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Agenda

• Understanding behavioral diagnosis and 
design

• Case Study: How can an urban child support 
program get more mothers on TANF to open 
child support orders?

• Using SIMPLER to apply behavioral insights 
to your programs
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Define Design TestDiagnose

Identify 
problems of 

interest

Brainstorm 
behavioral 

interventions

Pilot behavioral 
interventions 
using random 
assignment

Gather data, 
create a process 
map and identify 

bottlenecks

Behavioral Diagnosis and Design
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Behavioral issues relate to problems of decision-
making and action:
 Understanding options
 Paying attention
 Deciding between options and setting goals
 Following through on goals until they are 

attained (note: could be one-time behavior or 
habit)

Common indicators: Drop-off, delay (friction), 
underutilization, high rates of errors, outcomes that 
don’t match with intentions/ best interests

Define - Focus on Behavioral Issues
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× Supply or quality of options
× Dealing with structural problems (E.g., loss of 

manufacturing jobs)

What is Not a Behavioral Issue?
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Intake Training Employment
• How can we get more 

clients who express 
interest in the program 
by filling out a 
brochure/survey to 
attend the orientation 
(“HealthCare 101”) 
session?

• How can we reduce the 
percentage of students-
25%- who cancel their 
initial intake 
appointment? 

• How do we improve 
decision-making about 
which occupational 
program to enter? 

• How can we increase 
attendance among all 
program participants? 

• How do we increase 
the completion rate / 
reduce the drop out 
rate for training? 

• How do we increase 
participation in 
supplemental learning 
activities? 

• How can we increase 
the number of 
completers who earn 
required occupational 
credentials? 

HPOG Grantee Problem Statements
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• Gather quantitative data
o Outcome and process
o Cohort analysis is especially helpful

• Interview everyone involved in a process with a special 
focus on the users (participants)

• Look at documents 
o Policies, forms, websites, etc.

• Do observations of staff-participant interactions
• Create a process map and apply hypothesized 

behavioral bottlenecks to the map

Diagnose– Investigate Context Using 
Data
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CASE STUDY EXAMPLE
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Attend TANF Intake Interview

TANF-approved case sent to IV-D

Intake staff sends appointment letter

30 days 

{
~5 days 

{



10Original Appointment Letter



Attend TANF Intake Interview

TANF-approved case sent to IV-D

Intake staff sends appointment letter

Parent reads letter

Parent attends appointment Does not attend appointment

25% sanction

30 days 

{
~5 days 

{

{

by
 d

ay
 2
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11Case Study Process Map



12Results of Cohort Analysis-
All TANF cases opened January 

2014
0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

Case Opened at IV-D

Attended IV-D Interview

Case Became Court Ready

Non-Custodial Parent Served

Order Established

First Payment Made

Number of Cases

31%

26%

24%

9%

301

157

93

79

73

28

59%

84%

92%

38%

52%

301
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• If possible, prioritize bottlenecks
• Review literature or talk to experts about the 

psychological processes and existing studies related to 
your hypothesized issue

• Be creative in generating solutions!
• Identify the data you will use to a) monitor proper 

implementation of your solution and b) see if it is 
making a difference

Design – Use behavioral science to 
systematically respond to bottlenecks
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Attend TANF Intake Interview

TANF-approved case sent to IV-D

Intake staff sends appointment letter

Parent reads letter

Parent attends appointment; provides 
information needed

Case is deemed “court ready”

 

Case Study Problem: only 50% parents attend 
mandatory child support appointment

• Hypothesized reasons: 
• May not know about 

appointment
• May not be available
• May not understand

what need to bring
• Not sure what is in it 

for them
• Ambivalent due to 

interpersonal dynamics
with child’s other 
parent

• Suspicious or 
distrustful of agency
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• Simple, visually compelling communication
• Frame the request in terms of parents’ interests and 

concerns, rather than focusing on mandates
• Increase the frequency and channels of 

communication to get parent’s attention and keep 
them moving forward

• Help parents plan for the meeting and manage the 
documentation requirements

• Build trust
• Emphasize parental identity
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Visually salient information 
about what they stand to 
lose/gain – invoking loss 
aversion and self-interest

Positive tone –
invoking reciprocity, 
building trust

Personalized with parent’s 
and child’s name – invoking 

social influence (child 
support is for children)

Personalized with sender’s 
contact information –
invoking reciprocity, 
building trust

Simple, short, to the 
point – makes it easier 
to understand
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Case Study Intervention Components
New appointment letter
• Uses graphics and color to highlight key information
• Makes the document list easier to understand

Reminder 
• Sent two days after letter
• Contains map, and reminder about important documents to bring

Follow up after missed appointment
• BICS staff will try to reschedule and will conduct meeting
• Doesn’t change what you do- send to Locate, initiate sanction

Eventually, Texting too!
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The BIAS Team developed a framework to help 
practitioners when designing behavioral 

solutions
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S I M P L E R

Social Influence
Persuasion by society, peers, or a person of 
influence can affect people’s decisions and 
actions. People tend to follow what they think 
other people are doing.
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S I M P L E R

Implementation Prompts
Encouraging people to plan the steps they will 
take to complete a task can move people from 
intention to action.
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S I M P L E R

Implementation 
Prompt
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S I M P L E R

Implementation 
Prompt
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S MI P L E R

Make Deadlines
Framing a future action as important and urgent 
by setting a due date discourages the tendency 
to prioritize today’s needs over tomorrow’s 
needs.
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S PI M L E R

Personalization
Efforts to personalize information or give 
customers personal assistance through a 
difficult task can improve outcomes.
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S LI M P E R

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

Ease
Reduce complexity through, for 

example, defaults, simplification, 
removing hassles, and color-coding.
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S RI M P L E

Reminders
Reminders reduce mental effort by 

providing a cue that the task still needs 
to be completed. 
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Thank you!

nadine.dechausay@mdrc.org
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