
Using Behavioral Science Interventions 
to Increase Program Participation and 

Outcomes 

Stephanie Holcomb 
Research Project Coordinator 

John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development 

Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy 

Rutgers University 

 



John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development 

Agenda 

•  Behavioral Science Overview 

•  Overview and Types of Nudges 

•  Examples of Nudges in Employment Services 

•  Guided Discussion 

2 



John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development 

What is Behavioral Science? 
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Definition of Behavioral Science 
 
A branch of science (such as psychology, sociology, or 
anthropology) that deals primarily with human action and often 
seeks to generalize about human behavior in society 
(Merriam-Webster) 
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Principles of Behavioral Science 
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Limited Attention 

•  Finite amount of attention – “cognitive load” or 
“bandwidth” 

•  When attention is stretched: 
–  Forget 
– Miss details 
–  Have difficulty weighing options 
– More oriented to present 
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Example 
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Service Strategies 

•  Limit information 
•  Chunk information 
•  Limit jargon 
•  Multiple reminders 
•  Timely reminders 
•  Guided decision-making to key points 
•  Simplify process to reduce cognitive load 
•  Don’t assume that because someone does not 

choose one option they are not interested 
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Choice Overload 

•  When we have too 
many choices: 
–  Don’t always choose 

“best” option 
–  Choose not to act at all 
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Example 
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Example 
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Example 
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Service Strategies 

•  Limit unnecessary information (from the 
customers perspective) 

•  Limit to three best options 
•  Present choices in a way that highlights context 

for decision-making  
•  Increase meaningful differences between the 

choices 
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Procrastination 

•  Most likely to 
procrastinate when: 
–  Actions are complex 
–  Too many choices 
–  Too much information 
–  Can’t finish something 

in one sitting 
–  Task induces anxiety 
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Example 
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Service Strategies 

•  Use implementation prompts to urge 
participants to make a plan to help them 
complete their goals 

 
•  Design tasks that allow participants to complete 

them in one sitting 
 
•  Send reminders 
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Key Points 

•  We ALL have these errors and biases! 
(Applies to both customers and staff) 

 
•  Errors & biases interrelated 

•  We can use this information to: 
– Construct environments that create success 

by going with the flow of how people think/
act. 

– Encourage the right actions at the right times 
– Combat your own biases about customers and 

colleagues 
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How to use these biases for program success 
Behavioral Bias Service Strategy 

Cognitive Load: Limited bandwidth Simplify messaging, limit unnecessary 
information 

Psychology of Scarcity: Face more 
pressing issues and program 
requirements is low priority 

Personalize communication, simplify 
messaging, highlight benefits, ensure 

requirement is necessary 

Primacy Bias: Favoring information 
presented first 

Randomizing the order of choices so first 
isn’t always selected, listing items that are 
most critical first, discuss most important 

matters first 

Status Quo Bias: Wanting to do 
what others are doing, what seems 
“normal” 

Emphasize communication that shows 
successful outcomes of others who have 

participated 

Procrastination: Forgetting/putting 
off tasks 

Ensure steps can be completed in one 
sitting, reminders 
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What is a Nudge? 
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Definition of Nudge 
 
Liberty-preserving approaches that steer people in particular 
directions, but that also allow them to go their own way  
(Sunstein 2014) 
 
Altering people’s behavior in a predictable way without significantly 
changing their economic incentives  
(Thaler & Sunstein 2008) 
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Types of Nudges 

•  Default Rules 
•  Simplification 
•  Uses of Social Norms 
•  Increases in Ease and Convenience 
•  Disclosure 
•  Warnings 
•  Pre-commitment Strategies 
•  Reminders 
•  Eliciting Implementation Intentions 
•  Informing People of the Nature and Consequences of Past 

Actions 
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Examples of Nudges 
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Examples of Nudges for Job Seekers 
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Source: Darling et al. 2016  
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Source: Darling et al. 2016  
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Source: Darling et al. 2016  
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Example: Texas Noncustodial Parents 
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Example: Texas Noncustodial Parents 
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Source: Richburg-Hayes et al. 2017. 
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Example: Texas Noncustodial Parents 
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Source: Richburg-Hayes et al. 2017. 
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Source: Richburg-Hayes et al. 2017. 
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Source: Richburg-Hayes et al. 2017. 
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Example: One Stop Orientation 

Current Practice: 
•  A lot of information 

about services 

•  A lot of jargon 

•  At times unclear next 
steps 

What we could do: 
•  Limit jargon and 

simplify information 

•  Put services in 
context  

•  Clearly present next 
steps  
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Important Reminders for Developing Nudges 

•  Necessary to get user input and evidence when designing 
intervention 

•  Keep interventions simple 

•  Nudges should not be “one-size-fits-all” 

•  Consider distributional effects 

•  Allow for iterative process for light-touch interventions 
through experiments 

•  These strategies supplement effective programs 
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WHAT ARE COMMON ISSUES 
IN YOUR ROLE THAT 
BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE COULD 
HELP? 

Group Discussion 
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HOW CAN YOU USE NUDGES 
TO HELP SOLVE THOSE 
ISSUES? 

Group Discussion 
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For more information, please contact:  
Stephanie Holcomb, MPP 

Research Project Coordinator 
John J. Heldrich Center for Workforce Development 

Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy 
Rutgers University 

 

Phone: (732) 932-1084 
Email: Stephanie.Holcomb@Rutgers.edu 
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