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The Role of Inferences in Constructing, 
Communicating, & Sustaining Behaviour Change 

Arguments

We  have been analysing the argumentative content of 
public behaviour change campaigns in the sustainable 
transport domain. This has yielded the STCD and given 
insight into how behaviour change campaigns are 
developed from an argumentative perspective. Campaigns 
often communicate information with the aim of inducing 
the audience to make particular inferences and to  
consequently elect to alter their behaviour.

With the advent of increased online interaction, particularly 
social media discussion, behaviour change communications 
can misfire. For example, language targeting one group of 
people is misunderstood or taken out of context by another 
group. Similarly a campaign that might have been quietly 
withdrawn gains increased attention for the wrong reasons.

CONCLUSIONS
It's known that arguments are affected by strategic & rhetorical factors. That arguments must be framed to address their audience. Traditionally 
behaviour change campaigns could be deployed in a reasonably controlled way in order to address particular communications to specific 
segments. Some overlap in audiences was an unavoidable effect. However social media facilitates a level of dialogue that is outwith the 
designer's control, a factor that must be specifically addressed in the design of campaigns.

 * Once an argument is communicated, it is difficult to influence how that is subsequently comprehended.
 * Social media has had a great effect on cross-audience penetration of messages.
 * Behaviour change arguments can and are re-framed by audiences to whom they are not directed.
 * Behaviour change campaigns should not be static but responsive.

Behaviour change campaigns cannot be designed in ignorance of the ease of sharing & reuse that social media provides. A plan must be in 
place before deployment to respond to the legitimate issues that arise when an audience interacts with your message in an unplanned way.  
Constructive engagement rather than defensive dismissal should be the guiding principle.

CASE STUDY: The THINK! "Hang Back" Cycle Campaign

This public communication campaign from the UK government road 
safety organisation THINK! debuted in September 2016 and included a  
video that was broadcast on TV & hosted online on YouTube. 
Immediately there was a substantial negative reaction, both from high 
profile figures in the media, politics, & cycling worlds, and more 
generally in the social media arena.

The substantive criticism of the campaign, manifesting as a series of 
arguments identifying how the video failed to meet its goals was 
relatively straightforward but the surrounding dialogue was deceptively 
complex, a situation compounded by miscommunication, 
misunderstanding, and subtle differences in argument content and 
stance from both attacking and defending positions. Arguments are affected by strategic and 

rhetorical factors & need to be framed for 
their audience. However, once in the public 
domain, arguments can take on a life of their 
own. Whereas in the past, a poster could be 
taken down or a video not broadcast again, 
the ease of sharing means that behaviour 
change campaigns can have an afterlife 
which far exceeds that which was planned 
for. Designers must therefore have a response 
plan in place to enable them to respond to 
the legitimate questions & issues that arise.

The Sustainable Transport Communication Dataset (STCD)

[1] S. Wells & K. Pangbourne (2016) "Using Argumentation Within Sustainable Transport Communication" 
in Proceedings of the 1st European Conference on Argumentation, Lisbon 2015

A collection of high-quality reconstructions 
and argument analyses from more than 90 
English language sources in the sustainable 
transport domain developed to: 
    (i) support the principled design of 
behaviour change campaigns by examining 
what has gone before, and 
    (ii) to identify guidelines for 
reproducible research in computationally 
oriented argumentation research (this topic 
was explored in [1]).
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Road users have a 
responsibility to make 

our roads safer by 
being more vigilant.

The THINK! Road 
safety campaign is 
aimed at cyclists, 

motorists, and HGV 
drivers, and they all 

have a role to play in 
improving safety.

It is important that 
cyclists are aware that 

HGV drivers and 
motorists might make 

an error that could 
cause serious injury or 

death

The clip also 
demonstrates a lorry 

left turn at speed, with a 
driver failing to make 
continuous checks in 

his mirrors

The 'Hang Back' 
campaign is an 

instance of Victim 
Blaming

Truck overtakes cyclist 
and turns left across 
him, and awful road 
safety advert blames 

the cyclist.

It therefore erroneously 
permits the conclusion 

that if a cyclist finds 
themselves at the side 
of a lorry at a left turn 

that is their fault

It suggests that it is 
cyclists who must make 
sure that they are seen, 

and not the driver's 
responsibility to make 

every effort not to 
undertake [dangerous 

maneuvres]

Doesn't speak to the 
person who's doing the 

damage

The DfT message at 
least implies that if you 

do, it is your fault if 
something awful 

happens.

You might not have 
chosen to put yourself 

in that position.

The 'Hang Back' 
campaign video should 

not have been 
published, and should 

be withdrawn.

Their film shows an 
HGV lorry overtake 

riskily at a junction and 
turn left in a classic left-

hook crash. Yet their 
message is a victim 
blaming call for the 
cyclist to stay back.

I never filter to the left 
of lorries in stationary 

or heavy traffic but 
frequently find I am 
overtaken by lorries 
who put me in their 

blind spot by doing so

The message should 
have been directed at 
the lorry drivers to ask 
them to stay back from 
people cycle to avoid 

them being exposed to 
the risk of causing a 
crushing collision.

The 'Hang Back' 
campaign is in bad 

taste

The 'Hang Back' 
campaign was the 

wrong campaign to run

The 'Hang Back' advert 
does not clearly 

express the intended 
message

It also associated 
cycling with meat 

cleavers, and that ain't 
gonna help get my wife/

family on their bikes

makes entertainment 
out of death

Road users have a 
responsibility to make 

our roads safer by 
being more vigilant.

The video ... actually 
shows a lorry 

overtaking a cyclist 
before turning left 
rather than waiting 
behind the cyclist 
before doing so

...being charitable,,, if 
they wanted to display 
a scene where a cyclist 
undertakes a lorry, this 
video does not do that.

We want to protect 
vulnerable road users 

by raising awareness of 
specific dangers

The cyclist would have 
been visible with a 

Dennis Eagle Elite or 
Mercedes Econic direct 

vision lorry

The best safety 
initiative for our roads 

would be for 
Government to back 

the use of direct vision 
lorries in major building 

projects just like the 
Mayor of London has 

done

Until we adopt a road 
danger reduction 

approach to keeping 
people safe on the 

streets, the miserable 
toll of death and injury 

on our streets will 
continue.

It ignores the fact that 
unsafe lorry designs 
are still being used, 

when safer direct vision 
lorries, can be 
purchased now

It ignores possible 
improvements in 

infrastructure


