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Nudges in HSE 

• Traditional health and safety often assumes rationality… 
• But we think in different ways 

• ‘System 1’ (subconscious) and ‘System 2’ (conscious) 
behaviour 



Nudges in government 

• The commercial world 
has known this for a 
long time 

 

 • Increasingly government is successfully using 
behavioural insights: 

• HMRC letters 
• Organ donation  
• Automatic enrolment for pensions 



Using behavioural insights in health 
and safety 

• Applying the theory and evidence in a 
H&S context 

• For a number of aspects of behaviour: 
– What does the evidence tell us? 
– What does/could this mean for health 

and safety? 
– What should we consider when 

designing an intervention? 
• Originally designed as policy training, 

then used with HSE stakeholder groups. 



Incentives 
What are the deterrents to poor H&S behaviour? How can we 
incentivise good housekeeping by emphasising the immediate costs? 

Is the desired behaviour a norm in your business/sector?  Are you 
inadvertently reinforcing negative norms?  Norms 

Salience 
How can you convey messages in ways that are attention-grabbing 
and relate to personal experience? 

Priming 
How can you make the visible environment one that (subliminally) 
supports safe practice around dust inhalation or heat exposure? 

Emotion 
Use emotional cues, such as people’s reactions to certain words, 
sights and sensations? Personal effect of inhalation of dust or bad 
housekeeping habits on family of sufferer? 

Choice 
architecture 

What are the ‘defaults’ in the organisations you deal with? How can 
risk be ‘designed out’.  How can it be made easier for employees to 
reduce risks? What would make it easier to report near misses? 

Trust 
Who are the trusted messengers for each of the different constituencies 
that are at risk from dust inhalation or heat exposure? How can you 
encourage them to ‘spread the word’? Consider social connections, 
expertise and influence. 



Salience: We said…. 

Evidence: 
• People’s behaviour is influenced  
by what their attention is drawn to 
• Initial anchors have an effect so  
get in early. 
• ‘Shattered Lives’ campaign 

Key point: 
• Make issues salient to target  
audience – simple, novel,  
accessible  



Salience: They said… 

•  Encouraging the clean up of non-toxic dust in 
ceramics: Participants suggested that dust could be 
made more noticeable by the design of workstations, 
perhaps by using black glass and/or UV lighting.  

• Pharmaceuticals: Hand out PPE with grinder wheels 
(which normally have to be checked out 

• Agriculture: Point of use warnings, e.g. Green promise 
knots 



Priming: We said.. 

Evidence: 
• Actions are often ‘primed’ by 

subconscious cues activating knowledge 
in people’s memory 

 
 
 
Key point: 
• Be cautious as we can’t always predict 

the effects of subconscious influencers, 
but at least avoid negative primes  



Emotion: We said… 

Evidence: 
• People’s decisions often reflect their emotional responses. 
• Striking images and tragic case studies of accidents and ill-

health likely to be more effective than dry figures  
• Emphasising the personal impact and impact on loved ones 

 

 
 
 
 

Key point: 
• Make use of people’s reactions to certain words and images  
 



Emotion: They did… 

 
 



 



Choice structure 

Evidence: 
• Presentation matters 

 



Choice structure 



Choice structure 

Evidence: 
• Presentation matters 

• People tend to choose 
the default option 

• ‘Designing out’ risk is 
often more effective than 
requiring individual 
action  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Key point: 
• Ensure the environment makes it easy for workers to 

make the right choice 



Choice structure: They said… 

Manual handling and MSDs in whisky industry: 

• Rotation of tasks to avoid repetitive strain injury 

• Avoid systems which encourage speed over correct practice, e.g. piece rates, task and 
finish. 

• It is hard to use engineering solutions in some environments, e.g. Victorian pubs, so 
train people in flexible techniques that can be adapted to less than optimum 
environments. 

Ceramics 

• One of the drivers of workers only cleaning up at the end of the day is their perception 
that the state of their workstation does not impact on others.  Participants suggested 
that this could be changed by workstation ‘hotdesking’, where workers returned to a 
different workstation after every break. 

• The use of proper equipment (i.e. not brushes) could be encouraged by only having 
portable vacuums available. 

• Process flow default should included cleaning, so it is seen as integral to the 
production process rather than following on, or preceding it. 
 

 



Trust: We said… 

Evidence: 
• If people ‘trust the messenger’, 

they’re more likely to accept a 
message;  

• Trusted messengers can be 
peers (‘people like me’), experts 
and legitimate authorities. 
 

Key point: 
• Decide on ‘trusted messengers’ 

for the people to be influenced 
 



Trust: They said…. 

Manual Handling: 
• A training consultancy uses a 

weightlifter who brings the anatomical 
principles of weightlifting to manual 
handling  
 

Health and safety training for temporary 
workers 
• People who are actually doing the role 

training new starters 
 
 

 

 
Good Housekeeping in ceramics industry 
• Messaging should go out from whoever has credibility with the 

workforce.  This could be managers, supervisors, union representatives 
and/or those seen as ‘natural’ leaders in the workplace, perhaps 
because of their skill, longevity or personality. 

 



Problems and limitations 

• Much we don’t know about subconscious 
influences – Test, learn, adapt 

• Organisational dimension – ORGANISER 

• Regulatory certainty can still be needed (for 
avoiding catastrophe) 

 



 
• Get in touch at: clark.rushbrook@hse.gov.uk  

 

Any questions?  
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