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LEARNING GOALS:

At the end of the seminar, students should be
familiar with methodologies to:

1. Identify promising behavioral mechanisms
behind a complex social problem;

2. Test the most relevant mechanisms with the
audience of policies targeted at that problem; and
3. Identify opportunities to augment policy tools 

with such behavioral insights.
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REAL CITIZEN:

- Unable to perfectly process
information about costs and benefits

- Subject to internal conflicts between
reason and affect and influenced

by social pressure

- Not always able to follow through
on past plans



INATTENTION
PROBLEMS
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What would you choose?
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What would you choose?
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What people choose... why?
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Which square is darker?
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Which square is darker?
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How the brain works

– Scientific American, “Does Thinking Really Hard Burn More Calories?”, 18/07/2012
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The brain needs to be efficient

The brain needs to allocate limited energy (mental bandwidth)
to all its executive functions:
• Attention
• Working memory
• Impulse control

Mental bandwith is limited
 Is it efficiently allocated?
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Efficient encoding
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Efficient encoding
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Efficient encoding

Information is compressed based on:
1. Low resolution and delay
2. Contrast
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Efficient DEcoding

Information is decompressed based on:
1. Model
2. Contrast
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Efficient DEcoding

Information is decompressed based on:
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• Luminosity
• Speed
• Volume
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Efficient DEcoding

Information is decompressed based on:
1. Model
2. Contrast

• Luminosity
• Speed
• Volume

... Numbers?
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Efficient DEcoding
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Efficient DEcoding
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Efficient DEcoding

 Conservative bias (model)
 Central tendency (contrast)
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“EFFICIENT” biases and heuristics

• Status quo bias (model)
• Anchoring (model)
• Loss aversion (model)

• Decoy effects (contrast)
• Endowment effects (contrast)
• Accessibility biases (contrast)
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Policy-making with inattentive citizens

 Attention problems change how policies work:
1. Addressing externalities:

 Effectiveness of pricing, regulatory and information policies

2. Addressing social inequalities:
 Access and incidence
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Shopping in the us
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Shopping in the us

Sales tax

Excise tax
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Reactions to changes in tax rates
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Reactions to changes in tax rates
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Shopping in the us
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Shopping in the us

8% lower sales!
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Shopping in the us

8% lower sales!
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Shopping in the us

8% lower sales!
nudge nudge nudge
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Cognitive load

• External demands on an someone’s attention, memory, 
and impulse control act as a ‘psychological tax’
 Less mental bandwidth available for everything else

• Financial worries triggered by poverty
 Poverty makes one more prone to cognitive biases
 Efficient encoding/decoding → costly mistakes
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Learning-through-noticing

• Some decisions are one-off
 You decide to be an organ donor or not once, and 

typically do not revisit this decision

• Many decisions, however, come up again and again:
 Shopping for healthy food
 Driving or cycling to work
 Monitoring children’s learning outcomes
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Learning-through-noticing

• In repeated decisions, there is scope to systematically 
ignore key elements of the decision environment
 Inefficient learning even if information is available
 Costly mistakes
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Policy-making with inattentive citizens

 Attention problems change how policies work:
1. Addressing externalities:

 Effectiveness of pricing, regulatory and information policies

2. Addressing social inequalities:
 Access and incidence



MOTIVATION
PROBLEMS
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EXPERIMENT

• How would you share 100 CHF with your classmates?

 Access menti.com and
type 7817 20321. Each of you will be assigned to a 

group;

2. Pick whom you want to be 
paired with;

3. Pick how you want to share 100 
CHF with a person of that group.
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Social pressure

• Experiments all over the world suggest a natural human
tendency to identify as part of social groups, and to treat
in-group and out-group members differently

 72% 
pick someone

from the same group!
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Social expectations
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Social expectations
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Social expectations
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Social expectations
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Social expectations
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Social expectations
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Social expectations
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Social expectations



Page 47

Social expectations
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Social expectations
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Public image concerns

GPA
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Public image concerns
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Extrinsic vs. intrinsic motivation

• Two sources:
1. Extrinsic
 Social expectations
 Public image concerns

2. Intrinsic
 Identity
 Values
 Culture
 Religions
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Policy-making with motivated citizens

Motivation problems change how policies work:
1. Addressing externalities:

 Effectiveness of pricing, regulatory and information policies

2. Addressing social inequalities:
 Access and incidence



SELF-CONTROL
PROBLEMS
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IMPULSIVITY

X
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IMPULSIVITY

Cognitive load (Lo): “Memorize the following number: 8362903”

Available mental bandwidth (Hi): “Memorize the following number: 62”
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IMPULSIVITY

X
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IMPULSIVITY
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IMPULSIVITY
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IMPULSIVITY
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IMPULSIVITY
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impulsivity

• Two ‘selfs’:
1. Rational (‘Cold state’)
2. Impulsive (‘Hot state’)
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procrastination

• Two ‘selfs’:
1. Present
2. Future
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procrastination

• Two ‘selfs’:
1. Present (Impatient)
2. Future (Patient)
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procrastination

• Two ‘selfs’:
1. Present (Selfish)
2. Future (Generous)
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Limiting mental models

Do you agree with the following claims?
 “Your intelligence is something your are born with 

and cannot be changed much.”
 “If you are not good at something, you will never 

be good at that.”
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Fixed vs. growth mindset
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Fixed vs. growth mindset
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Mental models seem relevant
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limiting mental models

• Two ‘selfs’:
1. Growth mindset
2. Fixed mindset
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limiting mental models

• Two ‘selfs’:
1. Growth mindset
2. Fixed mindset
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Policy-making with dual-self citizens

 Self-control problems change how policies work:
1. Addressing externalities:

 Effectiveness of pricing, regulatory and information policies

2. Addressing social inequalities:
 Access and incidence



MSI
FRAMEWORK



Motivation problems Self-control problems Inattention problems

Intrinsic motivation

Social expectations

Social image concerns

Impulsivity

Procrastination

Limitating mental models

Cognitive biases

Cognitive load

Learning through noticing

Msi framework



IN
PRACTICE



Group work

• 4 groups
• Each group should pick a wicked social problem:
 Creates externalities and inequality
 Affects a population you have access to
 Resistant to business-as-usual pricing, regulatory, 

and/or information policies



structural diagnostics

• With the ‘ideal citizen’ in mind



behavioral diagnostics

• With the ‘real citizen’ in mind
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BEHAVIORAL MECHANISMS
Pl
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Feasibility

Do values, identity, 
culture or religion

discourage the
desirable action?

Do expectations about
group behaviors or

conformity pressure
discourage the the

desirable action - even
when that action

cannot be observed
by others?

Do social image
concerns discourage

the the desirable
action - when that

action can be
observed by others?

Does impulsive
behavior the gets in 

the way of the
desirable action -

regardless of previous
plans?

Does excessive
optimism about

future plans
discourage the the

desirable action in the
present?

Do self-limiting beliefs
about one’s ability to

achieve positive 
outcomes discourage

the desirable the
desirable action?

Do perceptual errors
lead 

to undesirable
actions?

Is the quality of
decision-making 

compromised due to
external conditions

that compete for 
one’s executive

functions, leading to
undesirable actions?

Does ignoring (some 
of) available

information in 
recurring decisions
lead to undesirable

actions?

Intrinsic motivation Social expectations Social image concerns

Impulsivity Procrastination Self-limiting beliefs

Cognitive biases Cognitive load Learning-through-noticing

https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVPjLT3tg=/→

https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVPjLT3tg=/
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