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Behavioral Insights for Public Policy 1

1 Overview

A growing body of evidence demonstrates that behavioral science insights —
research findings from fields such as behavioral economics and psychology
about how people make decisions and act on them — can be used to design
government policies to better serve the American people.

Where Federal policies have been designed to reflect behavioral science insights,
they have substantially improved outcomes for the individuals, families, commu-
nities, and businesses those policies serve. For example, automatic enrollment and
automatic escalation in retirement savings plans have made it easier to save for the
future, and have helped Americans accumulate billions of dollars in additional
retirement savings. Similarly, streamlining the application process for Federal
financial aid has made college more financially accessible for millions of students.

To more fully realize the benefits of behavioral insights and deliver better results
at a lower cost for the American people, the Federal Government should design its
policies and programs to reflect our best understanding of how people engage with,
participate in, use, and respond to those policies and programs. By improving the
effectiveness and efficiency of Government, behavioral science insights can sup-
port a range of national priorities, including helping workers to find better jobs;
enabling Americans to lead longer, healthier lives; improving access to educational
opportunities and support for success in school; and accelerating the transition to
a low-carbon economy.

—Executive Order No. 13,707: Using Behavioral Science Insights to Better Serve
the American People. Signed by President Barack H. Obama on
September 15, 2015

In recent decades, psychology and public policy have begun to merge in an
unprecedented way. Researchers have worked hand in hand with policy practi-
tioners to improve the design, implementation, and evaluation of public policy.
The opening excerpt acknowledges the evidence provided by the field of
psychology and sets up a directive to federal agencies in the United States to
consider the incorporation of such behavioral insights into their work. It spe-
cifically mentions the need for the federal government to design programs and
policies that reflect our best understanding of how people engage and make
decisions — and social psychology has the disciplinary expertise, influence, and
imperative to improve that understanding. While this institutionalization of
behavioral insights in government does not represent the first effort of its
type, it was certainly one of the most high-profile and wide-ranging in the
United States, and similar efforts have been incorporated into government and
public institution initiatives globally.

Critically, in this relatively young field, policy interventions and behavioral
insights have relied on theory and findings that stem from social psychology. As
such, they are commonly built on laboratory-based psychological research, with
effects that are often subtle and unstable in the messy and multifaceted real
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2 Applied Social Psychology

world of public policy. There is substantial opportunity and need to expand and
refine the way that psychological research is produced in order to better enable
research and discipline to be more equitably leveraged in applied research and
practitioner domains and enable a more inclusive science. Indeed, as one
example, the American Psychological Association (APA) guidelines explicitly
call on researchers to be “aware of the critical role of science in informing
practice and policy and therefore strive to conduct and disseminate research that
promotes the well-being of racial and ethnic minorities” (APA, 2019a, p. 27).
The APA offers similar guidelines for considering the impact of psychological
research on other underrepresented or marginalized communities. Ultimately,
this recalibration will allow for psychological science to authentically work in
the service of the public good — a goal shared by many, if not most, scholars of
the discipline.

In Section 2 of this Element, we offer a definition and explore the history of
behavioral insights, with an emphasis on nudging: A nudge is any aspect of
a decision context that has an impact on people’s behavior, without removing
any decision paths. Behavioral insights, and nudges in particular, have been
celebrated as cheap and easy tools to improve efficiency and the cost-
effectiveness of outcomes. In the sections that follow, we provide the history
and context for several of these successful applications of behavioral insights.

Subsequently, we engage the shortfalls of behavioral insights and contend
that the implementation of these insights is built on psychological research that
often does not account for, or de-emphasizes, individual difference and distri-
butional effects stemming from personality traits, race, class, and other socio-
demographic and cultural factors. In the diverse domains of public policy, it is
critical to explore the nuances of these behavioral effects — how and when they
operate — in order to engage equity, in addition to efficiency and cost-
effectiveness. When we consider the use of these behavioral insight tools by
governments and other entities that advocate for and impact a large and diverse
set of constituents, the general assumption to date that a small net benefit occurs
over a large population is insufficient and can result in inequitable and unethical
practices and outcomes. This is particularly true given the broad interest in
sustainable and scalable innovations based on insights from psychology. We
contend that scholars of social and personality psychology are particularly well-
suited to address these gaps in the research and must acknowledge (and account
for) several factors in the design of their research.

We propose that the question of whether nudges succeed or fail is far more
complicated than what has been examined to date. There are critical equity
implications of this limitation. Existing efforts place disproportionate
emphasis on whether the desired or hypothesized behavior change occurs
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Behavioral Insights for Public Policy 3

(deemed a success) or does not occur (deemed a failure). For “failed” nudges,
researchers consider either no behavioral change or behavioral reactance as
failures and generally refocus on adjusting and reapplying psychological tools
to change behavior. We propose that psychologists have not focused deeply
enough on attempts to integrate the nuanced richness of social psychology into
efforts to apply the insights from this field. This is true for scholars across the
spectrum of social psychology — those who examine individual differences in
decision-making and social cognition and those engaging intergroup, cultural,
and social meaning-making processes. Nudges have the potential to carry with
them additional psychological costs, and these costs are not always distributed
equally. Unlocking the relatively untapped potential of social psychology can
help scholars and practitioners begin to unpack and understand these costs.

We articulate some of these consequences and their broader implications for
examining and developing equitable research practices and applications. First,
we provide an overview and evidence for the psycho-emotional tax that behav-
ioral interventions have the potential to carry. Here, we contend that in addition
to examining behavior change, nudges and behavioral insights applications
should, in parallel, examine the meaningful costs of stigma, negative emotion
activation, and cognitive depletion. Second, we propose that considering these
psycho-emotional taxes enables researchers and practitioners to better under-
stand who is being helped or harmed by particular types of nudges, and thereby
avoid approaches that provide a disproportionate benefit to those who are
relatively better off. Here, we define “better off” as individuals who have the
psychological, financial, temporal, or other resources to better reap the benefits
of nudges. Third, we call for better data to promote better outcomes for the
public good. We underscore the critical importance of disaggregating data and
examining behavioral and psychological effects in social psychological
research as well as a need to collect data in the wild (i.e., outside of the lab)
to enable social psychology to engage with public policy meaningfully and
responsibly, with the aim of promoting equitable, in addition to efficient and
cost-effective, insights.

Social and personality psychology will be critical for developing a more
nuanced understanding of both the behavioral and psychological impacts of
behavioral insights approaches and applications. These implications will come
alongside a process of developing insights that are better suited to a diverse
array of social contexts to which social psychology is being applied. This type
of approach to designing and implementing research — one that emphasizes
intentionally examining behavioral and psychological outcomes across hetero-
geneous and diverse samples and contexts — will have significant positive
implications for developing equitable behavioral interventions in psychology
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4 Applied Social Psychology

and across applied domains. This Element provides concrete recommendations
for how the field can contribute in this space.

2 Background: A Brief History of Nudging and Applied
Behavioral Insights

2.1 "Nudge” Defined

First, we review and discuss a brief history of nudging and the evolution of the
field of applied behavioral insights. In the literal sense, the definition of “nudge”
is to gently touch or push an item or a person. A nudge can be employed to gain
aperson’s attention or direct their attention in a particular direction. In the world
of behavioral insights, the use of the term “nudge” closely follows this literal
definition. Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein popularized the term and use the
following definition at the start of their pioneering work, Nudge:

A nudge, as we will use the term, is any aspect of the choice architecture that
alters people’s behavior in a predictable way without forbidding any options
or significantly changing their economic incentives. To count as a mere
nudge, the intervention must be easy and cheap to avoid. Nudges are not
mandates. Putting fruit at eye level counts as a nudge. Banning junk food does
not. (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, p. 6)

Critical in this definition is that the intervention must be subtle. In other words,
anudge as opposed to a shove. While this definition has been widely adopted in
both academic circles and the popular press, others have attempted to refine the
idea. For example, one paper argues that the true definition of a nudge has
become a bit confused and attempts to clarify the definition of a nudge (thereby
hoping to increase the value of the idea) by revisiting the corresponding
foundations in the field of behavioral economics (Hansen, 2016). Hansen
more specifically defines a nudge as follows:

A nudge is a function of (I) any attempt at influencing people’s judgment,
choice or behavior in a predictable way (1) that is motivated because of
cognitive boundaries, biases, routines, and habits in individual and social
decision-making posing barriers for people to perform rationally in their own
self-declared interests, and which (2) works by making use of those boundar-
ies, biases, routines, and habits as integral parts of such attempts.

(Hansen, 2016, p. 158)

Hansen argues that this definition allows for a more foundational understanding
of what it means to engage in this type of influence on behavior. Thaler and
Sunstein’s original definition essentially serves as a description of the outcomes
that result from Hansen’s. Nudges may operate separately from regulation and
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Behavioral Insights for Public Policy 5

mandates, but they need not be required to do so. It is crucial to note, however,
that this definition is not the only recent reconceptualization that has been put
forth. One earlier critique argues that many nudges are not truly paternalistic but
rather demonstrate persuasion that is arguably rational (Hausman & Welch,
2010). A second posits that nudging is an example of a specific form of
governance that can be employed by a policymaker (as opposed to the other

EENT3 EERT3

four that exist: “hierarchy,” “markets,” “networks,” and “persuasion”). It argues
that, typically, nudging does not create sustained behavior change — this would
more likely be achieved by promoting social identity and norm changes (Mols
etal., 2015). Ultimately, these authors all stress that scholars and practitioners of
public policy ought to more diligently consider individuals as complex mem-
bers of social groups rather than individual actors with cognitive limitations.
These two thoughtful approaches are important to note because they underscore
the value in considering the philosophical and practical nuance in alternative
conceptualizations of this idea. We also acknowledge that it has been disputed
as to whether “nudge theory” represents a new approach to behavior change or
a reframing of prior efforts to do so. As mentioned, there are worthy arguments
about the proper definition (and utility) of nudging, and these perspectives carry
implications for both research and practical application of these approaches to
social problems.

For our purposes, we apply a straightforward definition of nudging that we
believe captures the initial spirit of Thaler and Sunstein’s definition, incorpor-
ates some of the subtle nuance offered by Hansen and Mols, and allows for an
interpretation that has value to scholars and practitioners alike. It is not our
intent to enter into the debate regarding the most appropriate definition of
nudges. We consider a nudge to be an element of a choice environment that
has the potential to alter an individual’s behavior (whether or not it is intended to
do so). This environmental feature must not change the options or decision
paths available to the decision maker and must not change the incentives present
(economic or otherwise).

2.2 Nudging Rises to Prominence

In the early 2000s, several lines of research and other notable events came
together to bring the field of psychology to the forefront of popular discussion in
an unprecedented way. In 2001, a seminal paper demonstrated that a shift from
an opt-in to an opt-out process significantly impacted retirement savings
(Madrian & Shea, 2001). This paper performed an analysis of automatic
enrollment into 401(k) savings plans. Two crucial findings emerged from this
work: first, participation in a 401(k) program was higher when workers were
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6 Applied Social Psychology

automatically enrolled; second, many participants who were automatically
enrolled kept the default for both rate of contribution and allocation of funds
in their account. The authors argue that the tendency of participants to stick to
the defaults reflects psychological inertia and a belief that the default provides
advice on how to manage the retirement investments. These findings illuminate
the reality that behavioral factors may weigh heavily on economic decision-
making and provide strong implications for how these types of accounts ought
to be managed. More broadly, they also connect to the importance of how
defaults are designed and what these decisions communicate when deployed
in the public sector — with recent research highlighting that defaults are seen as
communicating policymaker preferences and recommendations (McKenzie
et al, 2006). Ultimately, Madrian and Shea’s work led to the Pension
Protection Act, which is discussed in Section 2.3.

The following year, Daniel Kahneman was awarded the 2002 Nobel Prize in
Economic Science for his work with Amos Tversky (sadly, Tversky passed
away in 1996, prior to this recognition). Together, Kahneman and Tversky
provided fundamental challenges to the role that the assumption of rationality
had played in modern economic theory. They established evidence on a wide
range of cognitive biases that stem from bounded rationality, as originally
defined by Herbert Simon (1957). Tversky and Kahneman brought together
the fields of psychology and economics in a way not previously accomplished,
and they rooted this work in their observations of real-world behavioral puzzles.
Specifically, their extensive work provided insights on judgment under uncer-
tainty. Their studies laid the foundation for what was a new field of research,
changing the course and influence of scholarship in both economics and psych-
ology. One of their most prominent contributions, Prospect Theory (Kahneman
& Tversky, 1979), incorporated psychological insights as a descriptive theory of
choice (compared to Expected Utility Theory from economics) and continues to
be applied to real-world decision-making in diverse contexts ranging from labor
economics to gambling behavior to decisions about residential movement
(Camerer, 1998; Clark & Lisowski, 2017). Kahneman and Tversky’s long
friendship and evolution of their work are explored in compelling detail in
Michael Lewis’ popular press book The Undoing Project (Lewis, 2016).

In 2003, two papers that proved foundational to the amplification of applied
behavioral insights were published. Johnson and Goldstein (2003) demonstrated
the impact of defaults on decision-making in the context of organ donation rates
and made a convincing argument for how policymakers ought to approach the
framing of important practical choices. Specifically, they argue that every policy
action must have a default specified that will be engaged if no active choice is
made. Defaults impose costs (be they physical, cognitive, and/or emotional) on
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Behavioral Insights for Public Policy 7

individuals who must change their status and, as such, must be carefully con-
sidered and articulated. Furthermore, they note that the “costs” of switching are
sometimes imposed on the group that appears to be in the majority. If the majority
ofindividuals in a society favor organ donation (as measured, in this case, by both
anational study and results of the experiment), policies that require active consent
are placing the switching costs on the largest group of individuals, potentially
amplifying those costs. This was the case in the United States. At the time of this
study, the majority of individuals in the United States favored organ donation, and
at the same time, many states also had an opt-in organ donation policy, creating
decision friction for the dominant opinion. This simple study goes far to illustrate
the need for the design and implementation of public policies to carefully
consider these costs and the role of defaults.

These findings dovetail nicely with arguments made in “Libertarian pater-
nalism” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2003). This influential paper introduced the
concept of libertarian paternalism — “an approach that preserves freedom of
choice but that authorizes both private and public institutions to steer people in
directions that will promote their welfare” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2003, p. 179).
Further, they describe the misunderstandings associated with the concept of
paternalism and aim to clarify why it should not be considered a “derogatory”
term. Critically, the authors point out that (1) there are often not good
alternatives to paternalism, as choice architects are sometimes forced to
make decisions on behalf of those who will choose (and often do not want
to do so randomly), and (2) paternalism does not always have to involve
coercion. In addition, they describe tools that can be used to create a good
system of choice. They contend that libertarian paternalism is an option that
can preserve individual freedom of choice while simultaneously steering
people in the direction that promotes their well-being, and it is often described
as a form of soft paternalism — meaning paternalism that does not restrict
freedom of choice. For example, a government that attempts to curb smoking
by mandating images and language regarding diseases caused by tobacco is
engaging in soft paternalism. An outright ban on tobacco by the government
goes beyond this type of intervention, falling more squarely into the category
of outright paternalism.

In their book Nudge (first published in 2008), Thaler and Sunstein provide
an expansion of their arguments on libertarian paternalism. Specifically, they
lay out the principles of effective choice architecture. The existence or
nonexistence of a default option is one important point of consideration,
but other factors such as the number of options presented and the way that
information is described are important features. Thaler and Sunstein use the
System I (quick, unconscious, intuitive processes) versus the System II
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8 Applied Social Psychology

(slow, conscious, deliberative processes) framework and describe how it
leads to many predictable behavioral biases. Ultimately, this leads to policy
recommendations (their focus is primarily in the areas of retirement savings
and health care/health outcomes). More of the scholarly history of the field of
behavioral economics is outlined in Thaler’s Misbehaving (Thaler, 2016) and
many of the important fundamental psychological insights are described in
Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow (Kahneman, 2011).

Importantly, while the concept of libertarian paternalism as an intervention
approach has received substantial support, it has also received significant
criticism. These criticisms have been well developed and articulated by numer-
ous psychologists, legal scholars, economists, political scientists, and philo-
sophers over the decades (e.g., Ewert, 2020; Schmidt & Engelen, 2020). For
example, scholars have cautioned that there are clear power dynamics that need
to be considered with regard to which entities and individuals are in the
privileged position to nudge others’ behavior and who is in the lower power
position of receiving that nudge. This has implications for the types of nudges
that are seen as normative and desirable and has the potential to reify social
hierarchies and devaluation of lower status identities, thereby impacting well-
being across many metrics. It is a consideration that is particularly relevant to
government and public policy, where opting out of engaging with the “nudger”
is near impossible given the ubiquitous role of the government in daily life.
Moreover, when errors in soft paternalism occur and an entity inadvertently
guides individuals to a less desirable decision or behavior, who bears those costs
and who corrects for those errors? Because these concerns have been substan-
tially engaged over the last decade, we do not do so here. Rather, these
considerations are seeds to the novel concerns we raise in Section 4. For now,
we consider the celebrated successes of behavioral insights applications,
emphasizing their efficiency and cost-effectiveness.

2.3 Public Policy Applications of Behavioral Insights

Next, we detail the applications of behavioral insights to public policy contexts,
focusing on efforts to promote efficacy and efficiency, as these have been of
primary emphasis to date. Given author expertise, we initially emphasize policy
applications in the United States but clarify that there is a positive global trend of
many national governments and public entities incorporating behavioral insights
into their practices, including in Australia, Singapore, the Netherlands, Germany,
and many other countries (Angawi & Hasanain, 2018).

As described in Section 2.2, a key early finding in this field was in the area of
retirement savings behavior (Madrian & Shea, 2001). This finding ultimately
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Behavioral Insights for Public Policy 9

led to the 2006 Pension Protection Act. Signed into law by President George
W. Bush on August 17, 2006, this law made several provisions to protect
retirement accounts, but it also made it significantly easier for employers to
enroll their employees into 401(k) plans through an “autosave” feature
(Beshears et al., 2010). Specifically, the Pension Protection Act encouraged
employers to use automatic enrollment, where employees (after given notice)
were automatically enrolled in their retirement accounts unless they explicitly
chose not to participate. In addition, employers could make contributions to
employee accounts (whether or not the employee chose to participate) or as
a match. Finally, contribution rates could be automatically increased over time
and those contributions could be defaulted into a diversified portfolio of assets.
The Pension Protection Act had broad bipartisan support (it passed in the US
Senate with a vote of 93—5 and a House of Representatives vote of 279-131). It
was designed based on clear evidence and could be implemented in a fully
transparent, nondeceptive manner. Other countries have since adopted similar
legislation. To illustrate, the Parliament of the United Kingdom passed the
Pensions Act of 2008, which stated that workers had to opt out of the pension
plan offered by their employer — as opposed to opting in."

After the ideas from Nudge spread, Cass Sunstein received an opportunity to
put them into practice in the US federal government. The book Simpler
(Sunstein, 2014) lays out many of the lessons learned after his appointment as
administrator for the US Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA)
during President Barack Obama’s first term. The OIRA was established as a part
of the 1980 Paperwork Reduction Act and is housed within the Office of
Management and Budget. Its primary function is to oversee the implementation
of government-wide policies that pertain to information technology and privacy
policy. Sunstein served from 2009 to 2012 and incorporated many insights from
psychology and behavioral economics into this work. In Simpler, he maintains
that the government can and should be streamlined to improve well-being,
through solutions such as simplified administrative processes and improved
communication of everyday information.

In 2010, the United Kingdom established the Behavioral Insights Team
(BIT), which was also the first government-wide “nudge” unit in the world.
The BIT was established within the UK cabinet office to explicitly apply
insights from behavioral science across the government. Some of their most
prominent work included using letters to increase the payment rate of a vehicle
excise tax, nudging a higher rate of payment of fines by sending text messages,

! See the Pensions Act 2008, Statute Law Database, www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2008/30/
contents.
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10 Applied Social Psychology

and using a lottery system to increase voter participation (John, 2014). The BIT
was privatized and became a social purpose company in 2014; it now has
a global reach — working not only with national governments but also with
local authorities, nonprofits, and private entities alike.

Around the same time as the establishment of the BIT in the United
Kingdom, a US federal agency was launching its own large-scale effort to
explore the application of behavioral insights within its own programs. The
Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency (BIAS) project ran
from 2010 to 2016. This work was sponsored by the Office of Planning,
Research, and Evaluation in the Administration for Children and Families
(ACF) at the US Department of Health and Human Services. This was the first
effort by a US federal agency to apply and evaluate the use of behavioral
insights in public policy design and implementation. The BIAS project
applied behavioral science in the context of ACF-funded initiatives (namely,
childcare and work support). Through a collaboration with local implement-
ing agencies and a large team of academic scholars, BIAS tested 15 interven-
tions with nearly 100,000 participants across 7 states (Richburg-Hayes et al.,
2017). The BIAS findings included interventions that increased the use of
quality childcare by low-income working families, increased frequency of
both child support payments and requests for child support order modifica-
tions, and increased the rate of childcare subsidy renewals. The BIAS inter-
ventions used techniques such as novel communication (e.g., postcards) to
prime and remind individuals of actions that they needed to take, designing
and delivering assistance to ensure proper completion of complex paperwork,
and using identity priming and social norms to increase the perceived desir-
ability of specific actions. The ACF launched the BIAS — Next Generation
project in 2015 to build on the success of the fifteen initial BIAS trials. This
work has expanded the scope of the original endeavor to explore other areas,
such as child welfare and head start programs and working with Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families agencies on service delivery.

As the work of BIAS was underway, seeds were planted for an even larger
effort within the federal government. The Social and Behavioral Sciences Team
(SBST) was chaired by the White House Office of Science and Technology
Policy (OSTP). The OSTP worked to explore the potential application of
behavioral insights in the US government, and SBST was subsequently estab-
lished by a 2015 executive order issued by President Barack Obama.” This is the

2 See Using Behavioral Science Insights to Better Serve the American People — Executive Order
No. 13,707 (September 15, 2015), Whitehouse.Gov, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-
press-office/2015/09/15/executive-order-using-behavioral-science-insights-better-serve-
american.
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executive order cited in the epigraph to this Element, and this effort was one of
the most high-profile examples of the use of applied behavioral insights in the
United States. Among many other projects, SBST used evidence-based elem-
ents in email communication to prompt student loan borrowers who were
struggling to make payments to enter a loan rehabilitation agreement, and
connected veterans with a range of social benefits such as career counseling,
education, and health benefits (showing that improved email communication
generally worked more effectively than other communication interventions
such as letters or postcards). More broadly, they also provided guidance to the
federal government on how to more efficiently and effectively engage with the
individuals served by its policies and programs. The SBST extensively part-
nered with academics to create collaboration between behavioral scientists and
federal agencies. These projects were outlined in detail in their annual reports
and discussed in subsequent scholarly publications (Benartzi et al., 2017;
Congdon & Shankar, 2015). It is worth emphasizing that these efforts have
relied heavily on psychological theories and the application of those theories.
As we proceed in this discussion, we will further explore why this underscores
the need for scholars of social psychology, in particular, to continue to engage
deeply and meaningfully in this work.

We should also note that in the United States this work has found a permanent
home in the federal Office of Evaluation Sciences (OES).” Based at the General
Services Administration, OES provides federal agencies with the technical
expertise and guidance needed to establish evidence and use it in their decision-
making. Much of this work incorporates behavioral insights, testing interven-
tions in the field using randomized controlled trials. For example,
a communication intervention in collaboration with the Department of
Education increased the identification of students experiencing housing inse-
curity by 12 percent — 3.62 more students in each local education agency, on
average (Shephard et al., 2020). The identification of these students subse-
quently enabled school staff to attempt to connect them with resources. In this
study, the frequency, timing, content, and structure of the messages were
carefully constructed, taking into account previous behavioral insights. For
example, this intervention leveraged the knowledge that breaking down infor-
mation into smaller chunks can improve processing (Wright et al., 2019) and
that checklists can improve attention to important aspects of an information
source (Emmons et al., 2018). These elements (among others) were included in
the intervention, which was delivered to school staff in a series of periodic email
communications.

3 See the Office of Evaluation Sciences (OES) website: oes.gsa.gov.
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Since its establishment in 2015, the team at OES has partnered with dozens of
federal agencies and a team of experts from a diverse array of scholarly
disciplines. This work has further expanded as President Joe Biden, in the
early days of his administration, issued an executive action on building evi-
dence in government.” In this memo, the president states a need to restore trust
in the government by pursuing “scientific integrity and evidence-based
policymaking.”

We stress that influential scholarship in this field has not been limited to
scholars and populations within the United States (some examples have
already been discussed). On a global scale, the total number of public entities
utilizing behavioral science has grown immensely in the past decade. As of
2018, the count was greater than 200. Drawing on data first reported in
Behavioural Insights and Public Policy: Lessons from around the World,
published by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD, 2017), the supplemental figure has undergone a series of updates
since its original publication, largely expanding the number of organizations
included.’ For example, Laboratorio de Gobierno (LabGob) — Chile’s govern-
ment innovation lab established in 2015 — has a declared prioritization of
promoting public sector innovation through user-centered public management
efforts. Scholars in the United Kingdom have explored strategies that rely on
nudging individuals versus cultivating space for deep thought and debate
(John et al., 2009). They directly describe how these approaches can prove
beneficial for public policy challenges.

Other nations have brought together academics, industry, and local officials
to promote behavioral insights in all areas of government — including environ-
mental behavior, transportation, vaccinations, veterans’ affairs, and education.
And some nations credit their prosperity to the thoughtful integration of nudg-
ing and behavioral insights that promote the public good, as is the case for
Singapore (Keating, 2018), which has documented success in public health and
safety initiatives. Indeed, some powerful perspectives from outside of the
United States directly examine combined approaches that go beyond simple
nudges. The previously discussed article on nudging as an approach to public
policy and governance was also led by a group of scholars outside of the United
States (Mols et al., 2015). In addition, a recent edition of the World Bank’s
World Development Report explored the significance of the behavioral sciences

4 See Memorandum on Restoring Trust in Government Through Scientific Integrity and Evidence-
Based Policymaking (January 27, 2021), Whitehouse.Gov, www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/
presidential-actions/2021/01/27/memorandum-on-restoring-trust-in-government-through-scien
tific-integrity-and-evidence-based-policymaking/.

> The supplemental figure is available at www.cambridge.org/publicpolicy.
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in approaching issues faced by developing countries (World Bank, 2014). This
perspective was critiqued for, among other issues, neglecting structural issues
faced by these countries. The authors of this critique argued that a behavioral
science approach to global health problems is reductionist and that the World
Bank report fails to appropriately acknowledge this shortcoming (Fine et al.,
2016). This dialogue speaks to the robust recent dialogue among scholars about
the practical application of behavioral science in many contexts. Taken together,
these individual events signal the massive shift in the way that governments
around the world have viewed and appreciated the contributions of behavioral
insights and psychology (see also Cialdini, 2018).

This section has provided evidence of the rapid rise and celebration of
behavioral science (namely, psychology and behavioral economics) as a way
to make governments more effective and efficient. These approaches to policy
design, implementation, and evaluation continue to be explored by scholars,
practitioners, and policymakers. For example, recent papers in the area of
Public Management present an argument about nudging specifically for public
policy and governance issues, and how governments use these tools for com-
munication with their stakeholders (Esmark, 2019; Ewert, 2020). Next, we
explore some examples of successes and challenges in the application of
behavioral insights to public policy over the years.

3 Behavioral Insights: Successes and Shortcomings

While the majority of behavioral insights applications have produced small and
limited effects, several examples of highly salient and publicized large impact,
low-cost interventions have motivated the wide deployment of behavioral
insights to public policy. Indeed, behavioral insights have proven successful
in improving outcomes in a diverse set of policy areas, including environmental
and health domains.

3.1 Interventions in Environment Policy

There has been much discussion of the role that behavioral science can play in
the development and implementation of energy policy (Allcott & Mullainathan,

3

2010). Behavioral economics has often been used to create “paternalistic”
policies to encourage energy efficiency (Allcott, 2016). The impacts of inter-
ventions in this space have been complex but compelling (Allcott & Rogers,
2014). The well-known Opower program provides an excellent case study.
Opower was a company founded by two Harvard University graduates with
the goal of engaging utility customers in the understanding of their energy use.

Their initial service involved the creation of highly detailed home-energy
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reports that relied on behavioral insights, with the goal of motivating individual
households to lower their energy consumption. Opower provided feedback
about homeowners’ energy usage relative to other comparable homes in the
community. This approach was based on prior research on social norms that
demonstrated that descriptive normative messages were more likely to impact
behavior. Moreover, to limit the likelihood that energy-efficient homes would
use more rather than less energy, they found a way to avoid undesired “boom-
erang” effects using injunctive messaging that communicated societal approval
or disapproval of homeowners’ energy usage (Schultz et al., 2007). That study
helped to unpack the previously mixed impacts of social norms interventions on
behavior. The Opower study notably incorporated smiley face icons for those
who used less energy than average in their neighborhood. Their reports caused
initial action and, in several cases, showed persistent effects over a two-year
period, while other cases showed attenuation over time (Allcott, 2011). This
work provides a remarkable applied exploration of how injunctive and descrip-
tive norms interact to impact real-world behavior. It is also informative to study
the longer-term welfare effects of nudges in these spaces, to understand how
they interact with traditional modes of evaluation (Allcott & Kessler, 2019).
Doing so also enables the examination of boundary conditions — for example,
2019 results from OES showed that feedback about energy use (with compari-
sons to neighbors) did not decrease energy use by public housing residents
(OES, 2019). Several social psychological theories can inform why this may be
the case.

More broadly, a case can be made for the role of human behavior in the
environmental challenges faced on our planet today. Many scholars and practi-
tioners have attempted to nudge individuals into more environmentally friendly
behavior. There has been some evidence for the use of insights such as behav-
ioral influence on decision-making in areas such as meat consumption, transit
choices, and water use. One large review of 160 interventions provides compel-
ling evidence for where these approaches have been successful (Byerly et al.,
2018). In this paper, they acknowledge the useful set of tools that behavioral
science provides, discussing examples such as social norms, changing defaults,
and public commitments that have contributed to interventions with demon-
strated success in domains such as recycling and energy use (Abrahamse &
Steg, 2013; Kirakozian, 2016; Osbaldiston & Schott, 2012; Sheeran et al.,
2016). At the same time, they also acknowledge several key areas of opportun-
ity that could deepen the implications of this work for public policy, such as
a more focused exploration of interventions in domains that have the largest
potential impacts on the environment (rather than testing the low-hanging fruit
that may ultimately have a smaller global impact). These include holding large
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polluters (in the public and private sector) accountable to their outsized impact
on the environment. Moreover, additional research highlights the ironic poten-
tial for behavioral insights interventions that nudge small-scale behaviors to
crowd out — or substantively reduce — support for more comprehensive policy
and regulation, in favor of quick fix, small-scale solutions (e.g., Hagmann et al.,
2019).

3.2 Interventions in Health Policy

Behavioral insights have also found a prominent role in the domain of health
and decision-making. Some of this work focuses on avoiding behaviors such as
smoking (Dede, 2019). There has also been much work on encouraging positive
behaviors such as consuming a healthy diet and engaging in regular exercise.
One important study looked at nudges for guiding decision-making about diet
(Arno & Thomas, 2016). This meta-analysis found an average increase of
15.3 percent in healthier choices, measured by frequency of “healthy” choices
or overall consumption of calories. The study contexts analyzed here ranged
from laboratory studies on consumption to field studies in contexts such as
movie theaters and cafeterias. The interventions also ranged widely, from
simple nudges on portion size (or presentation of calorie-count information)
to observations of social effects (e.g., observing amount consumed when eating
alone versus with peers). Other researchers have studied nudging to increase
selection of fruits and vegetables specifically. One meta-analysis found that
many of these interventions have a moderate effect and that changing placement
(and other combined approaches) have the largest impacts on behavior (Broers
et al., 2017). Another found that interventions are relatively more effective at
reducing unhealthy eating rather than increasing healthful eating (or reducing
total consumption) — providing an even more nuanced potential understanding
of these efforts (Cadario & Chandon, 2019).

Of critical note, much of the above work was done in the United States, and
the remainder in similarly wealthy nations. While there have been many
examples of “success” of these nudges, Arno and Thomas (2016) underscore
the need to understand these impacts in more diverse contexts. There is far less
evidence on the extent to which these types of health interventions are success-
ful in contexts outside of the wealthy, Western world. Moreover, there is a gap in
understanding the effectiveness of these interventions among subpopulations
within countries (of all socioeconomic standings). There have been few studies
specifically exploring health policy nudges in low-income and minority popu-
lations. Some evidence suggests that these interventions may work in these
contexts as well. In one study, a simple color-coding system in a cafeteria
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encouraging the choice of healthier foods (labeled green) over less healthy
foods (labeled red) was successful (Levy et al., 2012). However, other scholars
have argued that more traditional financial subsidies are necessary to create
sustained behavior change in communities with less access to healthy and fresh
food (Hebda & Wagner, 2016). Broadly, there is not substantial evidence as to
whether or not these findings hold up when examining, for example, low-
income populations or communities of color, and there is much opportunity to
more deeply explore these questions, with a focus on how these approaches
operate among diverse populations. This is a theme and issue that we will
engage at length later in this Element.

Furthermore, recent work has argued that often nudges do not replicate
because many researchers take a “kitchen sink” approach, simultaneously
applying many previously successful elements of various nudges to a given
problem. When there are several components of an intervention working at
the same time, it becomes impossible to tease out, specifically, which was
most effective. A more nuanced attempt to understand the target population
can help to “budge” individuals from their existing belief structures (Hauser
et al., 2018). This approach could inform a better understanding of the
conditions under which elements of interventions are effective for generating
behavior change and for whom. The next section provides further evidence of
settings in which behavioral insights have been applied without producing the
intended effects.

3.3 Shortcomings of Behavioral Insights

While there has been much to celebrate, additional evidence has demonstrated
that relatively low-cost behavioral approaches and nudges to large and complex
social problems do not always work as intended. For example, some prominent
scholars have explored the question of whether (and how much) governments
ought to invest time and effort in nudging (Benartzi et al., 2017). In this paper,
the authors argue that nudging can often be a cost-effective way of improving
well-being (when combined with traditional incentives and interventions). They
compare the costs and effectiveness of multiple interventions across several
domains and document consistently cost-effective, yet significant, findings
relative to other economic and traditional interventions. However, they note
that more research must continue to be done in this space to understand the
impacts of nudging. Because of publication bias, the extent to which any
particular approach works or does not work can be difficult to discern. Most
ofthe time, the scholarly community is only exposed to the successes. However,
the rise of preregistration is starting to change these patterns.
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This is particularly important for nudges that are intended to inform public
policy design and implementation. For example, groups like OES make a point
of publishing preregistration, analysis plans, and final abstracts for every study
conducted, even for those that reveal null or otherwise unexpected results.
These practices illuminate the importance of recognizing the boundaries and
contexts under which behavioral insights effects are reliable or minimal. An
increasing culture of transparency in psychology not only will address scientific
practices that tend to increase the likelihood of identifying an effect in
a situation where none truly exists (Simmons et al., 2011) but may also increase
our understanding of exactly under what conditions psychological effects are
robust. From a policy perspective, this approach is critical. It would be irre-
sponsible to spend time and other resources attempting to test and subsequently
scale up findings that are fickle and difficult to replicate, both inside and outside
of'the lab. In the following sections, we unpack more of the systematic ways that
behavioral insights have not lived up to their promise.

3.4 Additional Considerations in the Context of Public Policy

Failures of nudging go beyond the observation of null effects. Thaler and
Sunstein have also described the issue of “sludge.” Sludge encompasses fric-
tions and barriers that make it more difficult for people to do what they intend to
do. These are often interventions and activities that are “nudging for evil”
(Thaler, 2018, p. 201). This can make it even harder to achieve widespread
public good and prosocial behavior (Sunstein, 2021). Importantly, there are
productive forms of sludge as well, such as waiting periods following gun
purchasing, that aim to promote public welfare and safety. Therein lies the
challenge of thoughtful and contextual application of behavioral insights to
public policy — where administrative burden is both detrimental and beneficial
depending on context. Observing sludges and nudges provides additional evi-
dence for why transparency in public policy is of key importance (Mills, 2020).
One prominent example of this was a Supreme Court ruling that allowed Ohio
to purge voters who had not voted in several elections and failed to respond to
notices from election officials.® These “dark nudges” have also been docu-
mented in the alcohol industry: information often normalizes and encourages
alcohol consumption, while minimizing the emphasis on its potential harms.
Ultimately, this has the potential to result in misinformation (Petticrew et al.,
2020).

® See Husted v. A. Phillip Randolph Institute (United States Supreme Court June 11, 2018), www
.supremecourt.gov/opinions/17pdf/16-980 f2q3.pdf.
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Cass Sunstein (2020) has proposed “sludge audits” as one way to cope with
this problem. This (admittedly time- and resource-intensive) process would
require both the public and the private sector to examine their systems, prac-
tices, and processes for sludge, measure the costs and impacts thereof, and
decide when and how to manage or reduce it. From a public policy perspective,
this is especially important when the individuals being significantly impacted
are members of vulnerable populations. Others have argued that alternatives to
nudging should be preferable. For example, Gigerenzer makes the case that
some nudges focus on individual shortcomings rather than larger external
factors (such as substantial resources spent by corporations to influence behav-
ior). Another alternative might be to provide opportunities for individuals to
improve their understanding of risk and other decision elements (Gigerenzer,
2015). At any rate, a technique such as Sunstein proposes warrants a place in
this literature, as it will allow for deeper understanding of the contextual
features present in complex decision environments — especially those relevant
to improving the public good.

We are not the first scholars to suggest that the field of applied behavior
science must revisit the psychological roots of nudging approaches (Marchiori
et al., 2017; Mols et al., 2015); our work expands on the themes of such
arguments. We contend that a better understanding of the conditions (and
boundaries) of nudging is critical to the long-term and increased success of
this approach. More importantly, this approach will allow for deeper and more
authentic considerations of equity — in addition to efficiency and efficacy — in
this space, which has to date been largely absent. There is ample opportunity to
consider different predictors of behavior. One recent paper (in the domain of
consumer behavior) shows that the predictors of consumption at the individual
level (values, attitudes, income, and education) are distinct from those that
operate at the country level (national wealth, post-materialist values) (Milfont
& Markowitz, 2016). This type of exploration provides for a much more
nuanced consideration of the boundary conditions and policy implications of
these approaches in different domains. These approaches are particularly
important for considering the way that scholars and practitioners can continue
to partner together to change health behaviors, as has been increasingly
acknowledged by the field of public administration more broadly (Vlaev
et al., 2016).

3.5 The Present Argument

Behavioral insights have certainly provided an innovative approach to the
design and implementation of public policy. However, there is a significant
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(often unspoken) problem: effect sizes are notoriously small (Cohen’s
d coefficient between 0.10 and 0.29; Cohen, 1988), suggesting weak, poten-
tially unstable relationships between nudging interventions and measured
outcomes, and predominate in the (relatively young) world of applied behav-
ioral insights — though we do concede that defaults seem to present an
exception to this pattern (see Hummel & Maedche, 2019). This critique of
small effect sizes is present in the broader field of psychology (Hemphill,
2003; Richard et al., 2003). Benartzi and colleagues (2017), discussing
nudging in governments, hint at this problem. And indeed, some of the
significant and effective implementations of nudges to public domains are
the exception rather than the rule, with many other efforts and initiatives
showing limited to no behavior change (see DellaVigna & Linos, 2022). This
has become increasingly clear given the mandatory reporting of behavioral
insights interventions undergone by governments (e.g., OES and BIT). Often,
nudges (and similar behavioral interventions) are based on psychological
effects that are subtle, and thus often unstable, when explored in the incred-
ibly complex real world. Researchers must acknowledge these problems in the
design of their research. This includes both applied researchers — those
implementing behavioral insights in varying contexts — and basic scholars
who, regardless of their interests in the application of the work, must acknow-
ledge where their findings have boundary conditions and generalizability
constraints. Public policy needs deliberate efforts to understand these factors,
instead of the implicit and unspoken assumption that a small net benefit at the
aggregate level is good enough. In the long run, a singular focus on smaller
nudges will not serve the broader good — we explore this idea in depth in
Section 4. Indeed, this runs parallel with recent compelling arguments that the
psychological sciences must develop and augment cumulative theoretical
frameworks for developing and testing hypotheses across diverse contexts,
in an effort to develop theories of human behavior (Muthukrishna & Henrich,
2019). Researchers have a responsibility to design and implement research
that allows both academic and nonacademic scholars to understand the factors
that will matter in practice (such as personality, demographics, context, and
culture).

Ultimately, this is a crucial equity issue. Without considering the nuance of
and complex effects within nudging, the field has the potential to exacerbate
existing disparities with respect to many crucial outcomes. In addition, the
continued prioritization of efficiency and cost-effectiveness will undermine
the potential to identify more sustainable behavior change efforts that account
for the richness of the people whose behavior is being impacted. In the follow-
ing pages, we argue that social psychology has some of the key tools necessary
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to unpack and improve the design and implementation of efforts to use behav-
ioral science in these applied settings and should do so with equity as a guiding
principle.

4 A Constrained Context: Concerns and Challenges
for Applying Behavioral Sciences

Thus far we have outlined examples of both successful and less fruitful efforts to
nudge and influence individual and collective behavior toward promoting
desirable social outcomes. By and large, there have been a number of compel-
ling examples in which researchers and policymakers have either nudged or
subtly guided individuals to save for retirement, cut down their utility usage,
engage in healthful behavior, and recycle more, as well as numerous other
prosocial behaviors. Importantly, we propose that the practices and research
processes that enabled us to learn a great deal about human behavior, while
instrumental, are not sufficient for moving forward our examination of how
individuals navigate the social world. In particular, current efforts around
research questions, experimental design, and data analyses limit the ability of
psychologists to clarify and uncover the many nuanced, yet foundational,
considerations needed to better understand whether efforts to shift people’s
behavior in applied contexts are experienced equitably — both in their benefits
and in their challenges and risks.

As noted in Section 3, when assessing whether a behavioral insight interven-
tion has been effective, much of the social psychological research emphasizes
the elicited behavioral intentions or behavior. Nudges that elicit the hypothe-
sized behavior are deemed successful and those that elicit no behavior change or
counter-behavior (e.g., reactance) are considered failed interventions. On the
surface, this approach seems logical and is common practice in the field.
However, we contend that a great deal is missing from this process — in
particular, the emphasis on whether a desired behavior has been elicited or
not over an aggregate population as indication of a successful application of
behavioral insights fails to surface a number of additional considerations.
Consistent with this notion, the OECD’s Tools and Ethics for Applied
Behavioural Insights: The Basic Toolkit identifies several important ethical
considerations surrounding the implementation of behavioral insights to applied
contexts. They include “Are there any potential risks or unintended conse-
quences when pursuing the desired behavior?” and “Are there uneven risks
(i.e., positive for the majority but harmful risks for minority groups)?” (OECD,
2019, p. 21). Despite social psychology’s emphasis on examining the inter-
action of the person with environment and context, these questions have not
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been substantively engaged in research to date. From a policy perspective, this
is a significant shortcoming, but it is also one that could be addressed with more
thoughtful engagement in the design and evaluation of research approaches.

In what follows, we take up and advance the call for a more nuanced
consideration, identification, and application of behavioral insights in applied
contexts. Moreover, we contend that basic and applied social psychology has
the tools to answer this call. Applied domains, including public policy, draw
extensively from basic and applied social psychological research to inform
practices and processes. These domains include numerous stakeholders: gov-
ernments, nonprofits, think tanks, public sector consultants, and the private
sector. To date, these domains have been both informed and constrained by
the research generated in social psychology for guiding intervention design and
other behavior change efforts. Thus, what limitations and challenges are present
in social psychological research get transferred and amplified at an increased
scale in these applied domains. For this reason, we contend that social psych-
ology, as both a basic and an applied discipline, has to answer the call of
generating a more nuanced science to better serve the application of this science
for key stakeholders.

In this section, we consider two key insights. First, we delve into the
psychological consequences, in addition to behavioral outcomes, for the adap-
tation of behavioral insights to applied domains. In particular, we provide
evidence of the often overlooked considerations of stigmatization and emo-
tional taxes that can result from behavioral insight interventions. Second, we
examine evidence that challenges and benefits of behavioral insights may not be
evenly distributed across the population, creating disadvantages for those who
are already worse off. We focus on outcomes across several domains in which
promoting individual well-being has both personal and collective benefits.
Across both of these critical areas of consideration, we center equity in our
examination.

4.1 WEIRD Participants and Researchers

In considering the ability for social psychology to substantively and ethically
inform applied behavioral insights domains, we must first consider the discip-
line’s research practices and processes. Doing so enables us to consider
unexamined elements that foster inequitable examination and application of
behavioral insights. Social psychology values universalism. Indeed, one prom-
inent goal of the discipline is an emphasis on considering whether or not there
are basic and foundational human behaviors and psychological processes that
transcend contexts and people. But our current practices limit the field’s ability
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to draw universal conclusions and translate these to applied domains. Over
recent decades, researchers have underscored a WEIRD prevalence in social
psychology (Ceci et al., 2010; Henrich et al., 2010). The tendency to over-
emphasize the role of Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic
contexts and psychologies has proliferated in social psychology, and psych-
ology more broadly. In 2008, Arnett documented that between 2003 and 2007,
68 percent of studies published in the six top APA journals relied on samples
from the United States, and some 96 percent relied on samples from Western
and industrialized nations (i.e., Europe, Australia, Israel, and North American)
(Arnett, 2008). The original 2008 piece was reprinted in 2016, underscoring the
severity of this problem. Examining social psychology in particular, the Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, social psychology’s flagship journal, also
suffers from this problem. Henrich and colleagues have argued that the social
psychological community should be the most attentive to questions of partici-
pant backgrounds and contexts (Henrich et al., 2010), and yet 62 percent of the
samples in this journal were North American (94 percent when examining
Western and industrialized nations), and of these samples, 67 percent were
undergraduates from psychology courses.

These patterns are even more striking when considered at the global scale.
Eighty-three percent of US samples in the Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology were majority Caucasian (Arnett, 2008) and similar findings have
been documented in other examinations of the field (S. O. Roberts et al., 2020),
leading some scholars to contend that “Western” could reliably be replaced with
“White” when examining WEIRD populations in psychological research
(Dupree & Kraus, 2022; Nzinga et al., 2018). Importantly, we do not contend
that Western samples are monolithic. There is a great deal of diversity and
difference among these samples and we will address this more substantively in
Section 4.2. Nevertheless, there are considerable concerns that stem from this
overrepresentation of certain nations and samples. WEIRD populations are not
merely unrepresentative samples but markedly so (Henrich et al., 2010). Arnett
(2008) poignantly asks “Is a focus on 5% of the world’s population sufficient for
portraying the psychological functioning of the human species?” We contend
that it is not, and even less so when we consider that this psychology then
informs public policy and administration decisions as well as other domains.
There are emerging perspectives on how to make sense of the cultural differ-
ences between populations, and these are crucial steps to mitigating the effects
of the significant WEIRD prevalence in the field (e.g., Muthukrishna et al.,
2020).

In addition to highlighting the extensive underrepresentation of non-Western
contexts in social psychological research, it is of note that much of our science —
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research question development, hypothesis testing, data analysis, and reporting
of results — is done by researchers from WEIRD contexts. Indeed, first authors
on APA manuscripts are overwhelmingly — 96 percent — from US, European,
and other English-speaking countries (Arnett, 2008). Given that the APA is
a North American society, this finding may not be all that surprising, but given
the high degree of influence and power this society has in the broader field of
social psychology, it is worth consideration. And others have highlighted that
most cultural psychology researchers are White males from the United States,
which is an example of a culture, but one that is disproportionately represented
in the global space. In addition to a lack of representation of non-Western
perspectives in the scholarly community, there is much evidence that our
research practices center WEIRD populations in the design of our research
questions.

4.2 WEIRD research practices

When considering the findings that many participants as well as researchers are
drawn from nonrepresentative populations, an additional consideration
becomes clear: much of social psychology is well-tailored to designing experi-
ments for and exploring the psychological processes of WEIRD populations.
Despite examining how the real or imagined presence of others shapes and
biases people’s behavior, social psychologists are also human and, as such, have
the potential to be unaware of our own blind spots when developing research
(Dupree & Kraus, 2022; Nzinga et al., 2018; Rad et al., 2018). That is, the
questions that researchers explore are often framed by the social context in
which those researchers are raised and trained and their participants are found,
and to the extent that WEIRD contexts are overrepresented, it increases the
likelihood that these circumscribed contexts will be overrepresented in the
findings. That is, when developing research protocols, stimuli are more likely
to be designed with WEIRD populations in mind — in the selection of cultural
references, choice of language, pacing, and presentation. These protocols are
also more likely to be well-suited to test hypotheses developed and refined by
WEIRD researchers that emphasize examining phenomena in WEIRD environ-
ments with dependence on data from WEIRD populations. These findings are
then highlighted by social and political elites and, subsequently, deployed in
public policy efforts.

Importantly, given the field’s tendency and preference to seek out universal
behaviors, there is the potential to overgeneralize the research findings — drawing
conclusions that lack cultural and sociodemographic nuance. Rozin noted the
limited demographic information provided about participant race, social class,
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religiosity, or the time point in history that data are collected (Rozin, 2001).
Consistent with this finding, DeJesus and colleagues note that, of the nearly
1,150 articles published in 11 psychology journals between 2015 and 2016, the
majority of articles failed to mention the race (73 percent) or socioeconomic
status (79 percent) of research participants (Delesus et al.,, 2019). A more
localized examination by Rad and colleagues notes that, in 2014, 72 percent
of abstracts published in Psychological Science did not mention participant race,
83 percent did not report analyses of any effects of sample diversity, and
84 percent omitted cultural context considerations (Rad et al., 2018). And this
concern persists, with similar results found in an analysis of Psychological
Science publications from 2017. Perhaps most striking, 84 percent of published
articles do not even take the relatively small step of recommending the possibil-
ity of examining the findings across cultural contexts (Rad et al., 2018).

Taken together, psychology, and social psychology in particular, has
a relative strength in the ability to understand and shift behavior and psycho-
logical processes among general WEIRD populations. However, the field has
a relative weakness in its ability to examine differential outcomes both within
WEIRD populations and outside of them. The limited integration and examin-
ation of sociodemographic characteristics among research drawn from WEIRD
samples and the dearth of representation from much of the world’s population
limit this possibility. Moreover, the preference for brevity of language (DelJesus
etal., 2019) and desirability of universalist and generalizable claims (Rad et al.,
2018) stifle our examination of disaggregated data. From an applied behavioral
science perspective, the consequences have the potential to be significant. As
public policy and other applied domains adopt and adapt the findings from
social psychology at scale, they often do so without realizing the limited scope
in which the data were collected — after all, this information is rarely provided in
publications. This potentially increases the likelihood that large-scale interven-
tions will be designed in a manner that reflects and reinforces WEIRD perspec-
tives and decision-making. Thus, there is a strong and concerning potential for
misalignment between basic and applied social psychological research and
behavioral insights applications in other domains. Indeed, if we start to clarify
and disaggregate the data, we are likely to get a different (better and more
nuanced) understanding of how the application of behavioral insights shape
behavior and psychology.

4.3 Underexamined Psychological Taxes
Largely missing from this discussion is a more nuanced consideration of the

psychological impacts of behavioral interventions. Social psychology as a field
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has extensively considered human psychology in examining and shaping how
individuals make decisions and how changes to context and mindset shape those
decisions. Critically, this same consideration has not been given due diligence in
understanding the impact of behavioral interventions — particularly, the psycho-
logical costs of stigma, negative emotion activation, and their impact on cogni-
tive depletion. There is a significant opportunity to recenter social psychology’s
contributions to behavioral insights interventions by incorporating psycho-
logical outcomes alongside behavioral ones. Indeed, failing to consider both
the behavioral and the psychological impact of nudges and behavioral interven-
tions limits the efficacy and sustainability of such behavior change efforts.

Consideration of the psychological impact of behavioral interventions is key
given the reliance of nudges on social norms and the real or imagined presence
of others in the environment. This is particularly the case for nudges that
stigmatize or “otherize” undesirable behaviors and, as a consequence, the
individuals who engage in these behaviors. Scholars have articulated that efforts
centered around nudging and behavioral insights applications impose an emo-
tional tax on individuals (Glaeser, 2005; Loewenstein & O’Donoghue, 20006).
For example, public health campaigns that aim to educate on smoking and safe
sex behaviors (Glaeser, 2005) or obesity (Loewenstein & O’Donoghue, 2006)
aim to make behaviors related to these activities seem dangerous and unenjoy-
able. Doing so has the potential to activate both self-stigmatization processes
and societal stigmatization that devalues members of subgroups engaging in the
devalued behavior, especially because individuals may not consciously process
the intent to nudge their behavior.

The use of stigma as a behavior change tool has received both critique and
support from scholars. Some have noted that a slight degree of shame and
stigma experienced at the individual level can be a motivating force for behavior
change (Eyal, 2014). In some cases, these approaches can promote public
welfare and the aggregate good, and thus are deemed worthy efforts. For
example, while efforts to stigmatize smoking may result in interpersonal and
social costs that make smokers’ lives more challenging, the aggregate social
welfare of reducing cigarette smoking may justify the implementation of
effective minimal stigma-inducing behavior change efforts (Eyal, 2014).
Other scholars have offered an alternative view, one that centers the psycho-
logical experience of stigma, noting that shame is quite psychologically potent
and has the potential to elicit stronger emotional reactions, such as heightened
anger (Tieffenbach, 2014).

Moreover, the self-stigmatization that may result from nudges has been
underexamined. Self-stigmatization, which includes internalization of nega-
tive stereotypes of devalued behaviors, can negatively impact an individual’s
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well-being and sense of self-worth (Bos et al., 2013). It can motivate patterns
of behavior that aim to conceal stigmatized attributes, activating increased
stress and anxiety in the process. Scholars have noted that individuals who
hold certain stigmatizing traits interpret messages to change their behaviors
distinctly from those who do not hold these attributes and dissect these
messages to make inferences about the extent to which their characteristics
will be devalued (Harmeling et al., 2021). Doing so shapes (decreased)
interest in programs and efforts aimed at alleviating the stigma (Harmeling
et al., 2021). These individual efforts scale up to consider more public and
social devaluation of groups.

While some might argue that the broader societal devaluation of behavioral
deviants is acceptable, it is worth noting that public permission to stigmatize
individuals based on behaviors that are variably controllable and informed by
multiple individual, interpersonal, and systemic factors is a slippery slope. It
centers the individual as the change agent without considering the complex web
of factors that shape that behavior — a key consideration in the policy world.
Indeed, many scholars have noted the importance of structural stigma (see Bos
et al., 2013; Corrigan & Lam, 2007), which are the “societal-level conditions,
cultural norms, and institutional policies that constrain the opportunities,
resources, and wellbeing of the stigmatized” (Hatzenbuehler & Link, 2014,
p- 2). This is a central consideration for the application of behavioral insights to
public policy. Moreover, while some might assess that a slight degree of public
or interpersonal embarrassment is acceptable, calibrating that low grade of
negative affect poses a challenge. As one paper notes, for shame to be an
effective behavioral intervention strategy, researchers and practitioners must
create a context in which slight embarrassment is more likely the outcome than
a more significant (acute guilt and shame) emotional response as the latter may
undermine behavior change efforts (Tieffenbach, 2014). Anticipating that one
can calibrate on the appropriate level of stigma to be effective and do so across
a population, as is often the case in applied behavioral science, is optimistic.

Critically, much of the behavioral science literature has not emphasized the
individual, interpersonal, or societal psychological costs of behavioral interven-
tions and nudges as they relate to stigma. In almost all instances, the “partici-
pants” in nudging interventions are not aware of these tactics. This underscores
the need for scholars to actively consider and measure the psychological and
societal costs that are inadvertently created by these approaches. What limited
research has examined these costs underscores the need for more nuanced data
collection and research practices.

In the domain of curbing cigarette smoking behavior, recent research high-
lights the behavioral costs of stigma. Numerous public health and service efforts
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often develop media messaging aimed at reducing smoking behavior that
focuses on the personal and collective health costs. Negative messages have
been central to many of these campaigns, including efforts to redesign cigarette
packaging with graphic images of the health consequences of smoking (Fong
et al., 2009; Wakefield et al., 2013). Such efforts aim to reduce undesirable
behavior by inducing fear, guilt, and shame for engaging in said behavior and
there is some evidence of their effectiveness for behavioral intentions to reduce
smoking (Wakefield et al., 2013). Importantly, recent work highlights that these
messages can induce stereotype threat — concerns that one will be judged
through a negative lens or confirm negative stereotypes about an identity
group that is of personal relevance. Among a community sample of smokers,
those exposed to stigmatizing public health messages aimed at reducing smok-
ing were less able to delay smoking their first cigarette compared to participants
in the control condition (Cortland et al., 2019). Others document that stigma-
tization leads individuals who see smoking as an important part of their self-
concept to experience emotional and cognitive depletion and discount the
negative impacts of smoking on their own health (Helweg-Larsen et al.,
2019). Importantly, these effects varied by population, with significantly
stronger effects of stigmatization on US participants, relative to diminished or
absent effects for Danish participants. Given that smoking behavior is a coping
strategy for anxiety and stress for some individuals, messages that stigmatize
the behavior — thereby inducing anxiety — may have the ironic behavioral effect
of promoting the undesired behavior in order to manage anxiety. At the aggre-
gate level, such campaigns may serve to ostracize smokers from the broader
population while also promoting the undesirable behavior among the stigma-
tized subgroup.

Psychological costs ought to also be a central consideration across behavioral
insights applications. These same stigmatization patterns can be examined in
efforts aimed at reducing obesity, which include calorie-salience nudges.
Calorie-salience interventions aim to increase awareness of calories in various
foods and, as a result, nudge individuals toward lower calorie food options.
Thunstrdom examined the emotional costs of just such a salience nudge.
Participants were exposed to calorie information in a hypothetical social situ-
ation and then asked to select between meals that varied in caloric content
(relatively high vs. low calories). While overall participants had an average
positive reaction to the calorie-salience nudge, this effect was not experienced
equally. In particular, negative emotional reactions were more prevalent among
participants who had low eating self-control. That is, individuals who would be
the intended targets and welfare beneficiaries of a calorie-salience nudge aimed
at promoting lower calorie food consumption were most likely to report feeling
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negatively about the nudge — that is, they are emotionally taxed. In contrast,
individuals with relatively high eating self-control — those already more able to
control their caloric intake — were more likely to report positive affect toward
the calorie-salience nudge (Thunstrom, 2019). This finding is consistent with
work examining the stigma associated with weight and eating behavior, which
documents that messages and signals that increase perceived weight stigma lead
individuals who self-perceive as overweight to consume more calories and feel
less in control of their eating behavior relative to individuals who do not
perceive themselves as overweight (Major et al., 2014). In addition, social
psychological research highlights the importance of removing stigma from
applied behavioral contexts for promoting public welfare. For example, Hall
and colleagues document that self-affirmation (a theory that suggests that
people are strongly motivated to maintain their sense of self-worth and integ-
rity) can mitigate the negative stigma associated with experiencing poverty. The
self-affirmation activity, recalling a moment of feeling successful or proud,
appeared to minimize the cognitive depletion associated with the stigmatizing
effects of poverty (Hall et al., 2014). Indeed, the self-affirmation intervention, in
addition to increasing executive control and fluid intelligence, resulted in
participants seeking out public welfare resources that they were eligible for at
higher rates than those who did not receive the same intervention.

Taken together, numerous behavioral nudge factors can elicit stigma, under-
scoring the importance of assessing psychological costs and outcomes as
primary outcome considerations in behavioral insights. As noted earlier in
this section, the experience of stigma may vary from mild to more significant
and there is the potential for reactions to vary as a function of individual
characteristics (Helweg-Larsen et al., 2019; Thunstrom, 2019) and broader
cultural considerations (Krendl & Pescosolido, 2020).

A key contribution of social psychology to the broader domain of behavioral
insights is the field’s emphasis on examining outcomes and phenomena outside
of economic and financial decisions. While behavioral economics centers on the
impact of psychological processes for financial and economic decision-making,
social psychology considers the questions of prosocial behavior, volunteering,
intergroup processes, and social identity, to name a few. We are concerned with
all aspects of what it means to be a social person interacting with the world
around them. Thus, social psychology is well poised to recenter human psych-
ology in the applications of behavioral insights, particularly emphasizing the
potential psychological costs and taxes associated with behavior change inter-
ventions. In the applied context, recognizing and accounting for the psycho-
logical consequences of behavioral insights is critical to their sustainable
implementation. There may be hesitancy to engage in this practice given the

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core, IP address: 75.172.123.14, on subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009028806


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009028806
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Behavioral Insights for Public Policy 29

legitimate concern that self-report data is constrained by what individuals can
articulate, verbalize, or express, and as such has been critiqued as less reliable
(Haeffel & Howard, 2010; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). However, this is not the
case across all self-report assessments (e.g., Axt, 2018), and the ability to
triangulate around the psychological experience of a behavioral intervention
(e.g., identifying affective reactions to nudges) is a challenge psychologists can
and must meet. To the extent that basic and applied social psychology fails to
center the psychological experiences of behavioral interventions, we limit our
ability to develop behavioral interventions that benefit those most marginalized
and historically underrepresented in other domains, including public policy
decisions.

4.4 Who Is Being Nudged

One key consideration from the limited examination of intersectional identity
and cultural contexts in basic and applied social psychology is an oversimpli-
fication of intervention outcomes. As noted in Section 1, interventions that
have an aggregate positive effect toward a desired behavior are considered
helpful, and those that have an aggregate neutral or negative (i.e., reactance)
behavior are deemed ineffective. Largely missing from the behavioral
insights literature research is the question of effective or ineffective for
whom.

In recent years, there has been an increasing call to examine psychology,
including basic and applied social psychology, through an intersectional (Shih
& Sanchez, 2009; Syed et al., 2018) and cultural lens (Brady et al., 2018). As
noted in Section 4.3, these perspectives and lenses are largely absent in the
literature. We contend that the consequences of this are particularly heightened
for social psychology. Research from social psychology, given the field’s
emphasis on how individuals behave and make decisions and how these deci-
sions are shaped by the environment and others, has impacts well beyond basic
psychology and its subdisciplines. It is adapted to consultants, policymakers,
and nonprofits ranging from local communities to ocean governance. These
applications by and large engage communities and constituents far beyond the
WEIRD individuals that make up much of the data. Scholars have argued that it
is insufficient to know that distributional effects exist without also examining
for whom and under what circumstances (Sunstein, 2014) and that governments
have an ethical responsibility to consider distributional effects of behavioral
insights (J. L. Roberts, 2018). To date, these effects are largely undocumented in
published work. For the field to have sustained and equitable impact, we need
better understanding of our data.
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Research that has examined disaggregated effects underscores the import-
ance of this call to broaden participation and increase the contextualization of
psychological research. Indeed, recent work examining nudges aimed at
improving welfare by promoting responsible spending behavior found that the
effects of such public policy intervention tools are not distributed equally. In
particular, efforts to curb spending and consumption behavior were particularly
effective for those who already conserve their spending — deemed “tightwads” —
leading these individuals who are less likely to spend money to spend even less.
In contrast, for individuals who spend more liberally and would benefit from
such an intervention — “spendthrifts” — the nudge did not significantly affect
their spending behavior (Thunstrom et al., 2018). Thus, there is a distributional
effect that favors those already engaging in welfare-promoting behavior, per-
haps nudging them to their own detriment of not spending on well-being needs,
and no effect on individuals who would benefit more from the nudge.

Returning to an earlier example, research similarly finds distributional effects
among calorie-salience nudges aimed at curbing calorie consumption. In the
aggregate, one study finds a positive welfare effect of calorie-salience nudges
aimed at curbing consumption of high-calorie foods, suggesting a potentially
useful tool (Thunstrom, 2019). However, the researcher’s closer, disaggregated
examination of the data suggests a more nuanced conclusion. The calorie-
salience nudge was particularly effective for individuals who were already
mindful of their eating behavior and had higher self-control in the domain of
calorie consumption, leading them to further reduce their intended caloric
intake (Thunstrom, 2019). However, this same nudge had a minimal positive
or neutral behavioral effect on individuals with less self-control around their
calorie consumption. Thus, the nudge was particularly effective for those less
likely to require such a nudge — that is, those who already had a higher degree of
self-control — and not those who were the intended beneficiaries, who as noted,
also experienced more negative emotional reactions.

In the domain of energy usage, recent work highlights the distributional
effects of choice default nudges (Ghesla et al., 2020). In particular, the
researchers examined choice preferences for electricity contracts that ranged
from less environmentally friendly and cheaper to more environmentally
friendly and expensive. Absent a choice being made, residents were defaulted
into a mid-tier choice on environmental friendliness and cost. Over a four-year
period, residents in a small community were given the option to change their
contract by contacting the electricity company. The scholars also conducted
a survey assessing resident contract preferences absent a default option and
contrasted this with the current resident plans. In aggregate, they found that
having a default mid-tier option resulted in more environmentally friendly
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contracts relative to the preferences of residents absent a default. Importantly,
by disaggregating the data they find that the presence of a default leads lower-
income families to pay more for electricity than they would want to and there is
a greater willingness by higher-income families to pay more than their current
contracts. They note that, for the former, lower-income group, the default option
acts as a hidden tax requiring greater payment than residents would actively
choose. For the latter, there is an opportunity to promote greener contract
selection over the default. Thus, while there are aggregate benefits of defaults
in this context, the felt costs are not distributed equally. Moreover, work by
Mrkva and colleagues further underscores the importance of examining distri-
butional effects, particularly as they relate to defaults. They find that nudges that
are well designed to benefit low socioeconomic status individuals result in
positive benefits; in contrast, nudges that are not mindful of such considerations
exacerbate disparities as lower socioeconomic status individuals are more likely
to stick with the default (Mrkva et al., 2021), which has the potential to be less
optimal.

Similar distributional effects of disparate impact on groups that are relatively
worse off and whose welfare would benefit more from effective nudges have
been documented in education interventions to increase student achievement.
Work by Stephens and colleagues (2012) documents the distributional effects of
education interventions for academic performance along social class categories.
In one set of experiments, undergraduates from first-generation or continuing-
generation educational backgrounds were exposed to messaging around univer-
sity culture that emphasized either an interdependent (i.e., community-focused
success) or an independent (i.e., individual path and success) environment.
Experiment-based findings highlighted that first-generation college students
felt a misalignment of their personal cultural values (situated in interdepend-
ence) compared to university cultural values (which were perceived to empha-
size broad US norms of independence). First-generation college students
exposed to messages that reified this perception consequently found academic
tasks more difficult and performed worse compared to when these cultural
values of interdependence were brought into alignment. This is of consequence
given the broader university context as one that underscores independent
cultural values and broad behavioral interventions aiming to promote college
application and enrollment that may be particularly effective for continuing-
generation individuals, who are more likely to see a cultural alignment, rather
than first-generation students. Relatedly, efforts to promote student achieve-
ment via nudges aiming to improve study practices document benefits to
students who are predisposed to study but not to lesser achieving students,
who would arguably benefit to a greater degree from such interventions
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(Auferoth, 2020). Together, this work raises the important consideration of
nuance within WEIRD populations — these data were collected at an elite
institution and yet they reflect significant effects of subdominant cultural
variability, highlighting that even within WEIRD samples there is need and
reason to examine disaggregated outcomes. Thus, education offers another
meaningful example of the importance of considering distributional effects.

In considering the application of social psychology to behavior and decision-
making, the field and researchers ought to emphasize interventions that benefit
those who are the most negatively impacted. As we have explored here, this is
even further supported by the idea that some behavioral insights may be
experienced as subtle nudges for a subset of the population and as sludges for
another subset. As Sunstein (2020) discusses, the negative impacts of excessive
(and often unjustified) administrative frictions go beyond simple frustration and
wasted time. These processes may also exacerbate the impacts of existing social
stigma, create humiliation, and ultimately deprive vulnerable individuals of
services and opportunities that they desperately need. It should be the responsi-
bility of institutions to understand (and mitigate) the volume of sludge that
decision makers encounter. Researchers can also consider the existence of these
friction factors in the design and implementation of our interventions and field
experiments.

Of particular note in the research summarized here is the finding that people
who are relatively worse off are bearing the brunt of neutral and negative
behavioral science outcomes and, absent the disaggregation of the data, these
effects would not be illuminated. In each example noted in this section, there is
an aggregate positive benefit of the nudge, which largely obscures negative
welfare outcomes for “worse-off”” groups. Thus, if social psychological research
remains agnostic to sociodemographic and cultural considerations, the lack of
disaggregated and distributional effects in our interventions has the potential to
miss or cause harm to vulnerable populations. Importantly, we offer that a shift
in how we do our science is needed to better understand these two consider-
ations. This shift starts with better data for a more equitable science.

5 Better Data for Equitable Outcomes

Thus far we have provided an overview of the origins and implementations of
behavioral insights in applied contexts. In addition, we have documented the
successes and challenges in translating basic social psychological research to
applied contexts of social psychological processes. In particular, the argu-
ments have noted that applications of behavioral science are drawn from
constrained contexts, which often do not consider the psychological impact
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of such efforts nor disaggregated and distributional effects. In what follows,
we argue the importance of collecting better data for better outcomes. By
better data, we mean a greater emphasis on inclusive research design, imple-
mentation, and analysis practices that enable the disaggregated examination
of distributional effects as well as the recentering of psychological, in add-
ition to behavioral, outcomes in our research. By better outcomes, we empha-
size the central lens of equity. We intentionally propose practices that are
applicable to the broader field of psychological science, given its foundational
role in the design of behavioral science interventions, as well as applied
behavioral insights, where these interventions are scaled to diverse and
large populations. These guidelines will enable social psychology to more
meaningfully and responsibly engage with applied domains, particularly
public policy, with the aim of promoting equitable, in addition to efficient
and cost-effective, insights.

5.1 Need for Disaggregated Data

Social psychology as a field is largely motivated by the desire to draw general-
izable conclusions about human psychology and behavior in an aim to docu-
ment universalist truths. However, our current research practices and norms are
not well-tailored to reliably draw such conclusions. Scholars have argued that
this reality reveals the biases of our field. First, this bias manifests in the way
that our data are designed and collected — a prevalence of WEIRD qualities
across participants, procedures, context, and scholars (Henrich et al., 2010;
Nzinga et al., 2018) as well as a prioritization for internal over external validity
(Sue, 2000). Second, research that examines disaggregated effects or prioritizes
non-default populations is often considered less rigorous, less objective, or less
scientific relative to research on default (primarily WEIRD) populations
(Nzinga et al., 2018; S. O. Roberts et al., 2020). Nzinga and colleagues further
highlight that the lack of emphasis on disaggregated data is not present in all
fields. Indeed, sociological work examining the distributional and intersectional
effects of organizational efforts to promote diversity documents how different
social identity groups are supported or further harmed depending on the inter-
vention selected (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; Kalev et al., 2006). Findings suggest
that some efforts, such as grievance systems, may be particularly harmful or
detrimental to Asian men and less so to White women, while other efforts, such
as diversity task forces, may be more supportive of Black women but less so for
Black men (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016). Thus, understanding the distributional
effects enables a better examination of the underlying factors that may be
driving divergent outcomes across different identities.
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Moreover, when a disease or treatment outcome is not examined in particular
communities, there is often societal pressure placed on institutions, such as the
National Institutes of Health in the United States, or similar public entities, to
increase the representativeness of the science (for a more detailed argument, see
Nzinga et al., 2018). These pressures have been noted in the current efforts to
understand the disaggregated and distributional effects of COVID-19, across
health consequences, treatment, and prevention. These same social and scien-
tific pressures have not been present in social psychological research. As noted
in Section 4, much of the science published in US-based journals does not, as
common practice, include basic demographic information about the participants
in that research. As such, universalist claims absent the supporting data are
problematic for social psychology as a discipline and precarious when social
psychological insights are applied to other domains and contexts. Furthermore,
as “Big Data” analytic practices become more commonplace throughout the
social sciences, it will be increasingly important to consider the design and
implementation of these techniques, as acknowledged and discussed in a recent
review of so-called hypernudging practices (Yeung, 2016). Around the world,
the extent to which individuals engage in digital environments continues to
increase, inviting new opportunities to design specialized behavioral interven-
tions. This must be done with strict attention to both ethics and privacy.

In addition to ethical implications, these realities matter for our science.
Research across several varying contexts highlights the heterogeneity of psy-
chological and behavioral outcomes that can be elicited by similar contexts. In
the context of cognition, social considerations are key. Individuals’ perceptions
of perceived fundamental cognitions have been shown to vary as a function of
social category membership. Henrich and colleagues (2010) provide an over-
view of the numerous contexts in which social categories and context predict
variation in psychology and behavior, including but not limited to visual
perception, distribution of resources in economic decision-making, and social
cognition and cooperation (see also Henrich, 2015). From a cultural perspec-
tive, examining distinction across cultural contexts has been significant for the
field. Critical work in social psychology documenting distinctions in decision-
making across East Asian and US contexts pushed the field and its understand-
ing (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Nisbett & Masuda, 2003). Though the impact
of interdependent and independent cultural and societal contexts on decision-
making, social perception, and behavior appears fundamental to the field today,
this was not initially the case and provided an important step toward building
cultural context.

This cultural variation is present within WEIRD contexts as well, underscor-
ing the ability and need to further examine the role and intersection of social and
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demographic constructs. For example, while Western contexts are perceived to
prioritize independence and agency, such preferences vary across subgroup
categories. One set of studies demonstrated that the act of making a choice
and the meaning ascribed to it has differential significance to individuals as
a function of their social class membership. In particular, individuals from
working-class backgrounds were more likely to express a normative preference
for similarity to others in their choices and experience positive affect when
others made the same choice they had made, while individuals from middle-
class backgrounds were more likely to prefer appearing different from others
and experience negative or ambivalent emotions when others made the same
choice as they had (Stephens et al., 2007). We acknowledge that social class, as
with many social categories, is a continuum and context-dependent. Individuals
who are objectively well-off can still feel disadvantaged (Chou et al., 2016;
Mani et al., 2013). While taking this into account, we still contend there is value
in social psychology building nuance in our understanding. Studies such as
those discussed here are a critical positive step in that direction. The implica-
tions of these findings for nudging and behavioral science applications are
significant, particularly when considering paradigms that aim to elicit active
choice and utilize social norms to shift behavior.

In addition to basic research in social cognition and cultural variation, reac-
tions to applications of social psychology to the public policy domain also vary
by context and individual factors. For example, perceived political framing of
nudges shifts their perceived ethicality, with nudges that align with participants’
political orientation being viewed more favorably than those that do not
(Tannenbaum et al., 2017). Jung and Mellers (2016) examined attitudes toward
nudges that targeted either System | (automatic, unconscious processes) or
System 2 (conscious, deliberative) decision-making and identified distribu-
tional effects on support for such efforts along demographic and individual
difference measures. In particular, US attitudes were overall favorable toward
the application of behavioral science interventions when these applications
emphasized education interventions and reminders (System 2) compared to
defaults (System 1). However, these preferences varied as a function of partici-
pants’ personality traits (desire for control, empathy, reactant), sociocultural
orientation (individualistic; see also Hagman et al., 2015), and political
orientation.

Consistent with this finding, public attitudes toward nudging, while overall
positive, were rated more favorably in a sample of Swedish participants relative
to US participants and garnered greater support from people with more analyt-
ical, compared to intuitive, mindsets (Hagman et al., 2015). These examinations
of broader public support for the utilization of social psychological findings to
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applied contexts exemplify the complexity of applying social psychological
phenomena and theory to applied domains.

Separately, given that race, gender, and other sociodemographic categories
are social constructs, such considerations should play a key role in social
psychological research and application. More often, however, race (Nzinga
etal.,2018; Rad etal., 2018; S. O. Roberts et al., 2020), other sociodemographic
factors, individual differences (DeJesus et al., 2019; Nzinga et al., 2018; Rad
et al., 2018; Rozin, 2001), and culture more broadly (Brady et al., 2018) are
rarely mentioned in our journals. For example, between 1970 and 2018,
approximately 5 percent of empirical (with human subjects) articles published
in six prominent social and cognitive psychology journals highlighted race, via
an examination of the title, abstract, and participant information (S. O. Roberts
et al., 2020). While this number has increased over the five-decade span, the
overall proportion remains low despite the significant variation in lived experi-
ences as a function of race, for example. The above-cited scholars argue that
researchers should begin to provide more detail on the racial demographics of
their samples, justify the demographics of the samples that they choose to use,
provide information on constraints regarding the generalizability of findings,
and include positionality statements — making clear how the identity of authors
relates to the topic being studied. We provide our own set of recommendations
regarding data disaggregation and believe that they are compatible and comple-
mentary with these suggestions.

5.1.1 Recommendations for Disaggregating Data

To understand the psychological and behavioral outcomes of applied social
psychology we make the following recommendations:

Disaggregate Participant Data

A first step to understanding the distributional effects of social psychological
phenomena is to examine the distribution and variability of participants and
participant characteristics in our research. Social psychology reliably docu-
ments and considers gender differences in research (Rad et al., 2018), and
these same practices should be expanded to additional sociodemographic and
cultural factors.

Do So Intentionally

To date, much of the data examining behavioral outcomes fails to disaggregate
and intentionally examine the impacts of behavioral outcomes. This is, in part,
due to a lack of prioritization of such effects and greater prioritization of norms
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of universality and generalizability. As a result, experiments are often under-
powered to statistically examine subsample effects and processes. Indeed, the
framing of research itself must shift — from a perception that an effect is
universal unless proven otherwise to the perspective that researchers have the
onus of demonstrating universality — and that phenomena are context-
dependent until compelling and rigorously collected data suggest otherwise
(Simons et al., 2017). We echo the call of numerous scholars to make our
science less WEIRD (Delesus et al., 2019; Henrich, 2015; Nzinga et al.,
2018; Rad et al., 2018) by justifying and accounting for the samples selected
in social psychological research (S. O. Roberts et al., 2020). Social psychology
has a practical and ethical responsibility to theorize about, design, and collect
data with intentionality that allows researchers to draw conclusions and develop
systematic research projects. Disaggregating data should not simply be a post
hoc practice conducted with underpowered datasets where nondominant groups
are minimally represented. Just as we justify our sample sizes and preregister
our analysis plans, so too must disaggregating our data become a central lens
through which social psychological research is conducted — across the spec-
trum, from scholars examining individual differences to those aiming to estab-
lish universality.

5.2 Collect Data in Enriched Contexts

The cross-domain impact of social psychology has increased markedly in
recent decades. This includes clear applications to business and management
disciplines, private sector application, as well as public administration and
policy domains. These include local, state, provincial, and national govern-
ment agencies (e.g., the Lab@DC, OES, LabGob, etc.), public sector con-
sultants, think tanks, and nonprofits across social and environmental domains.
Social psychologists are called upon to engage these considerations directly
when developing their lines of research and seeking out grant support for that
research. For example, the National Science Foundation in the United States
requires researchers to explicitly identify and articulate the broader impacts of
their work, including clearly communicating the value of the research for
promoting social good and the increased representation of research partici-
pants and scholars. Social psychologists are well positioned to answer this
call. Much of our work directly emphasizes examining social living and
promoting social welfare and this work has clear translations to applied
domains. To do this work more equitably, and examine the lived social
experiences of individuals and groups across contexts, we need to enrich
the contexts we examine.
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Prominent scholars in social psychology have noted the field’s relative
emphasis on internal validity over external validity. This emphasis results in
a significant limitation of the science — making it less applicable and inclusive
as a consequence. In his breakup letter with the field, Robert Cialdini noted
that the field has de-emphasized the role and significance of field work —
research conducted in applied contexts and environments on naturally occur-
ring behavior (Cialdini, 2009). Such shifts in emphasis and revolutions within
the field make it more challenging to publish research that steps outside of
normative and default practices — particularly for research on underrepre-
sented or marginalized identities (Sue, 2000) and among junior scholars
pursuing tenure and promotion (Cialdini, 2009). Moreover, our practices of
preferring multiple, highly controlled experiments with large sample sizes
have the impact of limiting the participation of less well-resourced
scholarship.

While in the broader sense large sample sizes will be necessary to conduct
cross-sectional and subgroup analyses that enable disaggregation of data, we do
introduce a consequence of this, and thus, a caveat. In particular, the overrepre-
sentation of dominant groups in convenience samples (i.e., the large represen-
tation of White students at most universities and in online participant pools)
means that it is easier (less effortful, less costly, and more efficient) to recruit the
required number of participants to meet a priori power analysis recommenda-
tions in a manner that biases the inclusion of dominant groups. As such, the
demands of recruiting enough participants to complete experiments that will
meet the publication standards of our field favors recruiting from dominant
samples. However, the underrepresentation of marginalized groups in conveni-
ence samples means that there is a tension in place — a need to better understand
these historically underrepresented experiences is coupled with a reality in
which the lower representation means the data will be seen as less valuable.
Indeed, other scholars have noted the relative devaluation of scholarship that
examines marginalized group members’ experiences — only serving to further
marginalize these identities (Hartmann et al., 2013; Nagayama Hall &
Maramba, 2001). To the extent that our public spaces and spaces of higher
learning remain inequitable and are plagued by systemic inequities, these
tensions persist. This, in conjunction with the limited inclusion of field work
and naturally occurring behavior, has limited the ability for non-elite institu-
tions to substantively engage and make contributions to the research field. And
there are direct consequences for the application of social psychology to other
domains. In particular, if policymakers have the potential to favor nudges over
more substantive policy initiatives (Hagmann et al., 2019) and yet most indi-
viduals are not represented in those behavioral insights data and are likely
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(presently and historically) the communities most negatively affected by pol-
icies, this can build cycles of inequity.

Expanding the contexts in which we examine social psychological phenom-
ena beyond the laboratory or computer has both intellectual and equity benefits.
Geographical variation, cultural variation, and within-culture distinctions pro-
vide important context and caveats to generalized findings about human behav-
ior. Including culture and data collected outside of the lab significantly increases
the interpretive power of the field. Brady and colleagues (2018) note the
importance of incorporating culture into our theory and research practices, as
doing so enables the field to more accurately understand people’s psychological
experiences and behavioral outcomes). One avenue to increase such interpretive
power is through conducting environmentally and contextually rich experi-
ments in the field, where behavior naturally occurs or where there is the
opportunity to test such science in the wild.

5.2.1 Recommendations for Examining Enriched Contexts

We do not anticipate or recommend that social psychology abandon the benefits
of internal validity. Indeed, these controlled-environment studies have proved
meaningful and monumentally contributed to our understanding of human
psychology, social cognition, and behavior. We do, however, recommend that
basic and applied social psychologists incorporate research practices that pro-
mote external validity — that the field acknowledge the inherent value of
triangulating around phenomena using multiple and mixed methodologies.

Enrich the Lab Environment

Asafield, we seek to understand how the real, imagined, or anticipated presence
of others interacts with our physical and social environments. Where possible,
we recommend social psychology incorporate more realistic and psychologic-
ally immersive environments for research participants. This can be achieved in
laboratory and online settings using available technologies and tools, including
more realistically mimicking the participation of real others, development and
integration of study confederates, and developing protocols and practices where
decisions carry consequences and outcomes that can be applied to the external
environment. To address some research questions, it is essential to recruit
diverse, community participants to lab settings to participate in research studies
(as opposed to solely relying on traditional college student populations). For
example, research on financial decision-making would be best served by the
recruitment of participants who make these choices on a daily basis — which is
not the case for many, if not most, students in traditional college settings.
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Step Outside the Lab

To do justice to the endeavor of incorporating enriched environments, we must
also examine social phenomena in the contexts in which they occur. Given
research practices that promote multiple experiments or studies to support claims
and hypothesis testing, we recommend researchers pursue one study or experi-
ment outside of the lab or virtual environment. This entails thoughtfully identify-
ing environments that present opportunities to examine the phenomenon in
context and adapting study materials to be relevant to the context. Indeed,
researchers do this in the lab — examining research questions and hypotheses
across varied lab-based scenarios. An extension of this effort enables meaningful
testing of generalizability and boundary conditions in our research and provides
important caveats and contingencies for applied behavioral insights.

Do So Ethically

Of critical import are the practices implemented to sustain these recommended
efforts. Indeed, stepping outside the lab to collect data in context and from
traditionally underrepresented samples has the unfortunate, though realistic,
potential for exploitation of these populations. Psychology, along with other
social and behavioral sciences, has a documented history of examining diverse
samples as part of conscious and intentional efforts to solidify racial hierarchies
and white supremacy (see Guthrie, 1976; Winston, 2011). The potential for
scholars from Western and dominant cultures to recruit participants and conduct
scholarship in relatively underrepresented spaces introduces concern of power
differentials and dynamics, the potential for exploitation, a failure to adequately
account for the lived experiences and psychologies of the population and context,
and thus the ability to reify biases and systemic inequities in our science. Indeed,
many communities are weary of academic interventions that fail to engage local
cultures, ways of knowing, values, and perspectives. Diversifying our field is not,
on its own, a sufficient pathway to a more equitable science and application of
research. In efforts to stymie these detrimental effects, the APA, as one governing
body of social psychology, has offered guidelines that underscore the key consid-
erations of race, ethnicity, and multicultural responsiveness, as well as socioeco-
nomic status, as broad but fundamental lenses and further offers research-specific
frames to consider. From a fundamental perspective, psychologists are called on
to establish baseline and continuing education on racial, ethnic, and global
perspectives in their own perspectives and their work. Moreover, there is norma-
tive pressure to examine personal positionality in the professional, racial, and
sociocultural hierarchy and the values and biases that stem from that positionality
(APA, 2017, 2019a, 2019b).
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6 Conclusion

6.1 Additional Considerations from Behavioral Insights
Interventions

When considering behavioral science applications to applied domains, it is
worth noting some important realities of behavioral science interventions that
can help us understand when and where they work best. First, it has been
demonstrated that these interventions often have quite small effect sizes, requir-
ing large samples to demonstrate their effectiveness. In many cases, however,
this tradeoff is perfectly acceptable — especially when considering interventions
at a very large scale that are truly small in cost. For example, a simple imple-
mentation intentions prompt was successful at increasing influenza vaccination
rates by about 4 percent. This finding was statistically significant, of course, but
also consequential from a practical perspective (Milkman et al., 2011).

In addition, much of the basic and applied research generated by social
psychologists and other researchers relies on self-report data or observed
behavior and behavioral intentions. In contrast, much of the work in public
policy application of behavioral insights relies on administrative data to meas-
ure the impact of interventions, which is often difficult to access and exception-
ally difficult to alter data collection for. In the United States, this is in part due to
the Paperwork Reduction Act (PRA),” which requires that government agencies
must obtain approval from the Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
before engaging with most forms of information from the public. The PRA
protects members of the public from being overwhelmed by requests for
information from the government (which is certainly a net benefit to the public).
But the OMB approval process can be quite cumbersome, creating challenges to
conducting social science research in the context of the actions of the govern-
ment. As such, the applied domain’s large reliance on administrative data to
implement and measure the impact of these effects means that it is often near
impossible to integrate features such as personalization in their design. More
importantly, the challenges of administrative data also mean that a deep exam-
ination of impacts on subgroups is difficult. Often, governments (at both the
local and the federal level) do not have access to the data that will easily allow
for disaggregation of the effects of an intervention.

There is also evidence that general support for these practices is sensitive to
political affiliation. Across different policy contexts, people find nudges to be
acceptable when they are illustrated by examples that align with their political

7 Paperwork Reduction Act (44 U.S.C. 3501 et seq.), hitps:/digital.gov/resources/paperwork-
reduction-act-44-u-s-c-3501-et-seq/.
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preferences — but view them as unethical when the examples go against their
politics. The effect goes away when that context is removed (Tannenbaum et al.,
2017). However, other scholars examining nudges in the context of several
European nations do not find a significant relationship between party affiliation
and support for nudges or other psychological outcomes, though they note
nation-level differences in support (Hornsey et al., 2018; Reisch & Sunstein,
2016; Sunstein et al., 2018), and others have argued that, in the context of the
United States, nudges are supported across political parties because they align
with the progressive, social welfare values of liberals and the fiscal responsibil-
ity values of conservatives (Cialdini, 2018). This suggests that practitioners
should take a nuanced look when trying to understand support for (or opposition
to) behavioral interventions.

Another area of opportunity is a deeper understanding of the persistence of
behavioral interventions. Some interventions seem to produce longer-term
changes, while others disappear as soon as the treatment ceases. Some
researchers have provided an excellent framework for understanding the dis-
tinction and describe four pathways hypothesized to impact treatment persist-
ence: building psychological habits, changing what (and how) people think,
adjusting future costs, and harnessing external reinforcement (Frey & Rogers,
2014). Their approach to understanding intervention persistence is particularly
useful from a policy perspective, where the potential societal benefits (and
costs) of these approaches are often quite significant. Overall, we know that
these approaches do have the potential to change behavior in the service of
overall well-being, but there seems to be variation across contexts.

6.2 Concluding Thoughts

As noted in Sections 2.2 and 2.3, the first significant wave of applied social
psychology to public policy began more than a decade ago and with it came the
growth and incorporation of behavioral insights to significant social problems.
There has been a great deal of policies and applied practices generated from
these initial efforts to apply social psychological science to other domains and
disciplines. The domain of applied behavioral insights is now at an inflection
point. At a recent conference discussion that both authors attended, we engaged
in conversation with scholars, researchers, and practitioners using behavioral
insights to examine critical public policy dilemmas. The theme of the discussion
was clear: there is a need to move beyond documenting the presence of deci-
sion-making challenges to identifying strategies to mitigate these boundaries in
the public domain. This theme was consistent with the call put out by Milkman
and colleagues (2009) more than a decade ago for behavioral insights scholars
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to move beyond identifying decision-making errors or biases to providing tools
and practices that improved people’s decision-making.

Moreover, government employees, public sector consultants, and academics
all agreed — to do so we need to move the field of applied behavioral insights in
the direction of deliberately and extensively considering social identities, con-
texts, and cultural variation in order to address social problems. Beyond under-
standing people’s biases, we need to be able to help address them with ethical,
culturally informed, representative, and equitable processes and practices. This
is a call that social psychology is uniquely well-suited to answer. Distinct from
behavioral economics or other related domains, social psychology integrates
and sits at the intersection of sociodemographic factors, environment, and
cultural nuance and we care deeply about attitudes, behaviors, and cognitions
that shape our daily lives with a scope far beyond economic decisions. These
conversations have largely happened in parallel. However, decades of theory
have been developed in social psychology, and from this foundation,
researchers are well positioned to build and test boundaries and universals,
with intentional increases in participant, context, and cultural representation.

Indeed, moving beyond the relatively low-hanging fruit of documenting
biases to understanding the complexity of individual difference and social-
cultural factors in predicting psychological and behavioral outcomes around
such decision-making and behavioral biases is crucial. Doing so asserts basic
and applied social psychology’s relevance to cross-disciplinary and cross-sector
efforts aimed at understanding and promoting the social good. The preceding
sections document the consequences and potential costs of failing to do so.
These include developing behavioral interventions at scale that overlook the
crucial consideration of psycho-emotional outcomes, in addition to behavior
change. Applied behavioral insights has emphasized behavior change efforts,
while not recognizing that pairing psychological outcomes enables a more
complete understanding of the potential costs of nudging, as well as tools for
more sustainable and effective interventions. Indeed, some scholars and aca-
demics have begun to recognize the importance of such considerations given
recent work examining personalized nudges (Mills, 2022; Ruggeri et al., 2020)
that target behavior change by emphasizing individual preferences. In addition,
we emphasized the importance of examining distributional effects of applied
behavioral insights.

The one-size-benefits-all approach that has been largely utilized in the field is
no longer applicable as we look to the next phase of behavioral insights. If our
science continues to favor and prioritize dominant groups, there will be broad
and significant implications for applied domains integrating our findings into
their work. The inequities that this has the potential to perpetuate should give
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the field pause. Understanding the distributional effects is central to developing
a field that promotes equitable treatment of and benefits to individuals. This is
all the more crucial a consideration given that existing examinations of distri-
butional effects highlight a significant concern: that individuals who are rela-
tively disadvantaged in the given domain or context are those that bear the cost
(Auferoth, 2020; Ghesla et al., 2020; Thunstrém, 2019; Thunstrom et al., 2018).
Thus, there is the possibility that many applications of behavioral insights
benefit those already better off (Thunstrom 2019; Thunstrom et al., 2018) and
harm those who would benefit most from the nudge, or that the effects of such
interventions swing wider for underserved populations (e.g. Mrkva et al., 2021).
For social psychology to authentically engage as an equitable science, one that
identifies universal principles and context-dependent behavioral and psycho-
logical outcomes that aim to understand the human condition, we need to bring
an increased awareness and intentionality to our efforts. Indeed, “a willful
neglect of study sample variability represents an abdication of a fundamental
moral and scientific principle” (Nzinga et al., 2018, p. 11440). We offer that, if
nudges are to be costless, the next wave of applied behavioral insights must
consider the psychological and distributional costs in addition to existing
considerations of economic costs.

We began this Element with an excerpt from President Obama’s Executive
Order on using insights from behavioral science. One section of that order reads
as follows:

To more fully realize the benefits of behavioral insights and deliver better
results at a lower cost for the American people, the Federal Government
should design its policies and programs to reflect our best understanding of
how people engage with, participate in, use, and respond to those policies
and programs. (emphasis added)

Without deep consideration of these psychological, behavioral, and economic
costs, we will never fully realize the “best understanding” referenced here. It is
in the interest of the public good for us to do better.
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