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Abstract

Since the emergence of psychological and behavioural science, one of its foundational goals
has been to explain human behaviour. Although the discipline has been highly successful
in this endeavour, there is an elephant in the room. Psychological and behavioural science
has neglected studying the most challenging aspect of human behaviour—transformative
behavioural change. This change can be described as a fundamental and difficult-to-
achieve shift in someone’s actions that involves a transformation of one’s way of living.
Understanding transformative behavioural change is essential not only for psychological
and behavioural science to accomplish its foundational goal but also to maintain its con-
temporary relevance. Indeed, it is imminent that both solving the world’s biggest issues (e.g.,
climate change) and living through major disruptions (e.g., technological revolution) will
require people to transform their behaviour. In this perspective, I first review and discuss
previous relevant research, and then propose a seven-step agenda for how psychological
and behavioural science can become the science of transformative behavioural change.

Keywords: behaviour; change; shift; theory; transformation

Introduction

Understanding human behaviour is one of the fundamental goals of psychological
and behavioural science. The discipline has so far made substantial progress towards
reaching this goal and built a profound body of knowledge in this respect, including
how behaviour is influenced by the environment and shaped by personality and various
values, goals, motivations and beliefs (Ajzen, 1991; Stanovich and West, 2000; Michie
et al., 2011; Hofmann et al., 2012; Davis et al., 2015; Duncan et al., 2019; West et al.,
2019). In this context, many influential theories and models of human behaviour have
been developed from the classic ones proposed in the 20th century, such as the social
cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977), self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985),
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theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) or prospect theory (Kahneman and Tversky,
1979), to the more recent 21st-century models, including the reflective-impulsive
model (Strack and Deutsch, 2004), construal level theory (Trope and Liberman, 2010)
or behaviour change wheel (Michie et al., 2011). This work was pivotal in creating var-
ious intervention techniques that have been widely used by policy makers to change
numerous real-world behaviours, from tax compliance to smoking cessation (Halpern,
2015; Hallsworth et al., 2017; Reisch and Zhao, 2017; Sanders et al., 2018; Sunstein,
2020; Milkman et al., 2021; Ruggeri et al., 2024).

Despite the successes of psychological and behavioural science in mastering human
behaviour, the discipline’s endeavours to explain transformative behavioural change are
still in their infancy. Transformative behavioural change (Table 1) can be described as a
significant and radical change in someone’s actions that is highly difficult to achieve and
involves a transformation of one’s way of living (Adams, 2021; Krpan and Basso, 2021;
Basso and Krpan, 2022). For example, a person abandoning a lifestyle of abundance
and excess to adopt rigorous practices that can save the planet from ecological break-
down (e.g., moving to a smaller dwelling combined with reusing and repairing old
items rather than discarding them, renouncing the consumption of any non-essential
goods and products, eating only plant-based foods, etc.) can be considered transfor-
mative behavioural change (Buch-Hansen and Nesterova, 2023). This type of change is
not restricted to only one domain such as sustainability and can be linked to any area
of human activity, from work and physical or mental health to religion and education.

There are various reasons that might explain why transformative behavioural
change has been neglected by psychological and behavioural science. First, this change
is typically vaguely defined, by evoking terms such as significant or radical (Adams,
2021; Krpan and Basso, 2021; Basso and Krpan, 2022), but without specifying which
behaviours should be considered transformative and why. Therefore, researchers may
not see it as a construct around which they can build a systematic line of research
because of the ambiguities associated with measuring it, interpreting the findings and
linking them together. Second, since transformative behavioural change involves a
transformation of one’s way of being and living, it may not be as frequent as other phe-
nomena that psychological and behavioural scientists research, which makes it more
difficult to observe and study scientifically. Another related reason is that effect sizes
that concern the influence of experimental manipulations on behaviour or the link
between personality and behaviour are usually small to medium (Bosco et al., 2015;
Gignac and Szodorai, 2016; Albarracin ef al., 2018; Mertens et al., 2022). It is therefore
plausible that transformative behavioural change would be associated with effect sizes
that are even more difficult to detect, and studying it would require either larger sample
sizes and/or more powerful and diverse methodological approaches.

Nevertheless, these obstacles are worth overcoming because achieving scientific
understanding of transformative behavioural change may be one of the most impor-
tant tasks of our time. Indeed, it is expected that both solving the world’s biggest issues
(e.g., climate change) and living through major disruptions (e.g., technological revolu-
tion) will require people to transform their behaviour (Wiedmann et al., 2015; Rahman
et al., 2017; O’Neill et al., 2018; Krpan and Basso, 2021; Hickel et al., 2022). Therefore,
for psychological and behavioural science to remain relevant in the 21st century and
continue shaping the world, it will need to reach the stage where it can understand
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Table 1. Transformative behavioural change: definition and main considerations

What is transformative behavioural change?

Defining transformative behavioural change

The term transformative behavioural change typically applies to a shift in someone’s actions that can
be described as significant, fundamental, radical and/or difficult-to-achieve, and involves a transfor-
mation of one’s way of being and living (Adams, 2021; Basso and Krpan, 2022; Krpan and Basso, 2021).
As an example, a person may lead a lifestyle of abundance and excess that involves large houses,
frequent travel, luxury goods consumption, omnivorous diet, etc. However, to save the planet from
ecological breakdown, the person may completely transform their life and move to a smaller dwelling,
renounce the consumption of any non-essential goods and products, decide to reuse and repair old
items rather than buy new ones, abandon any forms of environmentally unfriendly travel, adopt only
vegan diet, etc. (Buch-Hansen and Nesterova, 2023; Lembregts and Cadario, 2024). As another exam-
ple, someone may transition from a long-term career in one field to starting anew in a completely
different area. As part of this change, the person may need to acquire new skills and adapt to different
work environments, which may lead to profound changes in their professional and personal identity.
Transformative behavioural change can occur in any area of human activity, including sustainability
and work as in the overviewed examples and beyond (e.g., physical and mental health, spirituality and
religion, education, personal relationships, etc.).

Distinguishing between behavioural and non-behavioural change

Transformative changes can be behavioural and non-behavioural. Although there is no consensus

on the definition of behaviour, in psychological and behavioural literature this construct is typically
used in relation to any form of actions and activities within the physical environment (e.g., eating,
running, moving house, leading a particular lifestyle, undertaking work-related activities, learning
new skills, etc.; Baumeister et al., 2007; Henriques and Michalski, 2020; Levitis et al., 2009). There are
some exceptions, however. Answering survey questions that assess attitudes, personality, values, as
well as people’s feelings and thoughts involves physical actions such as writing or clicking a mouse.
However, researchers typically do not consider such activities behaviour (Baumeister et al., 2007). In
this context, transformative non-behavioural changes can comprise any profound shifts in one’s way
of thinking, attitudes, sense of self, personality, wellbeing, etc. (e.g., Brennan, 2001; Luhmann et al.,
2021), whereas any profound and difficult-to-achieve shifts that apply to other forms of actions and
activities in the physical environment can be considered transformative behavioural changes (e.g.,
Davey and Arnold, 2000; Miller, 2004). Transformative non-behavioural and behavioural changes can
overlap, since the mental processes comprising a non-behavioural change can precede and influence
a behavioural change (Armitage and Christian, 2003; Furr, 2009; Maccagnan et al., 2019; Miller, 2004).
However, it should be noted that a transformative non-behavioural change does not directly equate
to a transformative behavioural change, as it can also lead to only minor behavioural changes, and it
remains unclear under which circumstances each outcome may arise. Therefore, the link between the
two types of change has not yet been investigated, which further hampers theoretical and practical
understanding of transformative behavioural change.

Connecting behavioural and societal change

Itis also important to discuss transformative behavioural change in relation to transformative societal
change. Whereas the former concept refers to a shift in an individual’s behaviour, the latter refers to

a macro shift on a societal level that may involve any social, political, economic, ecological and other
related changes (Adams, 2021; Basso and Krpan, 2022; Krpan and Basso, 2021). It is assumed that
certain transformative behavioural changes can lead to societal transformations if adopted in large
numbers. For example, if many individuals adopt the planetary friendly lifestyle described when defin-
ing transformative behavioural change in the present table, this could transform society on a global
scale and reverse global warming (D’Alessandro et al., 2020; Hickel et al., 2022; Kallis et al., 2018).

transformation and help people achieve it. This progress is also crucial for advancing
the discipline’s quest towards its fundamental goal: mastering human behaviour.

The main objective of this perspective is to propose how transformative behavioural
change can become one of the integral topics studied by psychological and behavioural
science by developing a seven-step agenda for how to build a systematic line of research

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2024.30 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2024.30

4 Dario Krpan

around this topic. In the next sections, I will first overview and discuss previous
relevant research linked to transformative behavioural change to illustrate the current
state of the field and then proceed with outlining the agenda.

Transformative behavioural change in psychological and behavioural science

In psychological and behavioural literature, various constructs can be identified that
have some overlap with transformative behavioural change but do not directly focus
on it (i.e., they concern phenomena that may involve this change but were not created
with the aim to zoom in on it and uncover its main features and mechanisms, in which
domains it occurs, etc.). These constructs are summarised in Table 2. Since the aim of
this perspective is to propose how to embed transformative behavioural change into
psychological and behavioural science by building a systematic line of research around
it, the table also reports other information that can be used to evaluate whether a similar
endeavour has been previously attempted or achieved.

Before examining the information presented in Table 2 in more depth, it is impor-
tant to clarify what is meant by a ‘construct, how the constructs were identified and
based on what criteria they were selected for the table. In this context, a ‘construct’
broadly refers to any phenomenon that has been operationalised (i.e., defined in such
a way that it can be measured or accessed either qualitatively or quantitatively) and
investigated in the realm of psychological and behavioural science. The constructs
were identified using a literature search that can be classified as narrative rather than
systematic (Furley and Goldschmied, 2021). More specifically, this search aimed to
uncover a wide range of references linked to transformative change by using words that
directly refer to this change as search terms in Google Scholar (e.g., transformative,
transformation, radical, significant, profound, disruptive, life-changing); by review-
ing the resources that cited or were cited by the references identified via the Google
Scholar search; and by reviewing the author’s personal collection of articles that has
been accumulated over the past 15 yr and includes various articles linked to transfor-
mative change. Using this procedure, the aim was to identify a more exhaustive list of
constructs to be included in Table 2 than would have been possible via a merely sys-
tematic literature search (Collins and Fauser, 2005), since constructs associated with
transformative change are not always described using terminology directly linked to
this change (e.g., words such as transformative, disruptive or radical). Therefore, it is
possible that some relevant constructs that belong in Table 2 were not identified, and in
fact one of the aims of the agenda proposed in this article is to set the stage for integrat-
ing the relevant literature so that any potentially missing constructs can be identified
(see Figure 1, Step 4).

Since the present article focuses on transformative change, the main criterion for
including a construct identified through the above-described search in Table 2 was
that it addresses transformative change. This means that the literature studying this
construct had to clearly indicate that the type of change linked to it is transformative,
either using direct terminology (e.g., transformative, radical, significant, profound,
disruptive, life-changing, etc.) or by describing in some other way that the change cor-
responds to transformative (for definition of this change, see Table 1). The ‘Degree of
change’ column in Table 2 shows that not all selected constructs are solely focused
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on transformative change; some involve both transformative and non-transformative
changes. However, any construct linked to transformative change was included, while
those associated only with non-transformative changes were omitted.

Finally, it is important to emphasise that, whereas all constructs from Table 2 address
transformative change, many of them focus predominantly on non-behavioural
changes linked to wellbeing, personality, way of thinking, etc. and do not tackle
behavioural changes (see the column “Type of change’). These constructs were selected
because transformative non-behavioural changes can potentially precede transforma-
tive behavioural changes (Armitage and Christian, 2003; Miller, 2004; Furr, 2009;
Maccagnan et al., 2019). Therefore, the constructs are at least partially relevant to
understanding transformative behavioural changes and are essential for an accurate
representation of the literature on this subject. However, it should be noted that
transformative non-behavioural changes can lead to either minor or transformative
behavioural changes, and it remains unclear under which circumstances each out-
come may arise. Overall, by adopting this approach to construct selection, I wanted
to ensure that Table 2 contains constructs that are in any way linked to transformative
behavioural change to examine the current state of the field and show that this topic
has not been systematically investigated in psychological and behavioural science.

After a detailed exploration of how constructs were identified and selected, we
now return to the specific content of Table 2. The table does not merely list the con-
structs; it categorises them based on specific criteria to enable a thorough analysis
of the changes they comprise. In particular, Table 2 details the type of change (i.e.,
behavioural vs non-behavioural) and the degree of change (i.e., transformative vs non-
transformative) to establish which constructs deal with transformative behavioural
change vs other changes that do not have behaviour at their core. In addition, under
‘Scope), the table examines whether the constructs focus on changes from a specific
domain — i.e., changes that have specific characteristics (e.g., sudden change) and/or are
experienced in relation to specific areas of human activity (e.g., work) and/or triggers
(e.g., psychotherapy, psychedelics) — or on changes regardless of their domain. This is
important because systematically studying transformative behavioural change would
necessitate researching how it occurs across various settings to build its overarching
theoretical understanding. Finally, in relation to this assertion, Table 2 also reports
whether the constructs were proposed as cornerstones of formal theories that were
developed to explain them, to understand the current state of theorizing on transfor-
mative behavioural change. In this context, theory can be defined as a set of postulates
that explain a phenomenon of interest and can be used to infer testable predictions
about this phenomenon (Suppes, 2000; Locke and Latham, 2002; Locke, 2007). For
example, concerning transformative behavioural change, a theory would need to offer
an empirically testable explanation of when and why this change occurs.

In relation to the type of change, it is important to highlight that the literature
regarding the constructs covered in Table 2 usually does not directly specify whether
they focus on behavioural or other types of changes. The constructs classified as
non-behavioural are the ones for which it can be inferred that the changes in ques-
tion are experienced in relation to people’s thoughts, way of thinking, wellbeing,
personality, sense of self, etc., whereas the remaining constructs (i.e., those that are
classified as behavioural and non-behavioural) typically mention both behavioural and
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non-behavioural components with equal emphasis. In that regard, the constructs do
not clearly indicate when the change in question should be behavioural and/or non-
behavioural, and whether and how various non-behavioural changes are linked to and
can instigate behavioural changes.

In relation to the degree of change, evaluating the constructs in Table 2 is challeng-
ing, as the relevant literature does not always elaborate on the focus and magnitude of
change. This difficulty is compounded by the lack of a clear definition of transforma-
tive change in the literature. Overall, the constructs I classified as transformative are the
ones that either directly refer to ‘transformative’ as their main focus, or for which this
could be inferred through emphasis on changes that are significant, profound, etc. The
remaining constructs are classified as both transformative and non-transformative, as
the corresponding references suggest associations with both without specifying when
each type of change should occur.

In relation to the scope of change, many of the constructs from Table 2 focus on
understanding changes in relation to specific areas of human activity, triggers and
characteristics. For example, adjustment, coping, post-traumatic growth and psycho-
logical change are conceptualised as reactions to certain negative events (i.e., stressors,
illnesses or traumas), whereas psychedelic transformation focuses on transformative
changes instigated by psychedelics. Only some of the constructs (e.g., personal trans-
formation, transformative experience; Table 2) were not created to explain changes
linked to specific domains but can encompass changes from numerous areas of human
activity regardless of their triggers and characteristics.

Finally, most constructs from Table 2 were not developed as building blocks of
formal theories. Even for the few constructs for which this is not the case, the associ-
ated theories do not attempt to explain specifically transformative behavioural change.
Namely, the entropic and anarchic brain are associated with the entropic brain theory
(Carhart-Harris et al., 2014; Carhart-Harris, 2018) and the REBUS and the anar-
chic brain model (Carhart-Harris and Friston, 2019) which explain the relationship
between brain entropy (i.e., higher degree of disorder and uncertainty in the brain)
and different consciousness states through the lens of psychedelics. Moreover, perspec-
tive transformation is part of the transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1997) that
examines how transformative learning occurs, what characterises it and what predicts
it. Post-traumatic growth is linked to the functional descriptive model (Tedeschi and
Calhoun, 1996) and organismic valuing theory (Joseph and Linley, 2005) that propose
how different affective-cognitive processes can reconstruct the person’s belief system
following a trauma to facilitate growth (Ning et al., 2023). Additionally, psychological
entropy is grounded in the entropy model of uncertainty that explains the link between
uncertainty and anxiety by drawing on the concept of information entropy (Hirsh et al.,
2012). Furthermore, self-transcendent experience is at the core of a theory that posits
which psychological and neurobiological mechanisms account for the impact of this
experience on decreased self-salience and increased feelings of connectedness (Yaden
et al., 2017). Finally, social cognitive transition belongs to a theory of adjustment that
proposes how people’s mental models of the world shape adjustment to cancer and are
influenced by it (Brennan, 2001).

Opverall, the review of constructs from Table 2 leads to one important conclusion.
There is no construct that (a) investigates changes which are specifically behavioural
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and transformative, (b) comprehensively maps areas of human activity in which any
such changes occur and (c) examines their triggers (i.e., causes), characteristics and
mechanisms across these areas to form an overarching theoretical explanation of trans-
formative behavioural change and uncover how such a change could be induced in
multiple settings. Taken together, the literature review shows that this change has not
been systematically investigated as a topic in psychological and behavioural science.
Indeed, the constructs presented in Table 2, as a totality or in isolation, cannot answer
when and why transformative behavioural change occurs to offer an integrative expla-
nation that applies across an exhaustive set of examples of this change, regardless of
their specific characteristics, triggers that cause them and areas of human activity in
which they occur. An additional obstacle in this endeavour is that the constructs come
from many diverse sub-fields of psychological and behavioural science and have there-
fore typically not been developed or studied in relation to each other. This makes
it challenging to integrate them, understand their overlap and infer any overarching
insights about transformative behavioural change.

It could be argued that this type of change has not been systematically tackled in
psychological and behavioural science because the change itself is not possible or does
not occur. However, this would be inconsistent with the literature since the occurrence
of transformative behavioural changes has been documented in numerous settings.
For example, the literature on quantum changes and transformations reports many
examples of sudden behavioural transformations that have occurred in the context
of psychotherapy but also in relation to various life events and experiences, with-
out therapeutic interference or any behavioural interventions (Miller and Cde Baca,
2001; Miller, 2004). Therefore, while various instances of transformative behavioural
change have been observed, a systematic study of this phenomenon aimed at develop-
ing its overarching explanation has been neglected. To address this, I next develop a
seven-step agenda on how to create a field of research around this change.

Agenda for psychological and behavioural science of transformative
behavioural change

The agenda described in this section is summarised in the roadmap in Figure 1.
I want to emphasise that I do not envision this agenda as a solitary pursuit. On the
contrary, it would entail long-term collaborative efforts of multiple researchers from
various cultural, methodological and theoretical backgrounds, as this kind of diversity
is most likely to result in a multilayered and comprehensive understanding of trans-
formative behavioural change (Medin et al., 2017; Krpan, 2020; Sulik et al., 2022).
Therefore, the agenda is indicative rather than prescriptive. In other words, it outlines
the steps that could be followed to systematically study transformative behavioural
change from the perspective of psychological and behavioural science in a progressive
manner. According to this approach, some level of advancement regarding a previ-
ous step is necessary before the next step can be addressed. The agenda does not
rigidly prescribe which exact research designs need to be employed to achieve progress
within each step, although I suggest various possibilities. Instead, the agenda allows for
flexibility, enabling researchers to employ various approaches based on their creativity,
background and expertise, thereby fostering a range of diverse discoveries.
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Another point worth clarifying is that the agenda is not an attempt to propose a new
framework for developing and/or implementing behavioural change interventions. I
am simply proposing how to establish a systematic line of research around transfor-
mative behavioural change with the ultimate goal for the field to advance scientific and
practical knowledge about this change (e.g., by determining where and how frequently
this change occurs, what causes it, how to study it despite potentially small effect sizes
and difficulty of observing it, how it is shaped by various individual differences and
events, which psychological processes underpin it and how it is linked to wider soci-
etal change and transformation). Each of the seven steps I propose in the agenda can
therefore be achieved through various existing methodological approaches and frame-
works. For that reason, for each step I provide relevant examples of such methodologies
and approaches I find useful. However, these examples are neither exhaustive nor pre-
scriptive, since psychological and behavioural science is a vibrant field characterised
by rich methodological, statistical and conceptual diversity, and harnessing this diver-
sity is most likely to yield profound insights about transformative behavioural change
(Medin et al., 2017; Sulik et al., 2022).

Step 1: Conceptualizing transformative behavioural change

Since the absence of a clear conceptualisation of transformative behavioural change
might be one of the main obstacles to studying it, the essential step of the proposed
agenda entails clarifying what this change is and identifying its examples. I propose
that the starting point of this endeavour could involve bringing together experts spe-
cialised in related topics (e.g., constructs from Table 2 and beyond) to settle on the
main features of this change. One possible way of achieving this would be by con-
ducting a comprehensive survey of experts to understand which features they most
frequently evoke (Darko et al., 2017). From these features, a description of transforma-
tive behavioural change that outlines its essential elements could then be constructed
(Krpan et al., 2023).

Subsequently, it would be vital to develop an exhaustive list of examples of
behavioural change that qualify as transformative from all areas of human activity
(e.g., sustainability, work, health, education, etc.). Since everyday individuals rather
than experts are predominantly the subjects of this change, I posit that they should
determine which behavioural changes are transformative based on their perceptions of
the expert description. Indeed, various guides, frameworks and other resources from
psychological and behavioural science relevant to evidence-based policy emphasise
the importance of context in understanding human behaviour and its change (e.g.,
Cartwright and Hardie, 2012; Meder et al., 2018; Hallsworth, 2023). The integration
of the expert description with people’s views and experiences would ensure that the
resulting list of examples of transformative behavioural change applies across a wide
range of contexts and experiences.

One possible way of developing an exhaustive list of examples of transformative
behavioural change by drawing on people’s perceptions of experts’ views could be
by conducting qualitative research on individuals from a variety of cultures and ask-
ing them to identify, based on the expert description, all examples of behavioural
change they consider transformative (Krpan et al., 2023). Testing many individuals
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globally would ensure that even the rarest examples are identified (Mayring, 2004,
2019; Fugard and Potts, 2015; Faulkner and Trotter, 2017; Rijnsoever, 2017; Guest et al.,
2020; Hennink and Kaiser, 2022). This would be followed by a quantitative study in
which representative samples across cultures would rate how transformative each of
the identified examples are. Overall, this quantitative phase would result in a defini-
tive list of changes deemed transformative by individuals from various cultures and
identify any potential cross-cultural differences.

Step 2: Understanding the prevalence of transformative behavioural change

Based on the list of examples of transformative behavioural change established in Step
1, in Step 2 it would be possible to estimate the prevalence of this change across cul-
tures. This could be achieved by conducting research on representative samples from
each culture in which the participants would receive the definitive list of changes
deemed transformative from Step 1 and report whether they have experienced these
changes. Their demographic characteristics (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic
status, etc.) would also be assessed. This step would be essential for subsequent steps
because it would allow identifying which examples of transformative behavioural
change (and from which areas) are sufficiently frequent to be studied using corre-
lational and experimental designs. In addition, the demographic variables measured
would allow identifying whether there is a subset of the population that is particularly
likely to experience this change and could thus be the focus of research endeavours.
Overall, Step 2 would determine the examples of transformative behavioural change
and the target populations for which the effect sizes associated with this change are suf-
ficiently large to be detected using realistically achievable sample sizes (Cohen, 1988,
1992; Lakens, 2022).

Step 3: Understanding the precursors of transformative behavioural change

The goal of Step 3 would be to uncover the precursors of transformative behavioural
change, including any individual differences (e.g., personality, values, beliefs) and
events (e.g., spiritual experience, career change) that are linked to it, while taking
into account macro-level variables that can shape behaviour (e.g., norms; Rivis and
Sheeran, 2003; Howe et al., 2021; Pianta et al., 2021). This step could involve several
types of research. The first one would comprise basic cross-sectional studies (Spector,
2019) that investigate which individual differences are correlated with whether people
across cultures have experienced transformative behavioural change. More specifically,
this research would test representative samples from various cultures, assess whether
the participants have previously experienced transformative behavioural change, and
measure a wide range of individual differences. It would allow identifying the most
important individual differences linked to this change, but it would not be possible
to distinguish whether these differences are merely correlated with the change or also
predict a future occurrence of this change.

This limitation could be avoided in the second type of research that would com-
prise longitudinal studies (Ployhart and Vandenberg, 2010) focusing on participants
who have not yet experienced transformative behavioural change but are likely to
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experience it. These participants would be identified based on the insights from
Step 2. In the longitudinal studies, in Wave 1 their individual differences would be
assessed, and the participants would then be contacted in waves over the course of
several years to probe whether they have experienced transformative change. The pro-
posed research would determine individual differences that precede transformative
behavioural change and would therefore go beyond basic cross-sectional research.

The third type of research would be qualitative (Willig, 2019) and focus on events.
More specifically, the studies would zoom in on individuals who have already experi-
enced transformative behavioural change. These individuals would be interviewed to
identify and describe any significant events that occurred prior to their experience of
the transformative change and that they perceive as a potential trigger of this change.
This approach is aligned with a recent trend in psychological and behavioural sci-
ence that advocates empowering individuals to understand the role of their external
environment in creating behavioural change and to restructure this environment to
produce desired changes (Reijula and Hertwig, 2022; Hertwig, 2023).

Overall, Step 3 would not yet provide causal information about factors that influence
transformative behavioural change or the psychological mechanisms that explain it.
However, it would allow researchers to gain preliminary insights into the psychology
behind this change and the events that may be linked to it, which would be crucial for
subsequent steps.

Step 4: Integrating the literature

Even if Table 2 overviews constructs that overlap with transformative behavioural
change, it is currently not possible to fully integrate this change with potentially
related constructs from psychological and behavioural science literature for several
reasons. First, because this change is vaguely conceptualised, it is difficult to identify
whether and which specific behaviours linked to a construct (Table 2) can be classi-
fied as transformative behavioural change, or to conduct a systematic literature review
(Siddaway et al., 2019) to uncover all constructs that comprise this change. Second,
some constructs (Table 2) are defined in relation to their precursors. For example,
social-cognitive transition is linked to cancer, psychological entropy to anxiety and
quantum transformation to psychotherapy. Therefore, a deep understanding of the pre-
cursors is necessary to integrate these and many other constructs (Table 2) with the
transformative change.

The previous steps of the proposed agenda would identify detailed precursors, as
well as the characteristics and examples of transformative behavioural change, thus
making the integration possible. The starting point of this endeavour could involve
conducting systematic literature reviews (Siddaway et al, 2019) across cultures to
examine whether Table 2 covers all relevant constructs linked to this change or there
are additional ones to be discovered. Next, researchers could focus on more clearly
mapping the constructs onto transformative behavioural change. This would involve
determining whether the behaviours these constructs entail classify as transformative
change, and identifying to which specific areas of human activity and examples they
correspond. Ultimately, this process would allow discovering whether the literature has
covered most transformative behaviours identified in Step 1, or many of them remain
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unexplored. Step 4 would be necessary because constructs linked to transformative
behavioural change (Table 2) are typically associated with various mental processes and
in some cases theories, and this knowledge would inform psychological mechanisms
to examine in Step 5.

Step 5: Establishing causality and mechanisms

The goal of this step would be to determine the main factors that can influence trans-
formative behavioural change across cultures and establish the mental processes that
explain this influence (i.e., the mechanisms). The focus would be on testing which
events that were identified as precursors in Step 3 can impact this change, and which
mental processes informed by the integrated literature achieved in Step 4 and any rel-
evant theoretical accounts can explain the impact. This implies that any events and
mental processes used for this purpose need to lend themselves to causal research
methods in an ethical manner. The causal methods used to test the influence of various
events on transformative behavioural change could involve randomised experiments,
instrumental variable approach or regression discontinuity (Marinescu et al., 2018),
whereas the methods for probing the mechanism could involve experimental-causal-
chain or moderation-of-process design (Spencer et al., 2005). Statistical models such as
causal Bayesian networks (Stewart et al., 2014; Tummers et al., 2022) that analyse com-
plex causal relationships between observed variables and test hypotheses about these
relationships could also be implemented. Finally, computational approaches such as
causal tree and forest could be utilised to examine whether causality and causal mech-
anisms differ across various subgroups of participants based on their demographic
characteristics and individual differences (Veltri, 2023).

Importantly, since transformative behavioural change is not common, studying
causality and mechanisms would require that researchers either implement insights
from Step 2 by focusing on the most prevalent examples of transformative behavioural
change and the population subsets for whom this change is more likely to occur, or
utilise big data (Chen and Wojcik, 2016). In this context, megastudies — i.e., large-
scale experimental designs that test multiple interventions across diverse populations
(Milkman et al., 2021; Duckworth and Milkman, 2022) — could be utilised as a power-
ful tool to evaluate causality despite potentially small effect sizes and produce insights
that could ultimately be used to develop policy interventions aimed at transformative
behavioural change. Indeed, various resources on evidence-based policy emphasise
the critical role of understanding causal mechanisms in policymaking and policy
intervention development (e.g., Cartwright and Hardie, 2012). Since transformative
behavioural change is difficult to achieve, it is likely that the process of intervention
development will be laborious and involve various failures. To learn from these fail-
ures and create effective interventions, the failures could be systematically investigated
using the taxonomy proposed by Osman et al. (2020) (see also Osman, 2023).

Step 6: Building and testing theories

There are three approaches to theory building in psychological and behavioural
sciences: deductive, inductive and abductive (Haig, 2005; Borsboom et al., 2021;
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Janiszewski and van Osselaer, 2022). The deductive approach involves deriving a set
of postulates that explain a phenomenon (e.g., transformative behavioural change)
from a large body of empirical evidence about this phenomenon, whereas the induc-
tive approach involves starting with a core set of postulates based on few findings and
gradually evaluating whether these postulates generalise across a larger body of evi-
dence. The abductive approach is at the midpoint between these two extremes and
involves forming a set of postulates that best explain a phenomenon based on empirical
evidence that may be incomplete and limited.

Although the inductive approach has been used to develop some of the most
influential theories in psychological and behavioural science (e.g., self-determination
theory; Locke, 2007), it would be difficult to apply this approach in the context of trans-
formative behavioural change because of various challenges associated with forming a
set of postulates about a phenomenon that is undefined and largely uninvestigated.
Therefore, the present agenda is grounded in the assumption that it is more plausible
to first accumulate a body of knowledge about transformative behavioural change in
Steps 1-5, and then use it to infer theoretical postulates. Although I expect this body
of knowledge will be substantial, which would typically be suitable for the deductive
approach, I anticipate that the theory building will be more aligned with the abduc-
tive approach. Indeed, the evidence accumulated via previous steps might ultimately
be incomplete because of various obstacles to empirically studying some examples of
transformative behavioural change (e.g., their low frequency, association with distress-
ing or unethical events). Therefore, the most optimal approach to theory building
might involve forming the best explanations based on the body of knowledge that
is substantial but incomplete and continuously testing, refining and expanding these
explanations in line with the new empirical findings.

Step 7: Transformative behavioural and societal change

The final step of the research agenda would focus on exploring the link between
transformative behavioural change and transformative societal change, which refers to
fundamental and irreversible shifts in social, economic and ecological systems (Adams,
2021; Krpan and Basso, 2021; Basso and Krpan, 2022). This step would therefore go
beyond individual behaviours and examine how they can reshape society to resolve its
biggest challenges. The questions that could be tackled include understanding whether
transformative behavioural change on an individual level can spread to society and
under what circumstances, identifying barriers to and facilitators of the link between
individual and societal transformative change, etc. In addition, it could be examined
whether and to what extent individual transformative behavioural change depends
on various regulatory measures and wider economic policies, which is an important
yet uninvestigated topic in psychological and behavioural science (Loewenstein and
Chater, 2017; Osman et al., 2021).

The main obstacle to answering these questions is that transformative societal
change is rare and investigating it empirically in relation to individual transformations
is highly challenging. Therefore, it is likely that Step 7 will to a large degree rely on
computer simulations such as agent-based modelling (Jackson et al., 2017) rather than
on empirical investigations. For example, agent-based modelling is a computational
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method that simulates interactions of autonomous agents (e.g., individual human
beings, organisations) to assess their effects on the system (e.g., society) as a whole
(Smith and Conrey, 2007; Jackson et al, 2017; Folke and Kennedy, 2021). The
researcher determines the characteristics of these agents and the rules based on which
they interact to examine how the system comprising the agents changes over time
and what kind of trends emerge. In relation to transformative behavioural change, the
researchers could determine the difficulty and main characteristics driving this change
informed by Steps 1-6 and then investigate to what degree the change could spread
across different agents through their interactions over time. Recent research also indi-
cates that large language models such as the generative pretrained transformers (GPTs)
can be used to create artificial research participants that have psychological characteris-
tics similar to humans (Demszky et al., 2023; Dillion et al., 2023). While this approach is
still in early stages and requires further investigation to fully understand its capabilities
and constraints, it could potentially be used to explore the link between transformative
individual and societal behavioural change in simulated human populations, offering
significant real-world applications.

Although the present step focuses on individual transformative behavioural change
and its link to societal change, I am not implying that individuals are responsible
for society’s most pressing problems, or that these problems should be addressed by
focusing on individuals rather than by modifying the system in which they act (for a
discussion of this debate, see Chater and Loewenstein, 2023). The step I propose aims
to produce scientific knowledge that would clarify whether a societal shift can realisti-
cally be achieved through individual transformations, and what it would take for this
to happen. This is an important and profound question to which we do not yet have a
definitive answer, making it a worthy and compelling area for further investigation.

Additional considerations

Opverall, the proposed agenda deals with a complex endeavour of proposing how to
systematically study transformative behavioural change to increase its scientific and
practical understanding. In that context, there are several points and broader consid-
erations that were not explicitly addressed in the seven steps proposed but that warrant
further reflection.

First, although the article focuses on investigating transformative behavioural
change from the perspective of psychological and behavioural science, it is plausible
that this research endeavour will eventually involve a broader social science approach.
For example, ecological approaches to human behaviour posit that behaviour is a
complex system shaped by continuous interaction between the person and various
levels of the environment, including the person’s immediate family and social sur-
roundings as well as broader influences such as media, social and economic norms,
etc. (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Sallis et al., 2006; Heft, 2013; Rosa and Tudge, 2013;
Gibson, 2014; Lobo et al., 2018). Although the present work focuses on individual
behavioural change, it does acknowledge the ecological perspective in various steps
and is underpinned by it — for example, Step 3 encourages the measurement of macro-
level variables that can shape behaviour (e.g., norms), whereas Step 7 focuses on the
interplay between the person and wider societal changes and proposes examining
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questions such as to what extent individual transformative behavioural change depends
on various regulatory measures and wider economic policies. In this regard, I want to
explicitly encourage researchers who aim to study transformative behavioural change
from the perspective of psychological and behavioural science to consider a broader
perspective of social sciences and examine different paradigms such as the ecological
approach.

A related point concerns using the ecological approach and similar paradigms
to gain deeper insights into the process of transformative behavioural change. For
example, complexity science, which is integral to the ecological approach, posits that
complex systems such as cognition and behaviour can exist in certain states that are
relatively stable, but can transition into different states depending on the interplay
between the system and environmental forces (Krpan, 2017; Favela, 2020; Riva et al.,
2023). To draw on an example from Table 1, a person may lead a lifestyle of abundance
and excess that involves large houses, frequent travel, luxury goods consumption and
omnivorous diet, which corresponds to one stable state. However, as a result of personal
reflections and experiences, as well as scientific evidence about potentially devastating
effects of climate change on future generations, the person may transform their life
and move to a smaller dwelling, renounce the consumption of any non-essential goods
and products, etc., which corresponds to another stable state. Therefore, transforma-
tive behavioural change could be conceptualised as a transition from one stable state
to another, and its scientific investigation could therefore benefit from considering dif-
ferent models that complexity researchers use to understand transitions between states
of various complex systems. For example, frameworks such as the state and transition
models are used to understand transitions between different stable states of a system
as a result of external influences and its internal workings (Phillips, 2011; Bestelmeyer
etal., 2017).

This leads to another important question about transformative behavioural change
on which to reflect: How do transitions between different states shape perceived trans-
formative value of a behavioural change? For example, based on the constructs from
Table 2, some transformative changes can be abrupt and sudden, such as quantum
change (Miller, 2004), whereas for many others the time frame is not specified, and
both more abrupt and slower changes are possible. From the perspectives of eco-
logical approach and complexity science, transitions between different states may be
minor, but many such transitions over a longer period could lead to a state that
is radically different than the starting state. The question is whether people would
perceive such a change as less transformative than a similarly radical behavioural
change that occurs over fewer transitions, or as more transformative, since longer
duration could also signal more effort invested into the change. In Step 1 of the
present agenda, I propose developing an exhaustive list of examples of transfor-
mative behavioural change by drawing on people’s perceptions of experts’ views.
Whereas this step does not explicitly mention the duration of change, researchers
could investigate whether the same change is perceived as more or less transforma-
tive depending on its duration. Overall, considering diverse paradigms to complement
theories and approaches from psychological and behavioural science in investigat-
ing transformative behavioural change could prompt various insights and research
directions.
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Conclusion

This perspective highlights the critical importance for psychological and behavioural
science to focus on transformative behavioural change, and develops a seven-step
agenda to accomplish this objective. The agenda allows for diverse methodological
and statistical approaches suitable for individuals from various backgrounds, from
qualitative to quantitative, including those specialised in simulated models of human
populations rather than empirical research. The agenda also incorporates solutions to
some of the most significant obstacles to studying transformative behavioural change,
such as its potentially rare occurrence. I hope the agenda will encourage psychologi-
cal and behavioural scientists to embark on investigating transformative behavioural
change to uncover the secrets behind this arguably most intricate aspect of human
behaviour.
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