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Agenda

•What are Behavioral Economics and Nudges? 
• Practical Examples
•Create your own!
•What about the Data? 
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Behavioral Economics

• Framing
• Loss Aversion
•Choice/Cognitive Overload
• Psychology of Scarcity
•Ostrich Effect
•Negative Identity Priming 
• Procrastination

• Prospective Memory
• Status Quo Bias
• Present Bias
• Social Norms & Social Proof
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Framing- It Matters!
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Loss Aversion

L

6

Humans tend to prefer avoiding losses to achieving equal-
sized gains, relative to a reference point. Framing the same 
policy or opportunity as a loss can drive behavior more 
strongly than framing it as a gain

“Gain” Condition

- End of year bonus linked to 
student performance

Same performance = same bonus

“Loss” Condition

- Lump sum payment at 
beginning of year

- Must return some or all if 
students did not meet 
performance targets



POLL QUESTION

Which of the following would be more likely to motivate you to bring a reusable bag when grocery 

shopping?

A) You will get charged 5 cents for a plastic bag.

B) You will get a 5-cent credit if you bring your own bag.
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Choice/Cognitive Overload

• When there are too many choices, people can become 
overwhelmed and chose poorly or make no choice at all

• When conditions overburden a person’s cognitive resources, their 
mental processes and decision making quality, satisfaction, etc., 
may decline 
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Ways to Address Negative Behaviors 

Choice/Cognitive Overload
• Simplify! 
• Break down complex information into steps
• Use plain language 
• Communicate only what’s needed 

Examples: 
• Use prompts to help customer make a payment plan
• Encouraging engagement with the office to talk through 

the process
• Pre-populated forms  

#WICSEC2018 10







#WICSEC2018 13



Psychology of Scarcity

•Resource scarcity (e.g., money, time) creates its own 
mindset, changing how people look at problems and 
make decisions 
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Hidden Brain: Episode 65- Tunnel Vision

https://www.npr.org/player/embed/520136937/520885775


Ways to Address Negative Behaviors 

Psychology of Scarcity 
• Invite parents to participate in programs at the start of the month or 

after tax refunds, when they are under less financial strain
• Ease access to programs and services
• Eliminate program restrictions/requirements

Examples: 
• Text and email message reminders 
• Cutting down language in establishment letters to only what’s necessary 

to get the process started 
• Calling recently unemployed NCP’s to invite them to do order 

modification 
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Ostrich Effect

• When people avoid what they think will be bad 
news

Hidden Brain: You 2.0- The Ostrich Effect
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https://www.npr.org/2018/08/06/636133086/you-2-0-the-ostrich-effect


Ways to Address Negative Behaviors 

Ostrich Effect
• Frame messages in friendlier terms 
• Emphasize where the agency can offer help

Examples: 
• Personalizing messages 
• Avoiding language that could be perceived as threatening 
• “Protect your rights”
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Negative Identity Priming 

•When communication conveys the agency 
views the customer negatively
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Ways to Address Negative Behaviors 

Negative Identity Priming 
• Stress that the process is designed to help both parents
• Affirmation
• Appeal to the person’s sense of justice and opportunity to have 

their say 

Examples:  
• “Interested in finding work? We can help.”
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Procrastination 

Procrastination
• Putting off action until a later time, 

sometimes failing to do it at all
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Ways to Address Negative Behaviors 

Procrastination
• Set a deadline by which parents have to respond to your 

communication, even if they will not necessarily suffer negative 
consequences for missing it
• Create a sense of scarcity

Examples: 
• “Your child support order is due in 3 days. Make sure you pay on time 

to avoid penalties.”  
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Prospective Memory

•Remembering to perform a planned 
action or intention at the appropriate time 
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Ways to Address Negative Behavior

Prospective Memory 
• Create reminders
• Experiment with the timing of reminders to keep them close to the 

time when the customer should complete the action
• Use deadlines 

Examples: 
• Help customers make a payment plan
• Changing processes so that key steps can be completed at the most 

reliable touchpoint 
• Providing tangible objects to cue action (e.g., wallet card, magnet) 
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Implementation 
Prompts-
Action Plan
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Deadlines!



Status Quo Bias

• For better or worse, people tend to go 
along with the status quo or an implied 
“recommendation” 
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Ways to Address Negative Behavior

Status Quo Bias
• Change the status quo to something that is more likely to be in 

the best interest of the customer. 
Examples:  
• When scheduling appointments, give the parents an 

opportunity to reschedule 
• Converting an “opt in” to an “opt out”, or vice versa, to guide a 

decision  
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Present Bias
• Weighing present concerns more 

than future ones. We make plans 
to do unpleasant tasks 
“tomorrow”…
• …and make the same choice when 

“tomorrow” becomes “today”
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Ways to Address Negative Behavior 

Present Bias
• Reframe message, making it more urgent 
• Emphasize what’s in it for them- right now

Example: 
• “Come into the office to avoid a $45 service fee.”
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Social Norms & Social Proof 

• People often take their behavioral cues 
from social norms- the perceived behavior 
of others
• Social proof is descriptive, accurate 

information about how peers behave in a 
similar situation  
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Way to Address Negative Behavior

Social Norms & Social Proof 
• Change what norm is observed in the situation 
• Provide information on how a good decision has positively impacted 

peers 

Examples: 
• Testimonials from parents engaging with the program 
• “Parents have saved hundreds of dollars by applying for an order 

modification”
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(Allcott, 2011)



How to get people 
to use the stairs



Create Your Own!
• Using a visual aid, create an intervention that you would use to 

address participation in the Review and Adjustment process. 

38



What about the Data??? 

•Take it away, Matt! 
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Georgia:
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Client Engagement
Washington:



Vermont: Resolution Meetings 
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Initial Payments

#WICSEC2018 43

Texas:



#WICSEC2018 44

Colorado: Initial Payments



Ohio: Modifications
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•Additional pilots happening
• Integrating behavioral economics
•Peer sites

BICS Community:
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•Georgia final brief is available now
•Other site specific briefs out within the next year
• Final BICS report: ETA late 2019
• Find reports on the OCSE and MDRC websites

BICS Reports:

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css/resource/bics-dates-and-deadlines-brief
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Matthew Sautter- WA. State DCS, 
matthew.sautter@dshs.wa.gov (360)485-2039

Mayra Canela- BICS Project Lead, San Joaquin 
DCSS, mcanela@sjgov.org (209) 468-8528

Veronica Riley- Assistant Director, San Joaquin 
DCSS, vriley@sjgov.org (209)468-2578

Questions??? 
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