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Behaviour Change – Back to Basics

Gray Hawke
Definition of Behaviour:


“The things we repeatedly do”


(Do something once - it’s an action...keep on doing it, it’s behaviour)


NOT: “Attitude”, “Values”, “Motives”, “Style”, “Beliefs”, “Feelings”, “Personality”....all of these may be relevant in driving or influencing behaviour, but they are all INTERNAL to the person. Behaviour is EXTERNALISED:

· It can be observed by others directly.

· It affects others directly.

NB: Given a choice between believing what someone says and what they do, people will tend to believe what they do. (“Actions speak louder than words”).
Examples: 

Dentist says “This won’t hurt a bit”. Then it does. Next time you’re at the dentist he says “this won’t hurt a bit”...... Does it make any difference that he doesn’t want to hurt you? Does it make any difference that he is a kind, considerate human being? He may even believe that there will be no pain. The only way you’ll start believing it is when it happens. Even then, you probably won’t really believe it until it’s been OK several times.

Manager says “My door is always open.......any problems, you know where I am...” (he believes this makes him accessible). The trouble is, he’s always too busy to spend time with his people one to one. Rushing about. Always on the phone. Dashing in: “Any problems?...No?..Good....Carry on..”. Is he accessible to his staff? Not if they’re a bit nervous. Not unless they can express themselves very quickly, very loudly and in a businesslike fashion (because that’s what our man likes...)
Changing Behaviour is Difficult 

Why? Because the things we repeatedly do are the things we want to do. They are the things that “work best for us”. We have spent our whole lives consciously and unconsciously refining our patterns of behaviour to bring ourselves maximum security, pleasure and fulfillment for minimum danger, pain and disappointment.

This is true, even for those behaviours we “don’t like in ourselves”.

Example: I sometimes make cutting or sarcastic remarks which I know may be hurtful to others. I am not particularly proud of this behaviour, but I still carry on anyway. Simplistically, the reason is that I learned to do this at an early age in order to make me seem clever to my 6 year old peers (fulfillment) and as an effective response to threatened physical violence from bullies (security). The behaviour has become more sophisticated as I have grown up, but it is essentially the same, as are the factors which drive it.

Changing behaviour, even in the smallest degree, involves repeatedly doing something new, or differently, or stopping doing something in the face of a powerful inner voice which says “I DON’T WANT TO!”…

Preference, Practice, Performance - a Self-Reinforcing System

This diagram shows another reason why behaviour patterns become so resilient to change:

[image: image1.wmf]Preference

Practice

Proficiency


Preference leads to practice - we tend to seek out the things we enjoy doing and avoid the things we dislike.

Practice leads to proficiency - the more we do something, the better (generally speaking) we are likely to become at doing it. There may be some fun to be had in identifying “exceptions” to this rule: golf? sex? driving? 

Proficiency leads to practice - people with strengths in particular areas tend to be appointed to jobs and roles where they get to use these strengths.

Practice leads to preference - we come to value the things we do, either consciously or unconsciously. We are defined by our behaviours. We do not like to change - it is uncomfortable. At some level it threatens our sense of who we are.

Example: A child may discover that he likes to talk (preference) so he does it a lot (practice) and learns what sort of talking works well to obtain favourable outcomes and what does not. In this way the child’s use of language becomes more effective (performance). Because he is a persuasive speaker, the child tends to be chosen by his peers to represent their views. He is encouraged to join his school debating society. He grows up and chooses a career in Sales or Marketing. All of these give him more opportunities to hone his verbal communication skills (practice) and the success that ensues reinforces his positive feelings for speaking as a behaviour (preference). This person will probably find it hard to learn to listen.
Changing Behaviour is Simple

We’ve seen that it’s difficult, but it’s simple as well - provided we work with our original definition “the things we repeatedly do”. 

We need to be clear about the behaviour (externalised and observable) and address it directly.

Example:

Giving up smoking (Who has tried? Who has succeeded? Permanently?). When you strip away all the psychological stuff, the behaviour is all about putting cigarettes in your mouth and setting fire to them! Stop doing that and you’ve cracked it! 

Addressing behaviour change at this basic level is powerful and challenging. Often we need to identify supporting actions or “tricks” to help the behaviour change stick. These may take the form of new routines which make it more difficult to “forget” what we’re trying to do, or engaging the assistance of others for feedback, reminding, monitoring or active participation. 

With determination, IT CAN BE DONE.
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