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Types of communications

• Platforms
- Brochures
- User guides
- Websites
- Videos

• Topics
- Health
- Environment
- Energy
- Finance



Communication goals

• To improve public understanding

• To inform decisions

• To motivate behavior change



• Many communications are implemented without 
testing their effectiveness

• Communications that are tested are often found 
to be ineffective
− Due to not addressing recipients need



1. Normative: 
– How should people make decisions?

2. Descriptive: 
– How do people actually make decisions?
– When and why do their decisions deviate from 

normative recommendations?

3. Prescriptive: 
– How can we help people to make better decisions?

Behavioral decision research



(Harcourt, Bruine de Bruin, Dessai & Taylor, Climatic Change, 2019; 
Wong-Parodi, Bruine de Bruin, & Canfield, Energy Policy, 2013)

1. Difficult wording



2. Confusing visualizations

Graph design literature 
recommends one 
message per 
visualization
75% of our interviewed 
practitioners were 
confused about the 
probability levels

(Kause, Bruine de Bruin, Fung, Taylor, & Lowe, Sustainability, 2020)



• Longer consent 
forms undermine 
engagement and 
understanding

• Providing bullet 
points with 
information patients 
want at beginning of 
consent form may 
be better

(Yu et al., Medical 
Decision Making, 
2018)

3. Too much information



4. Misunderstanding motivations: 
energy savings

Advertisements for residential energy saving 
programs typically mention that they save money

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.coolrisk.com/risk-cartoons/risk-communication&ei=_ZSYVKSaGMvjsAStpIHwDQ&bvm=bv.82001339,d.cWc&psig=AFQjCNGxLlXovkYEVTuxNoo_flGkZC6C2g&ust=1419372148325553


• We tested three advertisements:
– (1) the monetary benefits: “We are offering a new program 

that will help you to save money. By using less electricity, 
you can reduce your electricity bill.”

– (2) the environmental benefits: “We are offering a new 
program that will help you to save energy. By using less 
electricity, you can reduce your environmental impact.”

– (3) both benefits: “We are offering a new program that will 
help you to save money and energy. By using less 
electricity, you can reduce your electricity bill and your 
environmental impact.”
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3. Misunderstanding motivations: 
energy savings

Advertising environmental benefits alone improved willingness to 
enroll compared to advertising monetary benefits or both

(Schwartz, Bruine de Bruin, Fischhoff, & Lave
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied 2015)



Fischhoff, B., Brewer, N.T., & Downs, 
J.S. (2011). Communicating risks       
and benefits: An evidence-based    
user’s guide. USFDA. 

Also on YouTube

Bruine de Bruin, W., & Bostrom, A. (2013). 
How to assess what to address in science 
communication. PNAS,110, 14062-14068.

Morgan, M.G., Fischhoff, B., Bostrom, 
A., & Atman, C. (2002). Risk 
communication: A mental models 
approach. New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press. 

www.fda.gov/oc/advisory/OCRCAC
ACpg.html

More about the methodology

http://www.fda.gov/oc/advisory/OCRCACACpg.html


1. Avoid confusing wording and graphs
2. Avoid information overload
3. Address motivations
4. Know your audience
5. Test our communications
6. Behavioral researchers can help 

Take-home messages
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Take-home messages

1. Avoid confusing wording and graphs
2. Avoid information overload
3. Address motivations
4. Know your audience
5. Test your communications
6. Behavioral researchers can help 
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Contact

wandibdb@usc.edu
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