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Can employers encourage staff to make 
better choices and lead healthier lives? 
And should they even try?
Changing our habits and behaviour can be really diffi cult, especially when it comes to decisions we 
might make about our health and wellness. They tend to mean cutting out things we know are not as 
good for us but that we really enjoy. Have you ever set yourself the goal to watch less TV or exercise 
more and then failed to follow through? What about choosing the healthy option in a restaurant when 
faced by all those delicious but fattening dishes? 

Well, then it follows that this challenge is even more diffi cult when you’re trying to change the 
behaviours of others. Multinationals looking to tackle rising healthcare costs, increase productivity and 
decrease absenteeism with behaviour-change programmes, face the incredibly diffi cult task of fi rstly 
convincing their employees to make healthier choices and then convincing them to keep doing it.  

According to a global study of 500 executives 

by IMD.org, managers believe that only 50% 

of attempts to change employee behaviours 

are successful.1 Many less healthy behaviours 

are almost unconscious – putting that sugar in 

your coffee, picking up one of the sweet treats 

a colleague has brought in as you walk past 

– and many habits are formed and practiced 

outside of work.  

But with employees spending 60% of 

their waking hours in the workplace,2 it 

should provide employers with the perfect 

opportunity to infl uence health-related 

behaviours in a positive way.  How can 

employers encourage their staff to make 

choices and engage in new habits that will help 

them lead healthier lives and keep medical 

costs down? A win-win for all involved. 

“...only 50% of attempts to change employee behaviours are successful”



The case for behavioural 
science
Evidence has shown that if employers can gain 

a greater understanding of human behaviour 

they can introduce programmes, described 

as ‘nudges’, to change habits and encourage 

employees to live more active and healthy 

lifestyles. Using behavioural science techniques 

can make positive behaviour change easier 

to achieve, often by working on instinct, 

unconscious decision making and ease of 

access to healthy options.  

Many employers already use behavioural 

techniques to draw on unconscious bias and 

help them improve their sales and influence 

the behaviours of their customers. Yet, only 

now are they starting to look to these same 

techniques to help influence the decision-

making of their own employees.  

Using behavioural science 
techniques in the workplace
So, how do you implement a behavioural 

science-based approach to improving health 

and wellness in the workplace? The first step 

is to identify the most challenging areas. For 

example, is a widespread smoking habit driving 

up the cost of treating respiratory disease? Are 

working practices decreasing the likelihood of 

employees doing exercise?

By using in-depth health and wellness 

reporting, multinationals can identify the 

health problems that are most affecting 

their employees in a region, country or even 

a specific city. Whether the concerns are 

around eating habits, smoking, stress, sleep, 

or lack of exercise, analysing this data can 

be crucial in helping to create the most 

impactful campaigns – the ones most likely to 

encourage long-term behaviour change. And 

implementing those campaigns is the next step.

Three theories and their practical application for 
changing behaviour 
As with many concepts, talking is all very well but seeing how the theory can be applied in 
practice is vital if you are to be successful. Here are three behaviour science theories and 
how they can be used to influence employees’ habits. 

Loss aversion 
Theory: people are usually more motivated to avoid losing 
something they already have, than getting something new. 

In practice: rather than simply offering a medical check-up at 
work, tell employees they have to take up the option of a free 
check-up before a set date. After that date they will lose the free 
option and will have to pay for it.  You can also offer a free activity 
tracker (such as a smart watch) to your employees but explain that 
they must return it if they don’t hit required exercise targets.  

Decision anchoring 
Theory: the first bits of information we learn about any topic, or 
the first things we see, tend to “anchor” and influence our final 
decision.  

In practice: move the healthiest foods to the entrance of the staff 
canteen or kitchen. Research shows that ‘first seen’ foods are the 
ones most selected. Over 75% of diners selected the first food 
they saw and the first three foods a person encountered in a buffet 
made up two-thirds of all the foods they took.3

Hyperbolic discounting 
Theory: people are more likely to take a smaller reward now than 
wait for a larger reward.

Actually, it is more than this and seemingly quite illogical! People 
will still opt for the smaller reward even if the wait for the larger 
one is quite short. They tend to opt for the larger reward only if 
the delay in receiving it is much longer. 

In practice: encourage employees to agree to increase their 
pension contributions on receiving a pay rise, before they actually 
receive it. This way they do not receive the smaller reward now. 
Instead they are happy to agree to a larger, long-term reward 
that they will not receive for many years. People who do agree 
to allocating a portion of their future salary increases towards 
retirement savings end up saving more.4

“By using in-depth health and wellness reporting, multinationals can 
identify the health problems that are most affecting their employees...”



‘Nudging’ Google employees to make better food choices 
Action taken by Google offers a good example of 
how behavioural science can work in practice. The 
organisation has long since provided free meals to its 
employees and through this identified an opportunity 
to use behavioural science to improve eating habits. 

Google moved chocolate M&Ms from large, clear 
dispensers to opaque jars, as a simple nudge. This 
increased the effort required to get hold of the free 
sweets and helped reduce impulse eating, decreasing 
employees’ overall chocolate intake. Seven weeks after 
the M&Ms were no longer visible, it was estimated that 
employees consumed 3.1million fewer calories in New 
York alone.

A separate study run by Google used a simple sign 
to inform employees in the canteen that those using 
larger plates for meals were likely to eat more. This 
simple nudge caused small plate usage to increase by 
half, up to 32% of all plate traffic.5    

“Google showed that experimenting 
with workplace design, information 
display and visual cues could easily 
and efficiently improve the diet of 
their workforce.”   

Laszlo Bock, formerly Senior Vice President of 
People Operations at Google, highlighted the wider 
implications of their research. “Food illustrates how 
our impulses can override our conscious thoughts. 
Most of the insights gleaned from our food-related 
experiments translate directly to broader questions 
of how the physical space around us shapes our 
behaviour, how many of our decisions are made 
unconsciously and how small nudges can have 
large impacts.”6 

Google showed that experimenting with workplace 
design, information display and visual cues could easily 
and efficiently improve the diet of their workforce.   

Using email nudges to improve financial wellness  

Caring for the financial wellness of employees is also a 
matter of increasing concern for many multinationals. 
The negative impacts of finance related stress on 
productivity and mental health are becoming ever 
clearer but encouraging employees to make positive 
financial decisions is extremely difficult.  

Having said this, research into this area is slowly 
starting to show how employers can make important 
changes in the way they communicate about financial 
wellness to deliver positive results.  

A team of economists working with the Obama 
administration analysed the impact of an email 
campaign on enrolment in a savings programme. The 
campaign was distributed to around 800,000 military 
service personnel, with a control group receiving no 
email prompt. The most effective email template 
almost doubled the enrolment rate when compared to 
the control group.

“…the cost effectiveness of nudging is 
often 100, and even 1,000, times greater 
than more traditional interventions.”

The email used was carefully designed, explaining the 
easy steps for enrolling in the savings programme and 
stating clearly how small contributions into the scheme 
could result in large account balances in future. Results 
showed that this approach was approximately 100-times 
more effective than traditional interventions – such as 
education programmes – and the cost was considered 
low at approximately US$5,000.  

“We had a hunch that nudging, and especially digital 
nudging, would be very cost effective, but I was truly 
surprised to see that the cost effectiveness of nudging 
is often 100, and even 1,000, times greater than more 
traditional interventions,” said co-author of the campaign 
Shlomo Benartzi, a professor at the Anderson School of 
Management at the University of California, Los Angeles7.  

Behavioural science in action  
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Conclusion

Behavioural science can provide multinationals with a powerful set of tools and ideas to address the 
health and productivity of their employees – and ultimately their medical costs. The changes can range 
from the very simple, such as rearranging the snacks in a vending machine so the healthiest items are 
in the most prominent positions to the far more complex and long-term. Evidence suggests that small 
nudges can yield big results so it’s a good place to start. 

Also, using smart tools like text messaging, emails and chat bots – a computer programme designed 
to simulate conversation, especially over the internet – that are readily available, can provide 
opportunities to deliver highly personalised programmes and affect targeted long-term change. 

And, the use of data analytics and sophisticated tools that help work out the potential return on 
investment from implementing behaviour change campaigns, thereby proving the cost-savings of these 
interventions, can make them an easier sell to HR and C-suite decision makers. 

At MAXIS GBN, we offer health and wellness programmes designed to help multinationals identify 
medical cost drivers and tools to help address them. Soon we are launching the MAXIS WIT (Wellness 
Intelligence Tool), an innovative new tool that enables employers to work out the potential health cost 
savings they could make by implementing specific targeted health campaigns in their business. We will 
be sharing more information on this soon.

Identifying barriers to success
One of the biggest challenges facing those 

implementing behavioural science strategies 

is measuring and determining the return on 

investment. How do we know the strategy 

had a real impact? Many of the behaviours 

employers seek to change are unconscious, so 

traditional Human Resources (HR) evaluation 

models such as staff surveys won’t work. One 

strategy is to use A/B testing – exposing 

different groups of employees to different 

programmes to compare and measure 

their effectiveness.       

“It can also be hard to demonstrate 
an immediate return on investment 
when the impact of interventions 
may take time as employees are 
nudged away from poor habits.”  

Also, as implementing many of these 

programmes is, by necessity, based on a “test 

and learn” approach, it can be difficult to 

secure full engagement and commitment from 

the C-suite and key decision makers. Senior 

management tend to be susceptible to a 

status quo bias, preferring the safety of doing 

things in the same way as before. It can also be 

hard to demonstrate an immediate return on 

investment when the impact of interventions 

may take a long time to become evident. 

Nudging employees progressively away from 

poor or unhealthy habits is unlikely to be a 

quick process.  

Equally, it is important for employers to bear 

in mind that less healthy habits and behaviours 

seen in the workplace may actually have been 

formed at home or from childhood. Changing 

behaviours practised at work need to transfer 

to an employee’s wider lifestyle.


