
Installation theory applied to 

behavioural change and hydration 

Professor Saadi Lahlou 

Chair in Social Psychology, 

London School of Economics 

 

Dr Isabelle Guelinckx 

Fluid Intake Team manager 

Danone Research, France 
 

  



Behaviour and Activity 

Behaviour : what people do, seen from the outside.  

External description of objective phenomena. 
 

Activity : what people do and how they make sense of it, from their perspective.  

Goal oriented. Subjective. 

 
Activity produces experience (internal outcome)  
and external outcome of behaviour (e.g. product, state of things). 

2 



Support change to better 

= better support to activity  

> better outcome and better experience 

 

 

problem: what are the components  

that produce fluid, graceful, healthy activity?  

What are those that are problematic? 

Can the current components be improved? 
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1) analyse activity  

2) identify issues 

3) address issues with « best » layer (co-design with stake-holders) 

4) test intervention 

5) evaluate 

6) roll out 
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X 

Y 

Current state 

Goal 

In the targetted activity (typically a routine leading to a goal) 
 find the components that produce and scaffold activity 
and their impact on experience 
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[social space] 

Institutions (rules) 

[physical space] 

affordances 

[inner space] 

embodied  

competences 

Installation theory framework [Lahlou, 2017] 
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[physical space] 

objects’  

affordances 

"the affordances of things are what they furnish, 
for good or ill, that is what they afford the 
observer. (…)  
Affordances do not cause behavior but constrain 
or control it." 
     [Gibson, 1967] 
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[inner space] 

embodied  

competences 

Representations and other embodied 
skills that enable the subject to interpret 
objects and situation.  
Innate or learned. 
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tea 

 

tea 
 tea 

 

tea 
 

tea 
 

tea 
 

tea 

tea 

tea 

tea 
 

tea 

 

tea 
 

tea tea 
tea 

tea 

tea 

tea 
 

The set « social representation of  tea» in a population 

tea 
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[social space] 

regulation by 

institutions 

Institution:  
“a way of thought or action of some prevalence and permanence, which is embedded in the habits of a 
group or the customs of a people. (…)  
The function of each is to set a pattern of behavior and to fix a zone of tolerance for an activity or a 
complement of activities.”  (Hamilton, 1932)  
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Examples of institutional regulation 
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[social space] 

institutions 

[physical space] 

affordances 

[inner space] 

embodied  

competences 

"sustainable" behaviours are at intersection of the 3 layers 

sustainable 
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Institutions: 

social regulation 

Environment: 

affordances 

Subject: 

embodied competences 

Installation: 
channelled subjective 
perspective 
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X 

Y 

Initial state 

Goal 

The trajectory of a subject within an installation is channelled   at every step by 
components from the 3 layers 
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Installations  

appear as scaffolding to 

the subject’ 

phenomenological tunnel 

Subject: 

Embodied competences environment: 

affordances 

Institutions: 

social regulation 
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Takeaway #1  

Installation: channels behaviour by offering limited choice 

3 layers:  physical (affordances); embodied (competences); social (institutions) 

 

Installations assemble at point of delivery, operate as a behavioural attractor. 

Metaphor: chemical reaction, cooking recipe  

 

Installations supercede classic variables 

 

good installation > good behaviour 
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installations are  
the design target  

to provide support to activity 
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X 

Y 

Goal 

Find at each step of activity the determinants in each layer 

at a given step, one layer may be more critical 



X 

Y 
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Identify what could be improved and where 

« there is no water in my office » 

«  there is no bike 

parking» 

« I like sugar in my 

coffee » 

« I have many 

business lunches » 



(re)design 

- Facilitate goals reaching 

  

- Address turns of action that are unsatisfactory 

[e.g. faulty affordances, comm. issues, skills, support, rules] 

 

- Design for resilience 
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X 

Y 

25 

Identify what could be improved and where 

Carry a bottle in your bag 

Walk to the next station 

when coming back home 

Put less sugar in 

your coffee 

Skip first course 

and talk more 



Take away #2 

To improve behaviour, improve installations: 

At each turning point, focus on critical components  

 

- Address issues with: design / training / rules 

 

- Be opportunisic in the choice of layers 

- Re-design with the stake-holders: 
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Take away #3 

Multilayered improvement of installations is efficient: 

The more layers the more impact 

Affordances have most impact. 
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Apply to hydration 
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Guelinckx et al, Ann Nutr Metab 2016; 68(suppl 2):6-11 
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Child 1123  Monday Tuesday Wednesday 

Awakening 

Breakfast 200 ml  200 ml 250 ml  

Mid-morning 150 ml 
with syrup 

200 ml  

Lunch 200 ml 200 ml 250 ml  

Afternoon 150 ml water 
With syrup 

200 ml 

Dinner 150 ml kompot 300 ml 200 ml kompot 

Before Bed 

TOTAL 700 ml 1050 ml 900 ml 

#1 

500ml (50 cl) 

#2 

250ml (25 cl) 

#3 

500ml (50 cl) 
#4 

330ml (33 cl) 

#5 

250ml (25 cl) 

#6 

300ml (30 cl) 

#8 (milk in cereal) 

125ml (12,5 cl) 

#9: I know the exact 

volume 

(write the volume) 

#7 

30ml (3 cl) 

EI  (kcal) 286 306 260 

3-6 years 

N = 334 

≤ 250 ml/d drinking water  

> 800 ml/d sweet drinks 

2-3y 1.04 ml/d 

4-8y 1.3 ml/d 
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Thank you 
 

s.lahlou@lse.ac.uk 
Isabelle.GUELINCKX@danone.com 
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Lahlou, S. (2017). Installation Theory. The societal 

construction and regulation of behaviour.  

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

http://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316480922 

NB: chapter with abstract downloadable (free) here: 
http://www.lse.ac.uk/PBS/assets/documents/Chapter-1-Installation-Theory-Lahlou.pdf 
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