




















How Do You Choose a Target Behavior for a CBSM Program?

By Rick Chenoweth, Ph.D.

In each issue of the newsletter, we will use this column to address one question raised by readers about the use of social marketing
and communication tools, including Community-Based Social Marketing (CBSM). We don't pretend to have all the answers; rather
we hope to shed some light through the lens of the social and behavioral sciences. Indeed, readers who have wrestled with some of
the questions that will be addressed in this column are invited to share their experiences and solutions with other readers. In this
issue, we look at selecting a single behavior to target using the CBSM approach.

t now appears that there are a substantial

number of resource managers, UW-Extension
personnel and representatives of non-profit
organizations in Wisconsin who have either
taken a Doug MacKenzie-Mohr workshop on
community-based social marketing (CBSM)
or read the book titled Fostering Sustainable
Behavior: An Introduction to Community-based
Social Marketing. Many others have at least
discussed this approach with colleagues and
questioned whether CBSM might be added
to the agency or organization’s arsenal. Both
the book and the workshop provide a useful
guide to CBSM. But some have found that
when they try to plan a CBSM-based campaign,

they encounter a bewildering array of questions.

One of the first questions that arises is how
to select one, just one, target behavior.
Because the perceived benefits and obstacles
associated with different target behaviors
might well be different depending on which
behavior is chosen, how do you chose? What
if a behavior is complex: comprised by a set
of separate, discrete behaviors that may have
different perceived benefits and obstacles?

The first focus should always be on the
environmental issue that would be addressed
if individuals changed their behavior. For
example, if the issue is the runoff of nutrients
into particular lakes or streams, then it is
possible to brainstorm a set of behaviors
that an individual could do that would be
expected to directly reduce runoff. Just a few
of the possibilities are planting buffers,
replacing non-porous areas with porous
areas, using no-phosphorus fertilizer, or
creating a rain garden.

Criteria for selecting a target behavior

There are at least four criteria that might be
used to choose a behavior that would be
targeted by a CBSM approach or at least
narrow the range of options.These criteria
are listed below, together with a brief discussion
of each.The criteria are not in any order of

importance.What criteria make the most
sense for any given situation is a judgment
call that will be arrived at after discussions
with colleagues, consideration of the
resources available to plan and implement
the program, and so on.

1) What are the external barriers? If there
are obvious exterior barriers to a particular
behavior that are simply unsurmountable
within a group that has been chosen as the
target audience, choosing that behavior
without first reducing the exterior barriers
would be self-defeating. For example, a
behavior might involve the purchase of
certain costly materials; those who cannot
afford the expense, even if they are amenable
to changing their current behavior, will not
adopt the target behavior; they are not able
to do so. A careful consideration of the
external barriers associated with each of the
potential behavioral choices will reduce the
range of behaviors for further consideration.
Michael Rothschild has an article that is useful
in understanding what factors to consider
when trying to decide between legal
approaches, traditional educational approaches,
or social marketing approaches to behavioral
change; The Motivation, Opportunity, and
Ability (MOA) Matrix. See http://www.social-
marketing.org/papers/carrotarticle.pdf

2) Will the impact on the environment be
direct and immediate? Paul Stern has
developed a conceptual framework called
Value-Belief-Norm Theory (VBN) (see Stern’s
article, Toward a Coherent Theory of Environ-
mentally Significant Behavior published in
the 2000 issue of The Journal of Social Issues).
VBN makes an important, empirically-
supported distinction between four different
categories of environmentally relevant
behavior.Only one of these categories is the
focus of community-based social marketing:
private-sphere environmentalism.These are
behaviors that have a direct and immediate
environmental impact; consumer choices of

products and one-time or daily behavioral
choices between alternative behaviors; e.g.,
sweeping up grass clippings after mowing
one’s yard versus leaving the clippings on
the driveway or street. While the behavior of
one individual might have little impact, the
aggregate of many people changing their
behavior could have a dramatic impact on
the environment. Some have commented
that government rules and regulations have
been largely successful in dealing with some
environmental problems, such as point-source
pollution. Now we need to turn our attention
to the difficult-to-regulate behaviors of
individuals as they make choices and engage
in daily behaviors.These are the kinds of
behaviors for which CBSM was designed.

Other categories of behavior might ultimately
have a large impact on the environment in
positive or negative ways, but are not the
focus of CBSM; (1) active involvement in
environmental organizations, (2) non-activist
support of environmental objectives such as
signing petitions, voting “green” or contributing
to environmental organizations and (3) influenc-
ing the actions of organization to which an
individual belongs are all behaviors that can
have a positive impact on the environmental
issue of concern.Because these behaviors do
not have immediate consequences on the
environment, they are not typically the focus
of a CBSM approach.

3) What will be the magnitude of positive
impact on the resource? Some behaviors
have little impact on the resource, even
when many people change their behavior.
Because the ultimate goal is to positively
impact the environment, it is obvious that
selecting a behavior that will have a larger
positive impact would be the preferred
target behavior. Estimating the magnitude of
the environmental impact is neither easy nor
precise. Natural resources expertise is
necessary, making it important to have a
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