
visit https://BIGdifferenceBC.ca • follow #BIGdifferenceBC

A simple behavioral toolkit 
for complex systems

Britt Titus & Marie Stege

In collaboration with 
Alexandra De Filippo & 

Ruth Schmidt



visit https://BIGdifferenceBC.ca • follow #BIGdifferenceBC

Over 25 behavioral science projects in 15 countries, 
on 4 continents 

UGANDA. Safety. Becoming One. A counseling program for 
couples delivered through faith leaders decreased the 
frequency of physical violence by partners by more than 25% at 
$14 USD per couple.

JORDAN. Mental Health. InforMH, a behavioral science 
program reached 400k people, and led to a 14% increase in 
people seeking out mental health support online.

SYRIA. Climate Resilience. Running a lab in the field and 
RCT experiment.
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Standard approach to BI
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Challenges
• BeSci is increasingly being used 

for more complex topics

• Limitations for BeSci due to

• Specific target behaviors

• Solution already in mind

• Assumes problem

Approach

• Solving this requires 
an interdisciplinary approach:
• Systems thinking
• Design thinking
• Futures thinking

Why a new approach to BI is needed

BeSci is increasingly being 

used for more complex topics

• Limitations using BeSci due to

• Solution already in mind

• Specific target behaviors

• Assumes problem is behavioral

• Prioritising what's "measurable"

Challenges

Solving this 

requires an interdisciplinary 

approach:

• Systems thinking

• Design thinking

• Futures thinking

Approach
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Define the problem

systematically

Validate the problem
with clients

Identify & prioritize leverage
points for change

Behavioral Brief 

Our approach to BI
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• Seed system suffers from low 

quality seeds, not suitable for the 

climate

• In 2022, devastating flooding 

exacerbated the situation

→ Need an intervention to ensure seed 

security

Wicked Problem: The seed system in Pakistan

33 million people 
affected by the 

flood
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Project’s Aim

…. design a new solution 
to respond to the 
growing seed system 
challenges in Pakistan
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AIM

We want:

To define problem and capture 

our assumptions about the 

system

1) Define the problem systemically

We do not want:

To fall into pitfall of narrowing too 

early on specific actor, behavior, or 

problem
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What would an 
ideal seed system 

look like?

What/who is
hindering this 

ideal state?

1) Define the problem systemically
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1) Define the problem systemically

LEARNINGS

Leveraged team's knowledge of local system 

to prepare for formative qual in an open way 

(not focusing on one actor or behavior)

Finding:

We assumed that access to finance, 

physical access to quality seeds and lack of 

knowledge are the main issues
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2) Validate with qualitative work

LEARNINGS

Identified what we missed in our own view of 

the system and helped define the problem in 

a different way.

Findings: E.g., Financial access was NOT 

confirmed as one of the main barriers

AIM

Validate assumptions of the system with 

qualitative work including 

representatives from main 
stakeholders.
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3) Identify leverage points for change

LEARNINGS

Sometimes solving a bottleneck

might appear to be influential BUT going 

to the root cause can be better lever for 

change.
Findings: E.g., Middlemen appeared to be important 
bottleneck BUT through the causal loop diagram, saw 

it would be more effective to go beyond them

AIM

Identify the points within a complex 

system where a small shift in one thing 

can produce big changes in everything 

by using a behavioral systems 
approach.

Intervene here?
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LEARNINGS

Critical tool to focus on what questions to ideate 
around

Findings: How might we encourage farmer 
experimentation with new climate resilient seed 

varieties? 

AIM

Summarize prior analysis which enable us to 
(1) Ideate on better prioritized leverage points 

in system 
(2) Create a different mindset where we 

consider multiple actors whose role is key 
for change 

6) Behavioral brief to inform ideation
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Next steps for the toolkit:

Prototyping this 
approach in Niger and 
South Sudan

Testing and iterating 
different approaches for 
defining the leverage 
points in the system

Publishing a tested toolkit in 
the beginning of next year
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Thank you so much!

Please contact us for any input or questions.

Britt Titus 
Behavioral Insights Lead
britt.titus@rescue.org
New York, US

Marie Pauline Stege
Behavioral Insights Associate
marie.stege@rescue.org
London, UK



Research & Innovation at the International Rescue Committee

Challenges

BeSci is increasingly being used for more 
complex topics, but there are limitations due 
to starting with:
• Specific target behaviors & actors
• Solution already in mind
• Assuming problem is behavioral
• Prioritizing what's "measurable"

Why a new approach is needed

Approach

Solving this requires an interdisciplinary 
approach to BeSci, including:
• Systems thinking
• Design thinking
• Futures thinking
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