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Independent Scientific Pandemic Insights Group on Behaviours (SPI-B):

What is SPI-B:
• Not a permanent group – SPI-B does not exist outside of 

emergency response.

• Independent, voluntary, consensus view.

• Range of expertise - health psychologists, social psychologists 
and behaviour change specialists, plus anthropology, ethics, 
and legal/criminology experts, etc.

• Academic rigour – advice founded on behavioural science 
principles plus incoming data on behaviours and new 
research

• Fast turn-around – advice regularly produced within 1 
week…sometimes within hours.

• Papers produced on a range of Covid-19 topics, including joint 
papers with other SAGE subgroups (SPI-M, NERVTAG, EMG, 
Children, Large Events, Testing, etc.)

• SPI-B Secretariat and SAGE Secretariat support are crucial



SAGE and SPI-B:
Principles for the design of behavioural and social 
interventions (20th April 2020): 
Epidemiological/modelling principles (SPI-M):
• Reduce number of contacts per day.

• Reduce exposure of vulnerable groups.

• Reduce probability of infection per contact.

• Reduce number of susceptible people.  

Behavioural Principles (SPI-B): 
Seek to maximise the effectiveness of the above (not an 
exhaustive list).

• Provide a credible, rationale for guidance and any 
changes (transparency, rationale, feedback).

• Engage all sectors of society (co-create solutions, 
allow time for sector planning)

• Enable changes and provide support (harness 
organisational structures and processes, redesign 
shared indoor and outdoor spaces)

SPI-B behavioural and social considerations when 
reducing restrictions (10th February 2021):  

This update to our April 2020 guidance on factors to 
consider when easing national restrictions maintains 
the principles targeted at:

• Maintaining public trust by defining criteria for 
selecting what activities to resume based on 
need, risk, and equity;

• Providing clear guidance that helps people 
understand and adhere to the changed 
restrictions; and

• The importance of trialling the changing 
restrictions in careful sequence, with time to 
analyse data to assess the impact of each 
change, and making of making this process 
public

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/principles-for-the-design-of-behavioural-and-social-interventions-20-april-2020
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/895857/S0539_Behavioural_principles_for_updating_guidance_to_minimise_population_transmission.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/965089/s1099-spi-b-behavioural-social-considerations-when-reducing-restrictions.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892044/S0129_Social_Distancing_Review.pdf


What psychological and social science contributions were made?:
Successes
• Challenging some of the behavioural science notions embedded in policy options.  

• Making a case for the importance of understanding the wider impacts of NPIs (e.g. schools first to open/last to close).

• Greater understanding of participatory and local consultive approaches in government. 

• Ability to work on complex areas within departments and across disciplines whilst providing an independent view.

• SPI-M/EMG collaborations were a highlight. 

Challenges
• Lack of policy-level understanding about the robust, well-tested theory and methodological procedures underlying our data.  

• Access to data and information flows blockages.  

• Infodemic – how to manage information and quality.

• Lack of clear targets for behaviours à prioritization of easier interventions (mostly comms).

• Over reliance on self-report data.  

• Lack of transparency of the other sources of information and advice considered by policy-makers.

• Concern about the wellbeing of colleagues.  

The Future
• Improve policy-level understanding about the robust, well-tested theory and methodological procedures underlying our data.

• Improve and enhance data quality, access, and flow.

• Full-system engagement to enable departments to understand the benefits of incorporating behavioural and social science 

throughout.

• Systematic assessment to better understand the roles that academics can play and how to make these most effective (e.g. research, 

independent advice, advocacy, etc.).  

• Creation of and maintenance of a covenant of trust for citizens à also important between independent advisors and policy-makers.

• Transparency expected for all independent advice (i.e. caution re security risks).
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