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INTRODUCTION

As a final project for the class “Healthcare and the Information Economy,” 

I chose to explore the arena of behavior change. Having taken a 

behavioral economics class this fall, I was struck by how often our 

intentions don’t match our behavior, and wanted to examine that issue 

from the vantage point of behaviors specific to health.

Since I recently realized that I want to specialize in user research, I 

decided to take this opportunity to design, plan and execute a research 

study. I set out to talk with people who have made an intentional 

effort in the past six months to change a health-related behavior. I 

wanted to find out how they would describe their goals, strategies and 

outcomes. I wondered if I would find similarities in how people attempt 

to modify their behavior. Finally, I wanted to see how people would  

visually represent their behavior change efforts. 

What follows are excerpts from interviews I did with five subjects and 

mental models I had them draw of their health systems, accompanied  

by their explanations. 

What did I learn? First of all, that I undertook an exceedingly broad 

topic; the range of stories I heard varied so greatly that they didn’t allow 

for a lot of direct comparison regarding approaches to behavior 

change. For another thing, that everyone sees their accomplishments 

(or lack thereof) through the very specific and limited lens of their own 

value system. That is probably not a terribly surprising insight, but it 

struck me in a profound way after hearing each story presented so 

differently from people I didn’t know. This is especially easy to see in the 

drawings people made. Another commonality was that all the subjects 

focused much more on their perceived failures than successes. Finally, I 

will note that the person who seemed to have the most success was the 

one who started with the most serious and pressing health problem 

(Subject B, page 6; she had a debilitating back injury). 

I found it a fascinating project and hope you find the stories of people’s 

behavior change journeys as interesting as I do.
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SUBJECT A: FEMALE
AGE: LATE 20s

GOAL: WEIGHT LOSS

CONDENSED INTERVIEW

REPRESENTATIVE QUOTE: You know how you get into a rou-
tine and then you start to make excuses for yourself, 
saying why shouldn’t I have that? It’s a slippery slope 
and social behavior reinforces that, so if I see my friend 
stuffing down a waffle sandwich I say to myself, “well 
she’s not fat, so I can do that too.” I have friends who 
are motivated by being able to squeeze into a pair of 
jeans but that doesn’t work for me, you have to cus-
tomize it for what works for you. 

INTERVIEW EXCERPTS: Once I start to gain it’s a slippery slope, I just 

gain more and more and more. I’m in my late 20s and my metabolism is 

down here compared with all the kids I live with. I live in a dorm and the 

food is super processed. I’ve started making my own sandwiches, which is 

partly because I’m running out of meal plans, but also being mindful; 

when other people cook for you it registers a lot less what’s being put in. 

I’ve started running with the Cal running club, it’s really helpful because 

it will end up being a 4-5 mile run; when I run by myself I’ll run at most 2 

miles. I decided that it was a good way to meet people and a good 

stress reliever. It’s a good group of people, if I hated the people I was 

running with I wouldn’t do it. 

I went hiking with a high school friend last summer who kicked my butt, 

she practically ran up the hill and it almost killed me. I asked her about 

it and she said that she’d started exercising a lot because it’s healthy for 

her heart and it feels like her heart gets stronger when she does it. I 

kind of get what she meant so whenever I go to yoga I go with that in 

mind, that I’m there to center myself. I feel like running does like that 

too. Its more worthwhile than to just exercise to beef up or lose weight. 

Losing weight, yeah fine, but it’s not that cool. 

I don’t mind being 2 sizes bigger than I’d like to be as long as I’m 

happy. When I push myself I get miserable, and that’s when my whole 

system falls apart. 

I’m motivated to play soccer because it makes me feel good. The goal 

of being there is not to lose weight but because I love it, that’s the ideal 

situation. I don’t think my friends care if I’m bigger but they do give you 

weird looks and stuff. When you’re around people who work out you 

get pressure to do that, so friends can add to stress…for instance I got 

a phone call and my friend’s like, “what are you doing” and I’m like, 

“eating potato chips” and she says “you should go to the gym!” Stress 

from friends or social pressure, that’s just extrinsic motivation and it 

doesn’t really work for me.
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SOUL

MIND

SOCIAL/FRIENDS

FOOD
EXERCISE

STRESS + MOTIVATION

EVIL EYE OF STRESS

The mind and body have to come back to the 
soul, but at the same time the soul gets fed in by 
both the mind and body.

The body can have food and exercise, but also a 
big one is friends which can end up monitoring 
food and exercise, and your mind chooses your 
friends. I get a lot of social pressure to exercise 
and eat less from young women.

Stress and motivation are together up here...I’m 
motivated to play soccer because it makes 
me feel good. I don’t care if it makes me lose 
weight, the goal of being there is not to lose 
weight but because I love it, that’s the ideal 
situation. 

Once you start to stress about stuff, everything 
breaks down and then your body’s going be a 
wreck. So never stress yourself out. 

SUBJECT A: FEMALE
AGE: LATE 20s

GOAL: WEIGHT LOSS

DATA FLOW MODEL OF THE ELEMENTS CONTRIBUTING TO HER PHYSICAL WELL-BEING

SOCIAL/FRIENDS

MIND/BODY/SOUL CONNECTION
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CONDENSED INTERVIEWSUBJECT B: FEMALE
AGE: MID 40s

GOAL: RECOVER FROM  
BACK INJURY

REPRESENTATIVE QUOTE: Whenever you get a little stronger 
or lose a little weight you’re like “wait a minute, I’m not 
a prisoner of the body of this moment, I have some 
control.” It’s empowering to see your potential. I 
walked by the mirror a couple of weeks ago, and said, 
“what?”... I got on the scale, it’d been about a month, 
and I’d lost another couple of pounds. That’s so cool. 

INTERVIEW EXCERPTS: About 6 months ago I had my first ever sciatica 

attack. It was so extraordinarily painful and debilitating that I went to the 

hospital, and without heavy doses of vicodin I wouldn’t have been able 

to even walk. Plus I’m allergic to anti-inflammatories. It was like a “scared 

straight” situation. I was highly motivated to do whatever it takes to not 

go through this again. 

I got a prescription for physical therapy but they couldn’t see me for  

3 weeks, so I called a chiropractor I had seen years before who’s also a 

physical therapist; I knew she’d give me good suggestions. She gave 

me a few exercises to start right away with. I also got a trainer because 

I knew this was partly about how weak and flabby I’ve become. Finally, 

I started getting regular massages and found it improved my flexibility 

and mobility right away. So it was a lot of things going on all at the 

same time. 

When I’m good I’m doing my physical therapy exercises at home every 

other day, walking about 1/2 hr every other day, meet my trainer 1x wk, 

and make it to the gym one other time a week. I just see my physical 

therapist sporadically now. I check in and we fine tune my exercises but 

I realized it was really about me doing the work on my own. Over time I 

could see that I was getting a little bit stronger, and she’d give me exer-

cises that were a bit more challenging so I could see I was improving. 

I do remember feeling that I’d love it if one person took over the um-

brella of all my care and I kind of thought of the chiropractor like that 

because she’s so knowledgeable. But I wouldn’t go to my MD for that, 

because I don’t feel like she has the time and I don’t trust her judgement. 

I’d been wanting to lose weight for years before this and funny enough 

I’ve lost about 10 lbs since all this happened. A couple of weeks ago my 

trainer said she wanted me to try not eating any starches after 5pm. But 

as soon as somebody puts a rule in front of me ALL I want to do is break 

it. I don’t think dieting works for me at all. What does work is just trying 

to be a bit more conscious of my eating. I now try to not eat so late. Or 

I’ll say to myself, “you had a cheese sandwich yesterday, don’t have one 

today”. Really simple stuff like that, that’s about it. 
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I check in and we fine tune my exercises but I 
realized it was really about me doing the work. 
Lo and behold, over time I could see that I was 
getting a little bit stronger, and she’d give me 
exercises that were a bit more challenging so I 
could see I was improving. 

I do remember feeling that I’d love it if one 
person took over the umbrella of all my care and 
I kind of thought of the chiropractor like that 
because she’s so knowledgeable about that stuff. 
Plus she tells me, “I want to hear from you and 
hear how you’re doing.” I may or may not do that, 
but it lets me know she actually cares.

I don’t expect anything from my MD because I 
don’t feel like she has the time and I don’t trust 
her judgement. I don’t feel super listened to by 
her. I’ve seen her for 10 years, I don’t know why I 
still see her, I guess it’s because of insurance.

CHIROPRACTOR: 
#1 IN CARE IMPORTANCE 

MASSAGE THERAPIST:  
#2 IN CARE IMPORTANCE 

PHYSICAL THERAPIST: 
SHARES #3 WITH TRAINER

TRAINER:  
SHARES #3 WITH PHYSICAL THERAPIST

Massage is good for you on so many levels, you 
just feel like you’re treating yourself like a queen, it 
feels so wonderful and the results are immediate. 

I also got a trainer right away  because I knew 
this was partly about how weak and flabby I’ve 
become. She’s the only one who offered to talk 
with my other providers to make sure her efforts 
complemented theirs. 

DOCTOR: LAST PLACE

MENTAL MODEL OF HER HEALTH CARE SYSTEM SUBJECT B: FEMALE
AGE: MID 40s

GOAL: RECOVER FROM  
BACK INJURY
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REPRESENTATIVE QUOTE: One drawback is that the food I eat 
doesn’t taste very good. Meat tastes pretty awesome 
but vegetables don’t. Tastiness isn’t really beneficial 
however, you don’t gain anything by eating tasty food. 
To me food isn’t too important, so I don’t have incen-
tive to prioritize eating tasty food. 

INTERVIEW EXCERPTS: My goal is trying to get more exercise worked 

into a normal routine. But when school work gets in the way and there’s 

not time, exercise is the first thing to go. Other than that I’ve tried to 

keep my eating in check and eat more healthful food, cut back on meat. 

That’s worked out pretty well as eating healthy doesn’t have a time 

overhead, so when I get in the habit it becomes easy. 

I started down this path pretty much on a whim, I just decided to do it. 

The exercises were things I’ve done before, on and off, but this time I 

decided I was going to make a commitment to work it into my sched-

ule. I was leaning towards not disrupting my current lifestyle in deciding 

what things to do. 

I’m now on hiatus until exams and homework is finished. I notice that if I 

stop exercising, my mile times go up very quickly. I don’t feel any health 

benefits to getting regular exercise, but it’s incentive to not stop when 

I know that my times will go up if I do.  I know for a fact that when time 

commitments arise I’m just going to drop it again. I’m really not sure 

how to make it stick. 

I’ve heard of a lot of smart phone applications that track progress 

automatically and show you graphs, and try to incorporate some sort 

of social networking aspect into it to hold you accountable, but I found 

those to be extra overhead and I’d have to invest time to using those so 

I never got around to using them. 

My goal to eat healthier has worked out much better. I decided to 

stop eating meat for breakfast; now I eat oatmeal with dried fruit and a 

banana, and that was extremely easy to  make stick. I just decided I was 

going to eat these things for breakfast and I’ve eaten that exact meal 

for a year and half now. I find that controlling eating is very much easier. 

There’s no time commitment, you just make the change and there’s no 

reason to stop. 

CONDENSED INTERVIEWSUBJECT C: MALE
AGE: EARLY 20s

GOAL: REGULAR EXERCISE
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HEALTHY EATING

GRAPH OF THE ELEMENTS NECESSARY FOR A HEALTHY LIFE

 I’d say exercise is some-
thing you have to keep 
doing, it has to be a regular 
thing or you really lose 
the benefits. Whereas life 
balance and personal reflec-
tion, those are things you 
can do occasionally and still 
get benefit. 

Unfortunately for me it’s 
all work right now. Even 
though working on interest-
ing projects is great, it’s also 
high stress and high time 
commitment. It’s probably 
more healthy for me to take 
a break sometimes and go 
out with people. 

One thing that I believe is im-
portant for living a healthy life 
is taking time off for reflection 
to determine whether what 
you’re doing is reaching your 
goals. Unfortunately I don’t 
have much time to do that 
either, I just kind of live in the 
present and go with the flow. 
I need to do more of that kind 
of reflection. 

Eating better was a lot 
easier to make stick than 
getting regular exercise. 
There’s no time commit-
ment, you just make the 
change and there’s no rea-
son to stop. One drawback 
is that the food I eat doesn’t 
taste very good. But food 
isn’t too important to me, 
so I don’t have incentive to 
prioritize eating tasty food.

EXERCISE LIFE BALANCE REFLECTION

SUBJECT C: MALE
AGE: EARLY 20s

GOAL: REGULAR EXERCISE
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REPRESENTATIVE QUOTE: Just being aware does make me 
monitor myself somewhat, so I’d probably be eating a 
ton more chocolate or candy if I weren’t aware. I take it 
day by day, so some days I do better than others. Set-
ting a smaller goal within the larger goal did help me 
feel more successful in my efforts. 

IINTERVIEW EXCERPTS: I wanted to limit my intake of refined sugar but I 

ended up working at a chocolate shop. I figure since chocolate was my 

favorite refined sugar I’d get rid of everything else first. 

I think I eat a lot of refined sugar, and it’s probably the only really bad 

food I eat. I’ve tried this before; I think the longest I’ve ever gone was 

3 months. This round didn’t last very long at all...I guess what I mean is 

I’m not doing as well as I wanted.

I wrote lists on post-it notes of all the foods I ate—not just the sugars—

every day and how many calories. I’d say what it was, how much, how 

many calories it was, and if it was sugar, I’d star it. I wrote it down by 

hand rather than on my computer because I connect better with what I 

write when writing by hand than when I type. I keep post-its with me all 

the time; then I take them off and put them on the day in my planner. 

What surprised me about all this is how much I eat in general. It really 

made me aware that I’m eating constantly throughout the day. I’m sur-

prised I can eat so much and still maintain my weight. 

Exercise is another part of my health routine; I run and do gymnastics. I 

like to get 8.5-9 hrs of sleep a night. I’m also usually pretty aware of  my 

water intake. I do a lot of research about foods I should be eating and 

ways to improve one’s health. I think that making good social contacts 

and keeping in touch with close friends is important too. 

In 2004 I got some old film developed and was shocked that I’d let my-

self get so heavy; I was probably 40 lbs. heavier than I am now (110 lbs). 

I was eating a lot of rice and white chocolate at the time, as well as all 

these other bad foods. As soon as I saw that picture I cut out all carbs, 

cheese, anything bad and became a vegan. I dropped to 114 lbs in 

about 6 months. I also started biking and running; I had never exercised 

before that. 

SUBJECT D: MALE
AGE: LATE 20s

GOAL: REDUCE SUGAR  
INTAKE

CONDENSED INTERVIEW
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SUBJECT D: MALE
AGE: LATE 20s

GOAL: REDUCE SUGAR  
INTAKE

VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF HIS FOOD AND WEIGHT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 

When I want to get out of my head sometimes I 
go out into nature and focus on really what I’m 
trying to do and not get overwhelmed with my 
goal.

NATURE

JUDGING MIRROR

This is the mirror which I use every day, several 
times a day, to judge my eating.

This is a memory belly. It’s pretty traumatic to be 
overweight, and I’ll never forget it. Even though 
I’m 40 lbs lighter, I often still feel like I’m over-
weight; it’s invasive. Everything I eat I look at and 
ask, “can I eat this?”

MEMORY BELLY

I respond very emotionally to music; it eas-
ily transports me into a state where I can get 
motivated or depressed. When I do anything with 
art—like writing—it’s music that gets me there. 

MUSIC

This is the passion and the fire. It always keeps me 
motivated. I’m chained to it because I sometimes 
become a slave to the passion, so I can never 
relax and eat what I want. 

PASSION AND FIRE
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REPRESENTATIVE QUOTE: I’m inertia man…if I’m not doing 
anything I’m going to keep not doing anything, but 
once I get started with an activity, that propels me 
along. I figured it’d be easier to start (working out) if I 
had someone keeping me accountable, so I designed 
a web app for me and my family members to use. 

INTERVIEW EXCERPTS: When I was in the military I was pretty active 

since there’s a mandate of an hours worth of running every morning, 

but I hate getting up in the morning and wanted to move it towards 

an afternoon thing at the gym. Also I had an intention of (desiging a 

web app for the purpose of ) have an online collaboration with family 

members, a partner-based thing where we’d pool our workouts for a 

common goal but I ended up spending most of my time building the 

system. Six months later, it’s just now been built. The result was too 

much time into building it and not enough time actually working out, 

The working out part was successful for a couple of weeks, but once 

things got busy it fell away. I stopped doing my morning workouts in July. 

When I got here I started running in the afternoon, it went ok for a couple 

of weeks and then our first law paper got in the way. After that I went 

back to the gym for a couple of weeks, then life got in the way again.

The idea with the online system was that we’d have a definable goal…I 

want to run this many miles over this many days, I want to do 100 events 

over this many days, I want to burn this many calories, I want to see 

progress towards these goals. I built a nice bar graph that would show 

progress and make me keep working towards it. In the past I’ve worked 

towards specific goals and I like that, so we were going to combine 

miles to get a total mileage. Its better for me because I have trouble 

getting motivated.

It didn’t go as I intended. It will probably be on hold until after the 

break; I’m going to see my brother and we’ll see if we can get started 

again. The backend is now in place, the visual interface is a work in 

progress. I’ve got all the pieces, just not in place yet. 

There’s an order of how I like to do things, and usually hanging out eat-

ing pizza will trump getting out the door for a run unless there’s a social 

commitment. Also, since I don’t live close to campus I walk 2-3 miles to 

school a day, so at least I was getting out and doing stuff and it kept me 

from getting too fat. 

SUBJECT E: MALE
AGE: LATE 20s

GOAL: REGULAR  
EXERCISE

CONDENSED INTERVIEW
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This is the schematic for the software I wanted 
to build. My intention was to have an online 
collaboration with my brother and other relatives 
that was a partner-based thing, but I ended up 
spending most of my time building the system 
(it’s almost done). The result was too much time 
into building it and not enough time actually 
working out. The main pieces are the users, our 
goals (like maybe “I want to burn 10,000 calories 
over the next 6 months”), and workout events. 
There could be a number of different events and 
goals. You’d say “this is what I did, this is the 
time I did it for” and from there it’d calculate the 
progress you’d made towards your goal. 

LIFE
“Life” and the slash between him and the workout 
goal were added after the drawing was finished, 
when I asked him how he would represent the 
outcome of his goal....”Life got in the way of me 
achieving my workout goal”

USERS
Each user would have their own events, but they 
would all contribute to a single goal. 

EVENT
An event is running or going to the gym

SUBJECT E: MALE
AGE: LATE 20s

GOAL: REGULAR  
EXERCISE

DATA MODELS OF HIS BEHAVIOR CHANGE SYSTEM

PROGRAM DATA MODEL
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THOUGHTS ON INTERVIEWING

A few things I learned about interviewing during this project:

•  It’s not easy to find strangers willing to be interviewed about deeply 

personal experiences. 

•  Like many things, being a good interviewer is an acquired skill. I kept 

having to remind myself that it isn’t a 2-way dialogue, that I was there 

to hear their story.

•  My initial framework of “anyone who has attempted to change a 

health-related behavior” may have been a bit broad: it ended up 

including someone who has spent 6 months rehabing from a serious 

back injury as well as someone who periodically attempts to reduce 

their refined sugar intake. Both had fascinating stories but were very 

different narratives.

•  Every hour of interviewing required at least 5 hours of work to get to 

this stage: 30 minutes to find the interviewee and prepare for the 

interview, an hour to do the interview, two hours to transcribe it, one to 

condense and frame it for presentation. Hopefully it will get faster.

•  A research interview sets the stage for a uniquely intimate and honest 

conversation. We each have a way of viewing the world that is specific 

to our own history, desires and experiences, yet we seldom under-

stand our true uniqueness and only reveal it incidentally in bits and 

pieces as we interact with others. It’s a privilege to be given such direct 

access to people’s perception of the world.


