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Behaviour in transitions
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Sustainability transitions require substantial 
change in lifestyles, and therefore a great many 
changed behaviours embedded in production and 
consumption systems.

Simultaneously, behavioural public policy has emerged globally as a significant 

area of research-policy translation. However, links between behaviour and 

system change are underdeveloped. We provide a review and critical interpretive 

synthesis of current contributions on behaviour from transitions research. Two 

prominent perspectives on behaviour are critical of a focus on individuals in 

transitioning lifestyles, preferencing broader scales of analysis (‘everyday’ and 

‘strategic’ perspectives). We highlight two additional perspectives present in 

transitions literature - ‘automatic’ and ‘reflective’ - which highlight internal and 

interpersonal influences but underemphasise context. All four perspectives draw 

on different conceptualisations, causality, methods and disciplinary foundations, 

and yet all have value and application to transitions. We argue for a more flexible 

and integrative approach to behaviour in transitions, considering the diversity of 

phases, scales and contexts of sustainability transitions. Further development of 

this emerging area of inquiry will benefit both transitions and behavioural public 

policy research and practice.
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ABOUT STEFAN KAUFMAN

Stefan Kaufman is a Senior Research Fellow at BehaviourWorks Australia in the 

Monash Sustainable Development Institute, Monash University. His work focuses 

on the theory and practice of applying behavioural research to help people 

understand and change systems for sustainability. This has included working on the 

government side with BWA since their establishment in 2011, as EPA Victoria’s in-

house social science lead 2007-2018. He seconded to BWA in 2018 (and stayed), to 

initiate a new program to help government agencies in the BWA Consortium tackle 

shared challenges with behavioural public policy approaches. This includes the 

2019-21 BWA Waste and Circular Economy Collaboration and in 2021, initiating two 

collaborations addressing Climate Adaptation, and Responsible Consumption. Such 

interests and experience motivated proposing the paper that is the basis of this 

seminar with co-authoring transitions scholars Rob Raven and Shirin Malekpour, 

and behavioural scientists Alexander Saeri and Liam Smith.

The full author team will be at the seminar for discussion after the initial 

presentation.

About the Series

The MSDI Research Seminar Series aims to foster interdisciplinary 

conversations on the grand sustainable development challenges of our time. 

Through engaging speakers and topics, the series hopes to spark dialogue and 

collaboration across Monash University’s research community for a sustainable 

future. 
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