of its Europe Delivers initiative, the second most pressing 'job to be 
done' within business was recognised as 'leading the consumer' (second 
only to moving beyond the primacy of shareholder value). As Dave 
Lewis, Tesco's CEO, states in the report; 'What would our customers 
expect us to do, if they knew what we know? We can't just rely on 
customers to ask us for more healthier, sustainable alternatives.' This has 
to be seen as a rallying call for behavioural science within business; for 
the strategic application of behavioural science.

For business to deliver on its ambition to help solve the major social and 
environmental challenges faced today, applied behavioural science can 
provide the capabilities and confidence to meet this ambition, and in a 
way that is agile, innovative and profitable. As Peter Drucker said 'Every 
single social and global issue of our day is a business opportunity in 
disguise'. If we accept this view, and also the view that the vast majority 
of these issues has a significant behavioural component, then it’s far 
easier to see that applied behavioural science is a vital key to unlock this 
opportunity for social purpose driven profit.

To some, these arguments may not seem new. Many already recognise 
the value of applying behavioural science to enhance or bolster 
innovation and social impact (as well as increasing the effectiveness of 
marketing communications). But the critical point is that this application 
typically remains isolated, piecemeal and almost anecdotal; 'could we 
solve this particular problem using behavioural science..?’ Despite its 
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potential, applied behavioural science is so often seen as a solution of last 
resort, rather than as a catalyst for innovation from the outset; as a tool 
with which to fix, rather than as a strategy with which to create. To quote 
Dan Ariely at this year’s international Behavioural Exchange conference: 
‘[behavioural science] can do a lot with small tweaks. But it can do much 
better by developing technologies…that are built from scratch on 
principles of [behavioural science].’ (Sept 2019).

This is an accepted view within innovative start-ups, where many have 
put behavioural science at the heart of their proposition and ambition to 
disrupt industries and sectors in the name of enhanced consumer value 
and corporate social innovation. In the world of energy, Enervee placed 
behavioural science at the centre of its commitment to change the way 
shoppers buy appliances and products for homes, and the results are 
superior to the next best alternative by an order of magnitude. One recent 
article  has calculated that the company’s intervention to reduce 
residential energy usage through smarter shopping has saved enough 
energy to power all of London for a decade. With Enervee, not only has it 
created a product that the market recognises as superior (in terms of 
efficiency and effectiveness), it also energises the business to step 
forward with a confident and compelling corporate narrative that it 
knows it can bring to life through a myriad of robust proof-points. It’s the 
mutually reinforcing, symbiotic relationship between corporate purpose 
and strategically applied behavioural science that can lead to break-out 
corporate social innovation. In the case of Enervee, it has been 
recognised as a market transformation proposition, which the energy 
market desperately needs. More broadly, applied behavioural science 
provides a bridge for the business to understand ways to use social 
innovation to improve propositions (new products, new customers, new 
markets) or reduce costs. It’s no coincidence that these two routes to 
competitive advantage - differentiation and cost - are the bedrock of 
corporate strategy. Only now, opportunities to differentiate and lower 
costs are changing as the result of this social dimension for business, and 
applied behavioural science can reveal and realise these opportunities.

As business recognises this considerable potential in taking the lead to 
find innovative solutions to social and environmental challenges, applied 
behavioural science delivers an understanding of the 'on the ground' 
opportunities to shape the corporate social narrative, and then provides 
discrete counsel to deliver clarity and grow confidence in the 
communication of that narrative to an increasingly diverse and 
demanding set of stakeholders. And as business then looks to new 
business models, new products and new services, applied behavioural 
science has the ability to provide unique inputs, and critically inform 
those strategies charged with delivering these fundamental - and 
inevitable - transitions, whilst garnering competitive advantage in the 
process.

It’s ironic that behavioural science tells us that if we want to change 
attitudes and behaviour, it's easier to make that change off the back of 
other wider changes in the context of the behaviour; when everything's in 
flux, establish the new behaviour. Flux certainly describes the current 
social, political and commercial landscapes, with business finding itself 
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entwined in an increasingly complex relationship between the three. At 
the very moment business reassess its role in the world and recognises 
the untapped potential in corporate social innovation, the most direct 
route to these new and exciting social and commercial opportunities has 
to be in recognising that a codified applied behavioural science capability 
is now a critical strategic asset.
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