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DESIGN FOR SOCIAL CONTAGION

INSPIRATION CARDS

ANATOMY OF AN
INTERVENTION

4 Design Components

Physical / Digital 

Direct / Indirect 
social pressure

ACTIONS

TOUCHPOINTS 

SPREAD
MECHANISM

4 Design Principles

2 Criteria

Scale down : 
Translate global to local

Make it desirable, silly!3S’s: Simple, slow and 
steady win the race 

Comparison is key:
enable (sub)conscious

comparison

Enable the target 
behaviour

Enable contagion
of the behaviour

should

follow

INCENTIVES

Contents:

54 cards in total

technologies / behaviour through social contagion 
must meet two key criteria:
(It should)

1) Enable the target behaviour  
2) Enable contagion of the behaviour

While brainstorming ideas (in step 2), you can think 
of ideas that meet each of these criteria. These 
individual ideas can then be mixed and matched and 
translated into complete concept lines in step 3. It is 
a must that the concept lines meet both these 
criteria. 

These design criteria can also be used as the 

the concepts.
 

DESIGN 
CRITERIA

1
 ENABLE THE 

TARGET 
BEHAVIOUR 

Before shaping the contagion of the behaviour, the 

target behaviour- overcoming apprehensions towards 

aim is to use social contagion to get rid of myths about 
greener energy technologies amongst residents, the 

the key goal, or enabling the target behaviour forms 

components. These 

perform the target behaviour. Design principles 1 
(scale down: translate global to local) and 2 (3S’s: 
simple, slow and steady win the race) help in achieving 
the target behaviour.

Further, ‘how well / to what extent does the concept 
enable the target behaviour?’ can become one of the 



DESIGN 
PRINCIPLES

ENABLE 
CONTAGION

OF THE 
BEHAVIOUR

2 In order to spread the target behaviour amongst the 

contagion. This forms the second criteria each 

design of the Spread Mechanism and  
components. While the Spread Mechanism can 
directly or indirectly prompt people to adopt / 

of design principles 3 (comparison is key) and 4 (make 
it desirable, silly!). 

‘How well does the concept enable the social 
contagion of the target behaviour’ can be an 

In order to enable social contagion of sustainable 
behaviours, four key design principles need to be kept in 

 
1) Scale down: Translate global to local  
2) 3 S’s- Simple, slow and steady win the race!
3) Comparison is key: enable (sub)conscious comparison
4) Make it desirable, silly!

While these design principles act as a guideline to design 

contagion, decided by the team).

Although all principles need to be kept in mind while 

relevant while designing the  and Touchpoints 
design components. Principle 3 and 4 relate to the 
Spread Mechanism and  design components. 

Let each team member go through these design 

design principle cards in the centre (or clearly visible to 
each member) such that they are easy to refer to and 

SCALE DOWN:
TRANSLATE 
GLOBAL TO 

LOCAL 

1 While social contagion is inherently a scaling up 

decision at hand, global phenomena like climate 
change, sustainability need to be made personally 
relevant, relatable, recognisable for the residents. 

This can be achieved by strategies such as Humanise 

designing the  and Touchpoint components of 

3 S’s: 
SIMPLE, SLOW 

& STEADY
WIN THE RACE

2 Easier/ simpler it is to do a behaviour, the lesser the 

be easy to do, use, remember and understand. 

beliefs or behaviours). Thus, the 3S’s should form 

Strategies like breaking up a large task into smaller 

principle. This principle is more relevant while 
designing the  and Touchpoint components of 



COMPARISON IS 
KEY: ENABLE 

(SUB)CONSCIOUS 
COMPARISONS

3 People have the tendency to constantly evaluate 
themselves in terms of the appropriateness of their 

similar others (reference groups). They use social 
norms or social proof to guide their behaviours and 

in order to achieve social contagion, this (sub) 
conscious comparison to people who have adopted 

While conscious comparison can be achieved 
through direct Spread Mechanisms such as 

consensus (social proof), indirect comparison can be 

showing stories and experiences of similar others or 

The Spread Mechanism and  play an 
important part in enabling comparisons, and must 
explicitly designed. 

MAKE IT 
DESIRABLE, SILLY!

4 People need to have both, intrinsic and extrinsic 

and well-curated experiences) can help in 

such as the fear of missing out, envy, insecurity etc., 
upon comparison. These in turn increase the 

and paving the way for social contagion. Here, 

others conspicuous, is key.

While the desirability aspect needs to be kept in 

the design of (such as cash or kind 

or add to their achievements, possessions or 

 

Private sphere Public sphere

Daily Weekly Monthly

Designing ActionsCategorisation of Strategies

Make it relevant, recognisable
and certain.

Build commitment through 
consistency.

Simplify and engage.

A1

A2

A3

A4

ACTION
A1

A2

A3

A4



A1
Relevant strategies: 

Other strategies that can be used: 
Make it relevant, 
recognisable and 

certain.

Behavioural Trait / Decision-making factor

A1

A2
Relevant strategies: 

Other strategies that can be used: 

Expectations, emotions and
experiences mould people’s 

(future) decisions.

Shape expectations,
emotions and 
experiences.

Behavioural Trait / Decision-making factor

A2

Other strategies that can be used: 

A3
Relevant strategies: 

People strive to maintain internal 
consistency, avoiding contradictory 

information and behaviours.

Build commitment
through consistency.

Behavioural Trait / Decision-making factor

A3

People are easily overwhelmed and 
distracted; they end up procrastinating 
or giving up on the decision / behaviour.

Simplify and engage.

Behavioural Trait / Decision-making factor

A4

Other strategies that can be used: 

A4
Relevant strategies: 



to the person (or their needs) helps to make it highly 

engagement with the behaviour and can help in building 
commitment. 
 
Personalised data is perceived to be highly valuable since 

induces a sense of ownership, making people more 
responsible for their behaviours.

Personalise it
A1, A3, A4, T1

    available and consequences of each based on house type). 

• Show personal context (e.g. (future) picture of their 
    neighbourhood, children, house etc.)

• Let people customise the content based on their needs. 

Example:
AYOGO has designed the 
‘Empower’ app that improves 

avatars that symbolize their 
health 
based on which it provides personalised virtual coaching to 
get used to pre /post disorder life, tracks behaviours, sends 
reminders, provides support to the care team and connects 

that they own (have a sense of ownership towards) and go 

item / belief. They are also more conscious about their 
behaviours when these are related to things they own. This 
sense of ownership, or responsibility can be evoked when 

way. 

ownership (temporarily). Alternately, distance people from 
things they currently own (habits) before introducing them 
to a new product/ service / behaviour.

Emphasize or establish 
ownership

A1, A3

Ways to emphasize / establish ownership:

   inserts a picture of people’s house / car while providing 

• Provide free trails or freemium models to let people 

    implicit ownership.

   to build ownership.  

Example:
A UK shopkeeper writes 
the customer’s name on 
the packaging of snacks 
they buy - discouraging 

ownership. 

Provide feedback & show
contribution

A1, A3
Examples:

Make it tangible (T), concrete (C),
explicit (E) and visible (V)

A1

Ways to make it T, C, V, E:

Example:



Build positive expectations
(Let people try it)

A2
Example:

Elicit Reciprocity
A2, A3

Ways to elicit reciprocity:

Example:

build new ones. Cues such as visuals, numbers, words, smells 
can be used to directly prime people towards a behaviour, 

thinking. 

Use priming
(elicit associations & past memories)

A2, A1

• Include subtle visual or verbal cues in the 

• The 
   beliefs or behaviours. e.g. use a rubrics cube format to give 

   of each technology. 

• People use past experiences to inform their behaviour and 

  

Ways to use priming:

Example:
The city of Melbourne 
has adopted the 
Target 155 campaign - 
which primes people 
to remember that 155 
litres is the max. 
amount of water that
should be used per
person per day to
 ensure sustainable water futures. 
conscious change in behaviour in case the user’s monthly 

 can 

triggering elements can be embedded in the touchpoints, or 
designed into the itself. 

Use the peak-end principle. It states that people remember 
and evaluate an experience based on how they felt at its 
peak (i.e. most intense point - either +ve or -ve) and its end, 
rather than a total sum or average of every moment. 
 

A2, A4

    to the new behaviour.

• Create peak moments & end the  on a high note 

Example:
The ‘run for your life’ wristband 
(Fokkinga & Desmet, 2014) and 
the ‘Zombies, Run!’ app engage 

runners (to push harder) by 
triggering a feeling of being 
chased (by dogs or zombies). 



future, since they feel obligated to keep agreeing in order to 
stay consistent with their original commitment (decision of 
agreeing).

Foot in the door principle
A3

I support
#xyz

movement

   tour of their house to understand architectural constraints 

   follow a social media page.

Ways to use the FITD principle:

Example:
Shelter, a homelessness 
charity piques one’s interest 
with a local angle (‘What 
does the housing crisis look 
like where you live?’), 

enter their pincode. Later, it 
takes you through a well- 

invites you to add your 

People strive to maintain beliefs and act accordingly. Once 
people have made a promise /pledge to do something or 

obligated to follow through.

do something creates the desire to be consistent with that 
commitment and further ensures compliance. This also 

Let people pre-commit
A3

   promises, pledges, oaths, contracts. This can be done 
   through a prompt (screen) with a check-box that people 

   in a public forum by signing a form or raising a hand etc. 
   When the commitment is made to somebody or publicly, 
   people are more likely to follow through.  

• Make a person’s commitment visible to others, e.g. through   
   symbolism or as a wall of fame. This further ensures that
   people stay consistent to their word. 

Ways to let people pre-commit:

Example:
In a hotel in California,

commitment to reuse towels
during their stay (v/s a general 
commitment to be eco- friendly) 
and received a “Friend of the 

more likely to follow through on 
reusing the towels, and being 
more eco-friendly. 
(Baca-Motes et. al, 2012)

When people are dependent on you or your skills / 

commitment.

The three C’s - compete, compromise /cooperate and
collaborate can be used to further bind people to the group, 

Create dependencies
amongst people

A3

Ways to create dependencies amongst people:

• Let people ask for help from each other.

   accountable for their tasks.

• Each person builds onto the work of the previous task 

Example:
Smart watches like Fitbit or 
Apps like Nike Running Club 
let people sync their devices 

People can either collaborate 
and achieve the goals 
together or compete against 
each other to achieve the 
goals independently. This  
builds commitment towards 
the goal and ensures that 
people follow through.

or goals that are not achieved. By giving them a ‘head start’ 
they feel that they already have made progress and are more 

. 

People need consistency and are creatures of habits. 

the new desired behaviour/ task. 

Give people a headstart;
build onto the existing

A3, A1

• Provide small advantage / advancement towards a goal— 
   e.g. points, stars, or stamps. Equip them to start performing 
   the new behaviour. Use ‘Framing’ e.g. progress bar half full, 

   of doing the new behaviour /task.
 

Example:
In Transburg, residents received a 
starter kit with bags for residual 
waste and packaging materials to 
ensure they segregate & dispose 
waste correctly. 

To ensure that people remember 
to check their smoke alarms twice 
a year, Red Cross related the 

“As you turn your clocks ahead, take a few minutes to 



A4, A2

BINGO

Example:

Make it bite-sized &
incremental 

A4, A3, A1, T2

Ways to use bite-sized, incremental content:

Example:

The emails were centred around the idea that the managers 
need a gentle reminder (nudge) to use what they know. Each 
email outlined an experiment they could try. 

Facts lend credibility and memorability. Vivid stories are 
compelling and help people relate to issues. However, too 
much of either of the two can become overwhelming for 

altogether. Thus, both-facts and vivid stories need to be 
combined and balanced. 

to assert authority and to give people a means of backing up 
their decision. Use short vivid stories / imagery to support 

Combine facts with 
vivid content

A4, A2, T1, T2

    stories / experiences to life.  

• Involve other senses such as touch / smell / hear to bring 
   alive experiences, while showing facts. 

   

Ways to use facts and vivid content:

Example:
DogsTrust highlights 
the number of dogs 

with images of the 

helps to communicate 
urgency while the 
images evoke feelings 
of sympathy, and 

adopt the dogs. 

Touchpoints form the interface between people and the 

spread the behaviour’. These can be physical or digital - in the 
form of artefacts, environments or interpersonal encounters. 
Explicitly designing touchpoints can ensure well-curated 

tangible, concrete or certain.

TOUCHPOINTS
The strategies outlined help to design the Touchpoint more 

. They are related to and build upon 2 key factors that 

People rely on short-cuts to make decisions / do 

T1

T2

Make it easy (to use / do). 

T1
T2

The strategies suggest ways to incorporate these 
factors into Touchpoints, in order to ensure that people 

2 Touchpoint design principles, which are used to categorise 
the strategies.

Once you have designed the and 

incorporate these strategies to make the touchpoints more 



(Re)Frame
T1

Spam blocker Spam blocker

Only 4% Spam 96% Spam free

for only

€290
for only

€290

Ways to (Re)frame:

Example:

Show scarcity 
(of time &/or supply) 

T1

Flash 
sale! Until midnight!!

4 rooms
 left

9 others are viewing 

Last 3 items remaining 10 mins
 left!!

Hurry!!!

Ways to use / show scarcity:

Example:

People’s perceptions are
moulded by how information

is presented.

Shape perceptions
and impressions.

T1
Behavioural Trait / Decision-making factor

Touchpoint Design Principle 

T1
Relevant strategies: 

Other strategies that can be used: 

Make it easy
(to do / use).

T2
Behavioural Trait / Decision-making factor

Touchpoint Design Principle 

T2

•Make it bite-sized & incremental
•Combine facts with vivid content
•Use analogies

Other strategies that can be used: 

Relevant strategies: 



Global phenomenon such as sustainability are vague and 

or using imagery with real people can help in making them 
more recognisable. It can change how people perceive issues 
and build empathy towards the causes, in turn triggering 

scenarios / progressions) can also ensure conscious 

Humanise it
(give it a face) 

T1, A1, A2

Ways to humanise it:

   of global phenomenon. 

   characters and embed these into artefacts which are 
   friendly reminders for people to be conscious about their 
   behaviour.  

• Make persona-based quizzes. Let people see (relate) 
   themselves as (to) these personas. Link desired behaviours
   with these personas (or personality traits). 

Example:Example:
Shelter uses the image of 
young girls to prompt 
people to donate towards
homelessness charity.

Yarra Valley Water has 
developed ‘Water watcher’ 
characters like ‘Wade’ in 
the form of an artefact to 
be put on the tap. These 
ensure people (especially 

/cues as a reference point, and make subsequent decisions 

more dissonant or less related tends to be ignored. 

(baseline /minimum threshold), acceptable behaviour. This 
can be used along with strategies such as providing social 
proof, framing or priming. 

Use anchoring
T1

600
420

€
€

Ways to use anchoring:

   ranges, value before discounts, goals etc.) before telling 

   Communicate high and low extremes to create anchors. 

    telling people to save monthly towards the energy 

    where people have to enter the amount. 

Example:

of the European energy label from 

(the A+++ to D scale), makes 
consumers less likely to choose the 

for consumers’ judgement of energy 

above the A category.

An analogy is a comparison of two things to help explain an 

Draw analogies to commonly known phenomenon, or past 
experiences of people. Use analogies in text as well as in 
visuals and imagery. If the touchpoints are artefacts, their 
form and visual appearance can be inspired from relevant 

mechanism.

Use analogies 
T1, T2, A1, A2, A4

Ways to use analogies:

• Use analogies to explain the process. e.g. the format of a 
   recipe of a dish can be used as an analogy to tell people the 

• Use analogies to communicate features. Appeal to one’s 
    personality traits using analogies like comparing people to 

    

   trees is like removing ones lungs. 

Example:
These posters use 
analogies to 
trigger behaviour 
change (stop 
smoking - It is like 
hanging yourself)
or conscious 
thought (about 
the urgency to 
act towards 
climate change). 

world.

People tend to be drawn to things that stand out from the
environment. Novel or personally relevant things grab 

Increase salience 
(Make it stand out)

T1, T2,  A4

Ways to increase salience of desirable behaviour:

    salient (stand out) through colours, sounds, visuals, smells

• Make the beliefs / behaviour of others salient. 

• Embed surprises in the touchpoints. 

• Create favourable contexts; e.g. comparing to less desirable

Example:
In Lucerne, decals of games like  
hopscotch boxes were pasted 
around bins to accentuate their 

consciously bin their waste. 

the probability of people opening a 

surveys (Garner, 2004). This is used 
by the Dutch tax system to increase 



People avoid doing things that are tedious, ambiguous or 

designed for simplicity. The touchpoints themselves should 

The things should be easy to :
- Understand
- Remember
- Do 
- Use

T2, A4

Lorem ipsum dolor sit 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit 
We have pre-filled 
the form for you! 
Verify the details

 and continue..

   into few key points/ steps. Use levels, progressively reveal 
   new info.; Reduce the number of choices. Provide ways to 

   know what to do/ expect.

Example:
Rutgers University made double-

on its lab printers. Students need 

print on only one side of the page. 

undesirable behaviour). 

Since people are lazy and want to avoid making complicated 

However, ensure that people can freely opt-out or select 

Further, highlight the advantages of the desirable behaviour 

losses. 

Shape choice architecture
(Defaults, Enhanced active choice, 

Recommended options)

T2, T1

Do you want to receive
a newsletter from us 

every month?

Yes No

Ways to use ‘choice architecture’:

• Make the desired behaviour a default - highlighted, check 

   behaviour) being a default also triggers people to opt-in for 
   the desirable behaviour, since the default opt-out triggers 
   conscious thought about the behaviour. 

• Personalise the default desired behaviour using the user’s  
    data- ‘recommended (for you)’. Highlight what people can 
    lose. 

Example:

Denmark & Germany are 
low (4 % &12%) because 

‘opt-in’. Meanwhile, they 
are 86% & nearly 100% in 
Sweden & Austria where 

‘opt-out’; since choosing not to be an organ donor is 

Provide social proof
T2, S1, S2

Ways to provide / use social proof:

Example:

Your neighbours 
are saving energy, 

are you? 

SPREAD
MECHANISM

S1

S2



 (Stimulate) Direct Social
Pressure

S1 Example:

 (Stimulate) Indirect Social
Pressure

S2
Relevant strategies: 

S2

Symbolism is the use of signs and symbols to represent 

are pursuing the desired behaviour. Symbols can represent 

thing / quality. This helps to trigger (sub) conscious 
comparison amongst peers, making the behaviour desirable.

Symbolism can be incorporated in clothing, accessories, 

Use symbolism
S2

Ways to use symbolism:

• Place the symbols in apt areas and make them highly visible.  

• Instead of 2D symbols, think of 3D artefacts. Can these be 

   object placed in the front yard - blooms or withers based on 
   the user’s behaviour. 

   objects. e.g. for non-compliant people, the door bell can has 
   an annoying, loud ring. Use symbolism to shame / call out 
   people for their current behaviours. 

Example:
As a part of the campaign 

Transburg, residents who 

to be put on the doors or 

showed which residents 
had made a commitment to 

their role / duty towards the neighbourhood, and taking 

experiences or feedback to evaluate the decision at hand. 

help to make the behaviour more desirable. 

novel, unique experiences towards the desired behaviour, 
which can be made visible to others. Seeing the experience of 
one’s peers can induce the feeling of missing out. Both, online 

experiences.

Show experiences of others
(stories, testimonials, reviews)

S2

Ways to show experiences:

   hoardings, billboards, instagram / snapchat stories, blogs/ 

   formats such as pictures, text, comic strips, stand-up 
   comedy, bite-sized videos etc.  

• Show people doing the behaviour along with their

   peers’ experiences to trigger behaviour change. 

Example:
To increase the uptake of the 
free check ups, NHS, 

from local residents from 

backgrounds. This way 
people could easily relate to 



S2

Ways to show performance of peers:

Example:

INCENTIVES

15
off

1

2
3
4

Give people a social identity;
Provide group membership

Example:

Make it an achievement, a 
new skill or quality 

Ways to provide an acheivement, new skill, quality:

Example:



Use cash and kind incentives

group discount, free parking, access to party/ guest-list) or 

and repairs etc. 

15
off

€

   enjoy that can be taken away from them.

• Bundle losses, segregate gains. Combine small losses with
   big gains, and small gains even with small losses. 

Example:
In a study by Volpp et al. (2008), 
a group of people who met their 

20% chance of winning $10 & a 
1% chance of $100. Those in this 
treatment group lost 13.1lbs on 
average compared to 3.9lbs 

Provide unique, fun, novel 
experiences

Owing to the rise of the experience economy, people are 
always looking for new unique experiences. Further, digital 

FOMO, which prompt people to imitate their peers (they 
want to experience the same things), giving rise to the 

Thus, designing unique, fun, novel experiences can prove to 

and can give rise to social contagion. These can be a part of 

Ways to provide unique, novel experiences:

• Experiences can be physical, digital or virtual. These can be 

• Devise ways for people to share their experiences.  

Example:
An extremely hydrophobic paint is 
applied to walls of the railway 

at roughly the same angle; thus, 
urine splashes back on the person. 

experience, people refrain from 



DESIGN CANVASES



Design for Social Contagion

eg. How to curb the spread of myths and misunderstandings ? How to devise myth busters? How to ensure residents do not believe myths 

What is the target behaviour that needs to be spread?

are relevant to trigger the contagion?

Which are the key spaces where the target group
meets / interacts with similar people?

Which are the key social spaces / environments / 

enable contagion? 

eg. Streets, Vicinity of the building, Church, Gym, Bus-stops as the social context for contagion. 

1A

content for contagion (the WHAT) 

•Can you break the overall aim into smaller aspects
that need to be tackled?

•What are the smaller problems that give rise to the 
overall goal? 

that you will target during this brainstorm session. 

Refer to the examples given.

brainstorm.

1B

1C

1D



eg. How to curb the spread of myths and misunderstandings ? eg. How might we ensure residents understand the hidden costs related to a technology?   1C

Step 2 : Brainstorm Ideas

 

Design for Social Contagion

of physical / digital touchpoints that can be used to trigger the target

 
behaviour.

  Spread Mechanisms

A1, A2, A3, A4

 
A3, A4). Alternately, select a few cards at random

 

from each category and use those.

 

2A

team member.

 

2B

Parking lot for all your ideas; There is no right or wrong!

A AA A1

Breakout into smaller teams



3A

3B

Step 3 : Generate concepts for contagion 
Design for Social Contagion

behaviour? 

Discuss ideas generated in step 2. Build on each other’s ideas, group similar ideas.  

Mix and match ideas 

pressures.

List the touchpoints that will be used while carrying out the 

Spread Mechanism Touchpoints

Co
nc

ep
t 1

 
Co

nc
ep

t 2
Co

nc
ep

t 3
Co

nc
ep

t 4
Co

nc
ep

t 5



Step 4 : Evaluate and Select concepts
Design for Social Contagion

concepts based on the goal of the contagion and 
other constraints:

Use any one of the following methods to evaluate and shortlist the concepts:

colourful markers). 

Vote using coloured dots

eg. Spread / reach of  contagion 

Keep the concepts of all the teams together (on a 

the concepts that are most promising. Each person 

Let everyone vote simultaneously. 

Based in the tally of votes and the importance of 

concepts, that will be detailed further and can 

Each team should present their ideas (top 3/5) to the bigger group.
Build onto each others ideas. Discuss pro’s/ con’s.  Add / Subtract details. 

You can use the design principles and design 

important to least important.

C-box. 

C-Box

Once all concepts are evaluated (placed on the 
c-box), decide which quadrant is most feasible. 
Detail the concepts in this quadrant in the next step 

cheap to expensive; y-axis : spread /reach of
contagion max. reach to min. reach)  

As a team, go through each concept and place it on 
the c-box according to how it fares on both the 

y-axis: reach of contagion
maximum reach

minimum reach

cheap expensive

Rank the concepts

Now vote for the most promising concepts, or decide 

criteria and can be taken forward for detailing and 

eg. Reach of  contagion 

1.
2.
3.

1.
2.
3.

#2

4A

4B

4C



Step 5 : Detail the selected concept(s)
Design for Social Contagion

Detail how the contagion will unfold

Concept (Name / number): 
Private sphere Public sphere

‘X’ months
Daily WeeklyM onthlyOutline the contagion process:

5A

5B


