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Principles of Behavioral Economics 

• Choice/Cognitive Overload 
• Psychology of Scarcity  
• Ostrich Effect 
• Negative Identity Priming  
• Procrastination 
• Prospective Memory 
• Status Quo Bias 
• Present Bias 
• Social Norms & Social Proof 
• Procedural Justice 

 



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  
 

 



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 
• Marketing the opportunity to do an order modification to recently unemployed 

NCPs 
• Encouraging engagement with the office to talk through the process 
• Pre-populated forms   
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Psychology of Scarcity 

• Resource scarcity (e.g., money, time) creates its own mindset, changing 
how people look at problems and make decisions   



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  

 



Ostrich Effect 

• When people avoid what they think will be bad news 
 
 



Ways to Address Negative Behaviors  

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

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

 



Negative Identity Priming  

• When communication conveys the agency views the customer 
negatively (e.g., “deadbeat”) 

  

 



Ways to address Negative Behaviors  

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

say  
• Affirmation exercises  

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

 

 



Procrastination  

Procrastination 
• Putting off action until a later time, sometimes failing to do it at all  



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.”   

 



Prospective Memory 

• Remembering to perform a planned action or intention at the 
appropriate time  
 



Ways to Address Negative Behavior 

Prospective Memory  
• Create reminders, and experiment with the timing of reminders to keep 

them close to the time when the customer should complete the action 
• Remove memory task 
• 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)  

 



Status Quo Bias 

• For better or worse, people tend to go along with the status quo or an 
implicit “recommendation”  
 



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   

 



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” 

 



Ways to Address Negative Behavior  

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

 
Example:  
• “Come into the office to avoid a $45 service fee” 

 

 



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   

 



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” 

 



Why BICS? 

• Child support is familiar with process improvement initiatives like 
business process reengineering.  

• Add behavioral science and psychology to the mix. 
• AND add randomized control trials, the “gold standard in evaluation.” 
 

Presenter
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BICS Goals 

• Use behavioral insights to develop interventions that may improve the child support system 
• Use rigorous evaluation methods (RCT’s) to evaluate short-term impacts  

• Encourage rapid cycle tests that may lead to further improvements in child support system 
• Develop learning community and network among 8 BICS grantees 
• Enable state child support agencies and staff to obtain skills to use the BICS process and conduct 

rigorous tests of future interventions 

• Support state child support agencies in scaling up or replicating successful behaviorally driven 
interventions 

• Provide the broader child support community with information from BICS 
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BICS Grantees 

DC 

VT 
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BICS Timeline 

• TAE Team leads define and diagnosis phase through summer 2015 
• First interventions determined with final research design in the 

fall/winter 2015 
• Initial tests launch in winter of 2015 
• Pilots evaluated and refined based on initial evaluation findings, and 

then again piloted. 
• FY18/FY19 focus on making state-wide or large-scale improvements 

based on findings. 
 

 
 



Share findings from the rigorous evaluations. 

• State-specific reports incorporating impact, implementation and 
benefit-cost analysis. 

• Cross-site report incorporating trends and general findings from all 8 
states. 

• Reports may be published as soon as 2016.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
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Snapshot of BICS Phase 1  

• Letter/print communications 
• California 
• Georgia 
• Ohio 

• Texting/Phone Outreach  
• Washington 
• District of Columbia 

• In-person Meetings 
• Vermont 
• Texas 
• Colorado 



Why Print Communications? 

Inexpensive with high potential for replicability state-wide 

Many follow similar, yet potentially suboptimal formats 

Will likely remain a prime mechanism to 
communicate 

Used in a variety of child support contexts to notify, explain, and remind parents of 
critical information 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mailings (namely, letters) are used in a variety of child support contexts to notify, explain, and remind noncustodial and custodial parents of critical informationInexpensive with high potential for replicability state-wideMany communications from child support offices follow similar, yet potentially suboptimal formats, from the perspective of behavioral science (show a variety of examples on screen)Mailings will likely remain a prime mechanism to communicate, thus it is a significant area of focus within the behavioral science field



Georgia Intervention at a Glance 
Letter 

Notify parent of 
appointment 

Magnet Reminder Notice 



Georgia Intervention at a Glance 
Letter Magnet Reminder Notice 

Provide salient 
plan-making 

prompt 



Georgia Intervention at a Glance 
Letter Magnet Reminder Notice 

Provide reminder 



Georgia Intervention at a Glance 

+ Staff trained on new meeting with 
script 

• Developing a behavioral science-informed meeting 
• Instituting guidelines for staff members 
 

Presenter
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 Developing a behavioral science-informed meetingCase workers are being given new training in how to conduct the meeting where child support orders are established. They are learning a behavioral science-informed script to respond to questions and procedural justice techniques designed to involve clients in a manner that both is and feels fair. Staff members will be trained to follow guidelines intended to help parents feel that they were treated with dignity and respect and had a chance to be heard, understood the order-establishment process, and that the decision-making process was neutral and unbiased. �Instituting guidelines for staff membersSome parents who owe child support and who are not working full time are eligible for “low-income deviations,” which would reduce the amounts of their monthly payments. Low-income parents do not use this option as often as they are eligible for it, partly because both they and agency staff members are unaware of it. The intervention is providing added training to teach case workers about the low-income deviation policy, and is instituting guidelines so that they can initiate a request for the deviation if the parent qualifies. Even if eligible parents forget about the deviation or do not realize they can receive it, this change in the system aims to ensure they will still be granted one.
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• Change first contact with child support system - friendly and helpful 
rather than adversarial 

• Improve perception of the child support system 
• Obtain information to avoid negative outcomes (e.g. reduce sanctions 

against CP) and increase chances of successful outcomes (e.g. higher 
NCP payment rates) 

• Improve communication while continuing to meet federally-mandated 
timeframes! 

Texting/Phone Outreach 



   Phone Call          Follow-up Letter         Cover Letter on Summons 

Washington  
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 Conversations more positive than 
expected 

 Of all NCPs in intervention group that had 
conversations, 86% of parents received 
full information (full script), and 14% 
received partial information 
(abbreviated/cut-off script). 

 3rd call attempt may not be necessary 
 Would be useful to have a proximal 

outcome for staff motivation (esp. 
screeners) 

Lessons: Washington State 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
WA: staff finding conversations more positive than expected**From Angie: Good to note that 45% of parents contacted at some point (including outgoing call 1, 2, 3, or an incoming call (Justification: SEOs don’t feel like it has been that easy to get ahold of parents pre-service; 45% may make it sound like an obvious change for other sites to test/implement)-importance of having leadership buy-in-huddles-workload: for those performing intervention it isn’t additional, just different; it has been additional for those screening cases-how affected customers: one staff observed two parents in lobby – 1 was relaying talking points about CS from BICS to them-LL: doing training earlier-have a more proximal outcome for staff motivation: we haven’t been able to tell the team if it is working because our outcomes are so tied to payment	-this might be more important for screening staff who have taken on more work because of the project; they could use this perspective of how important their work is-staff don’t think the third call is really necessary so possibly piloting a different number of calls; once have more individual-level data we will be able to tell more of a story as to the phone calls
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 Improve perception of the child 
support system 

 Obtain information to avoid 
negative outcomes, such as 
arrears and sanctions 

 Improve communication with 
parents, particularly 
noncustodial parents that rarely 
meet with child support staff 

Common Goals for In-Person Interventions 
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State-Specific Goals 

Texas and Colorado 

Increase early payments from parents 
before withholding starts 

 

Vermont Goals  

Increase stipulations and agreements 
between parents 



Interventions at a Glance: Colorado 
       Infographic    Decision Tree                 Wallet Card 



Interventions at a Glance: Vermont 
Mindset Priming Tasks                                Notification of Meeting Letter 



39 

 Parents enjoy in-person meetings and less formal settings and all states have customer success 
stories. 

 The opportunity to engage with and meet noncustodial parents is unique and has positive effects. 
 Because administrative settings are less formal, it is difficult to get parents to show up for meetings 

compared to a more formal or court setting. 
 Some staff are struggling to embrace more customer friendly and procedural justice procedures. 

And some staff find additional work burdensome with small perceived rewards. 
 Despite having more transportation and other resources, it can be harder to get parents in urban 

settings to show up for meetings and less of a sense of community in urban settings. 
 Key Point: a lot of positives are coming out of meetings with parents, including resolving cases and 

building relationships in ways the research isn’t designed to measure. 

Cross-site lessons and next steps 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
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Vermont Early Impacts 
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Percentage of cases where stipulations were reached at a 
meeting  

36.5 

23.0 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Program Group  Control Group

13.5*** 13.5*** 

Percentage of cases where both parents 
participated in a meeting  



California’s Intervention- Phase I 

• Improve outcomes by increasing parental involvement in the child 
support process 

• Status prior to intervention- 
• 46.9% of new orders - Default (no participation by the NCP) 
• Historically, default orders have a lower compliance rate  

 
 

 
Default Order Compliance Rate Stipulation Compliance Rate 

25-29% 65-70% 
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California’s Intervention- Phase I 

• Added Explainer Sheet to be included with S&C packet  
• Restructured S&C packet by re-ordering the Answer form behind the 

Explainer Sheet and S&C 
• Provided “Behaviorally Charged” scripts to caseworker “Coaches” to 

ensure consistent messaging after service   
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Phase I- Preliminary Results  
• 3,881 NCPs enrolled (Apr.-Dec 2016) 
• 3.4% increase in answer rate for treatment group 
• 2% improvement in attendance for stipulation hearings  
• Many cases still need to complete establishment process, demonstrate 

payment history, etc.  
• Analysis of data has started and may take through Sept 2018 to 

complete 
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California’s Intervention- Phase I 
• Preliminary Findings  
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California’s Intervention- Phase 2 

San Joaquin County 
• Explore Impact of Explainer Sheet  

• Continue restructure of the S&C packet by re-ordering the Answer form behind 
the Explainer  Sheet and S&C 

 

 



California’s Intervention- Phase 2 

Sacramento County 
• New Intervention 

• Early Intervention- Cases with new support order  
• Post Hearing Interview in Court 
• Behaviorally Informed Mailer 
• Wallet Card 
• Behaviorally Informed Follow Up (Phone, email, text) 
• Measure Collections on Current Support 

 

 



Tools you can use! 



S I M P L E R 

Social Influence 

Persuasion by society, peers, or a person of influence can affect 
people’s decisions and actions. People tend to follow what they 
think other people are doing. 50 



S 
Social Influence 

Persuasion by society, peers, or a person of influence can affect 
people’s decisions and actions. People tend to follow what they 
think other people are doing. 
 

(Allcott, 2011) 
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S I M P L E R 

Implementation Prompts 
Encouraging people to plan the steps they will take to complete 
a task can move people from intention to action. 

52 



Implementation Prompts 
Encouraging people to plan the steps they will take to complete 
a task can move people from intention to action. 

I 

POLL QUESTION 
Your friend tells you she plans to vote in an upcoming election. What is one question you can ask her that will increase the 
likelihood she will vote? 
 
A) Who will you vote for? 
B) What can we do to get more people to vote? 
C) Where is your polling station? 

53 



S M I P L E R 

Make Deadlines 

Framing a future action as important and urgent by setting a due 
date discourages the tendency to prioritize today’s needs over 
tomorrow’s needs. 

POLL QUESTION 
Can deadlines be effective if there is no penalty or consequence for missing the deadline? 
 
A) Yes 
B) No 
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Make Deadlines 

Framing a future action as important and urgent by setting a due 
date discourages the tendency to prioritize today’s needs over 
tomorrow’s needs. 

M 
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S P I M L E R 

Personalization 
Efforts to personalize information or give customers personal 
assistance through a difficult task can improve outcomes. 
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Personalization 
Efforts to personalize information or give customers personal 
assistance through a difficult task can improve outcomes. 

P 

10% 15% 17% 27% 0%

50%

Control Add recipient's name Add sender's name Add reciprocity
messsage

Attendance Rates 

8 new Picker Packer jobs are now 
available at Pro FS. Come to Bedford 
job centre on Monday 10 june between 
10am and 4pm and ask for Sarah to 
find out more. 

Control 

Hi Elspeth. 8 new Picker Packer jobs 
are now available at Pro FS. Come to 
Bedford job centre on Monday 10 june 
between 10am and 4pm and ask for 
Sarah to find out more. 

Recipient Name 

Hi Elspeth. 8 new Picker Packer jobs 
are now available at Pro FS. Come to 
Bedford job centre on Monday 10 june 
between 10am and 4pm and ask for 
Sarah to find out more. 
              Michael 

Sender’s Name 

Hi Elspeth. 8 new Picker Packer jobs 
are now available at Pro FS. Come to 
Bedford job centre on Monday 10 june 
between 10am and 4pm and ask for 
Sarah to find out more. I’ve booked you 
a place. Good luck. Michael 

Reciprocity 

57 



S L I M P E R 

Loss Aversion 
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 

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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Loss Aversion 

L 
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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 



S E I M P L R 

Ease 
Reduce complexity through, for example, defaults, 
simplification, removing hassles, and color-coding. 
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19.2% 23.4% 
0.0%

50.0%

Link to a webpage containing the form Link directly to the form

% Response rate directing people … POLL QUESTION 

You are trying to refer a customer to a form on your website. Do you: 
 
A) Give the customer the URL to your website’s homepage and provide instructions on how to navigate to the form 

(for example, www.mdrc.org) 
B) Give them a longer URL that takes them directly to the form (for example, www.mdrc.org/forms/TA.pdf) 
 

 
 
 

Ease 
Reduce complexity through, for example, defaults, 
simplification, removing hassles, and color-coding. 

E 
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S R I M P L E 

Reminders 
Reminders reduce mental effort by providing a cue 

that the task still needs to be completed.  

No Reminders: More mental effort to complete a task Reminders: lead to stronger results 
Sun Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat 

1 2 3 4 5 
6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
13 14 15 16 17 18 19 
20 21 22 23 24 25 26 
27 28 29 30 Payment Made? Payment Made? 

POLL QUESTION 
How often does your agency send customers reminders when they have an important appointment or deadline? 
 
A) Consistently 
B) Sometimes 
C) Never 
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R 
Reminders 

Reminders reduce mental effort by providing a cue 
that the task still needs to be completed.  

If your answer to the previous poll question was ‘Sometimes’ or ‘Never’: Why doesn’t your agency send reminders consistently? 
 
A) We cannot afford the cost of sending more reminders. 
B) We do not think sending (more) reminders will improve response. 
C) We do not have the technological capacity.  
D) We do not have enough staff to create and send them. 
E) Other 
F) N/A 
 
 
 

 
 
 

POLL QUESTION 

63 



R Reminders 

P Personalization 

M Make Deadlines 

I Implementation Prompts 

S Social Influence 

E Ease 

L Loss Aversion 
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Questions??? 
 
 
 

 
Veronica Riley 

Assistant Director 
San Joaquin County 

California Department of  
Child Support Services  

209-468-2578 
vriley@sjgov.org 

 

 
Michael Hayes 

Senior Programs Manager 
Administration for Children and 

Families/Office of Child Support Enforcement 
Division of Program Innovation 

512-589-8033 
Michael.Hayes@acf.hhs.gov 
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