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B.J. Fogg’s major finding:

Formula for Behavior to Happen requires

1.  Prompt (trigger)
2.  Ability (to act)
3.  Motivation (will to act)

All three elements have to be simultaneously present for the behavior to happen.

Example:

Telephone rings → I notice.
Telephone rings but I am in a meeting → I don’t answer the call for lack of availability.
Telephone rings, I am available, but I don’t want to talk to that person → I don’t answer the call.
Telephone rings, I am available and I am willing to talk to that person → I answer the call.

Clearly, I’ll take a call only if, (1) after the phone rings, (2) I am available at the moment, 
and (3) I am willing to talk with the caller.

The presence of all 3 elements is necessary but not sufficient…

Motivation 
Level

High

Low

Ability
to Act

Hard
to do

Easy
to do

You don’t
do it

You do
do it

There is also a condition to be met 
between the level of motivation and the ability to act.

People won’t do 
hard things 
if their motivation 
is not high.
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Chapter 3: Computer as Persuasive Tools

1. Reduction:  Persuasion by Simplification

Reduction technologies make target behaviors easier 
by reducing a complex activity to a few simple steps.  Ideally, a single step.

Examples:

- One-click shopping on amazon.com
- Paypal for quick and paperless payments during online purchasing
- Political campaign fundraising online

Psychology indicates that people seek to minimize costs and maximize gains.  
The reduction approach aims at minimizing inconvenience (cost) and 
maximizing benefit (gain).

Additionally, reduction technologies may increase a person’s self-efficacy, or 
the person’s belief in their ability to perform a specific behavior.
→  More positive, can-do attitude

→  Enhanced probability that the behavior will be repeated.

Green example: Place recycling bin next to the trash bin to minimize effort;
Refer to recyclables with photos, not words.
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2. Tunneling:  Guided Persuasion

Tunneling leads users through a pre-determined sequence of actions, step by step.

Examples:
- Software installation
- Completing an online survey
- Monitoring one’s diet over time through an app.

When you enter the tunnel, you give up a certain amount of self-determination and 
expose yourself to information and activities you did not foresee.  Thus, your 
behavior leads you to perform tasks that you would not have engaged in otherwise.

People can put themselves voluntarily into tunnel situations because the barrier to 
entry is low.

Tunneling technologies are effective because
- They make it easier to go through a multi-step process; 
- Once they have begun, people readily commit to continue until completion.

Tunneling is persuasive because of the commitment that people make once they 
engage in the process.

Green example: Carbon footprint calculator 
(Sequential data input eases the task.)

3. Tailoring:  Persuasion through Customization

Tailoring provides information that is specific to the individual 
to better enable a certain behavior.

Examples:
- Health tips based on age, gender, location, etc.
- Zip-code related information (ex. contact your senator or representative)
- Word processor program suggesting better vocabulary for your text
- GPS-based information mentioning hazards along your running path
- Amazon.com’s suggestions based on your most recent purchases

Tailored information is compelling.  People are far more eager to act a certain 
way when the suggestion is personalized.

For the technique to be effective, the information does not have to be 
personalized; it only needs to appear so because the perception of 
personalized information already draws attention.

Green examples: Carbon footprint calculator giving your personal number;
A colorful breakdown of your electrical consumption on your monthly bill.



5

4. Suggestion:  Intervening at the Right Time

People are more likely to engage in an activity 
when it is closely related to what they are currently doing.

Examples:
- Telling car speed when car passes by
- Suggesting public transportation when people are stuck in traffic
- Alerting a shopper of an item on sale
- Suggesting a food item at lunchtime
- Suggesting an investment product at bonus time
- Bear toy that asks for fries when the child is near a McDonald’s restaurant

The key to the success of this technique is the creation of a decision point 
at or near the time when it is appropriate to take action.

Timing is critical in many decisions, especially when it is combined with 
specific situations:
- When people are in a good mood,
- When people get scared and are eager for an alternative,
- When people feel indebted after having received a favor,
- When people are embarrassed by a mistake they have just made.

Green example: An environmental pitch on Earth Day.

5. Self-Monitoring Technology:
Taking the Tedium out of Tracking

The goal is to allow people to monitor themselves to modify 
their behavior to achieve a predetermined objective or outcome.

Examples:
- Heart-rate monitor with timer (instead of having to monitor jogging distance) 
- Jump rope with built-in calorie meter
- Shower meter

Self-monitoring is attractive when it provides higher-level information that frees 
the user from engaging in a very specific activity.
Example: Exercising of various forms for the same cumulated calorie count.

Green example: Shower meter indicating CO2 footprint in real time.
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6. Surveillance:  Persuasion through Observation

Using technology to monitor the behavior of other people 
in order to modify their behavior in a certain way.
Like it or not; it is quite common nowadays.

Examples:
- Computer usage monitoring
- GPS tracking of vehicles in truck fleets
- Computerized system to tell parents how their teenagers drive their car
- Tracking system that rewards most productive workers

Social psychology studies have reached the overwhelming conclusion that observation 
has powerful effects on how people behave.  When people know they are being 
observed, they behave differently; they fear getting into trouble.

People will quickly discontinue the behavior once their behavior is no longer observed.

Surveillance does not have to be a deterrent for bad behavior;  
it may also be designed to benefit those who behave well.

For surveillance to work, it must be overt; covert observation has little to no impact.

Green example: SLC students being observed by their peers and 
thus refraining from using the electric dryer.

7. Conditioning:  Reinforcing Target Behaviors

Computerized system that uses principles 
of “operant conditioning” to change behaviors.  
Sometimes called “behaviorism” or “instrumental learning.”

The concept relies on the association of a reward with a target behavior.

Examples:
- Dog training technology
- Computer game design: Fun to keep you going

To be most effective, positive reinforcement should immediately follow the 
performance of the target behavior.

Green example: Connect the green activity with fun or reward 
such as computerized “Thank You” heard after placing 
an item in trash bin. 
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According to Prof. Lori Loeb (Computer Science, Dartmouth College), 
there are 5 ways by which people may be induced to adopt a greener behavior.

1. Feedback (ex. by metering) 
Data show that it actually works if done thoughtfully.

2. Information – People are being told of a certain action that it
● is a good choice,
● is meaningful to them,
● is related to their behavior,
● is simple,
● “tells a story.”

3. Control – Only give/tell people what can be acted upon (“actionable”).

4. Motivation – Either negative or positive.

5. Engagement – Ways to keep people motivated
Emotional connection is proven to work.  Get people to commit.

From a different expert

Closing Remarks

- Negative incentives do work but make life unpleasant.
They should be used in a limited way or not at all.

- Positive incentives are preferable but more tricky to apply.

- Peer pressure is a strong factor and can be used very effectively.

- Computers offer multiple avenues to ease the adoption of a new behavior.

- Feedback provided to people is best if it meets all of the following criteria: 
personalized, 
in your face, 
in real time, 
easy to understand, 
and readily actionable.

- Feedback is more effective if it tells a story.

- One may not assume that people are perfectly rational.
Emotions, lure of the new, peer pressure, and fatigue do play a role.


