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Structure of final presentation

1. Characterize the problem
 Why does it create externalities?
 Why does it breed inequality?

2. Characterize the persona
 Whom will you focus on?

3. Structural diagnostics
 What are constraints that affect the 

real citizen?
 What structural policy tools that 

have been tried with limited 
success?

4. Behavioral diagnostics
 Plausibility-Feasibility matrix
 Most promising mechanisms

5. Testing
 Vignette experiment
 Results
 Updated P-F matrix

6. Augmented policy tools
 1-2 behaviorally-informed policies 

motivated by the most promising 
mechanisms

30 min + 15 min Q&A
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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.



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.



TESTING 
BEHAVIORAL
MECHANISMS



“A local librarian was worried. Everyday, around 1pm, 
dozens of children would come in and flood its reading

rooms. It was impossible to keep them quiet. 
Children only started leaving around 5pm. Based on what

she was able to gather, the library was being used as 
daycare by parents who had to work in the afternoon with 

nowhere else to leave their children safe.” 

– Moore, 2002 p. 35 [with adaptations]

CASE STUDY



A SIMPLE EXPERIMENT

GO TO
HTTPS://WWW.MENTI.COM/AL7M3WCJ56TJ

OR MENTI.COM
AND ENTER CODE 3633 5635



These are Simon and Anja, parents of Heidi (5) and 
Annemarie (7). They divorced six months ago. The mom, 

who has the kids during the weekend, lives in Neumarkdt, 
close to the public library. Anja is studying for an exam to 

become a tram driver and has classes all day long. The 
kids have classes only in the morning, and she has no one 
to look after them in the afternoon. Annemarie loves to 

read, and Heidi has just started spelling. 

QUESTIONS

1. From 0 to 10, what is the chance that Anja leaves
them at the public library in the afternoon?

2. Which of the following best characterize Anja?
A) “I planned to do it differently, but screwed up”
B) “I’ll do everything I can for my children’s future” 
C) “Isn’t that what everyone else does?”
D) “I have no other option…”
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GO TO
HTTPS://WWW.MENTI.COM/ALRNGDPATIT7

OR MENTI.COM
AND ENTER CODE 7418 346

A SIMPLE EXPERIMENT



These are Simon and Anja, parents of Heidi (5) and 
Annemarie (7). They divorced six months ago. The mom, 

who has the kids during the weekend, lives in Neumarkdt, 
close to the public library. Anja is studying for an exam to 

become a tram driver and has classes all day long. The 
kids have classes only in the morning, and she has no one 
to look after them in the afternoon. Annemarie loves to 
read, and Heidi has just started spelling. In a WhatsApp 

group with other moms, Anja is discussing other options 
to leave her kids with while they work.

QUESTIONS

1. From 0 to 10, what is the chance that Anja leaves
them at the public library in the afternoon?

2. Which of the following best characterize Anja?
A) “I planned to do it differently, but screwed up”
B) “I’ll do everything I can for my children’s future” 
C) “Isn’t that what everyone else does?”
D) “I have no other option…”
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A SIMPLE EXPERIMENT

GO TO
HTTPS://WWW.MENTI.COM/ALDM8X3U69GZ

OR MENTI.COM
AND ENTER CODE 7430 3006



These are Simon and Anja, parents of Heidi (5) and 
Annemarie (7). They divorced six months ago. The mom, 

who has the kids during the weekend, lives in Neumarkdt, 
close to the public library. Anja is studying for an exam to 

become a tram driver and has classes all day long. The 
kids have classes only in the morning, and she has no one 
to look after them in the afternoon. Annemarie loves to 
read, and Heidi has just started spelling. Anja’s mom has 
always incentivized her to read, ever since she was little, 
since that makes children see school as the entry door 

for making their dreams come true.

QUESTIONS

1. From 0 to 10, what is the chance that Anja leaves
them at the public library in the afternoon?

2. Which of the following best characterize Anja?
A) “I planned to do it differently, but screwed up”
B) “I’ll do everything I can for my children’s future” 
C) “Isn’t that what everyone else does?”
D) “I have no other option…”
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A SIMPLE EXPERIMENT

GO TO
HTTPS://WWW.MENTI.COM/AL6WBOZ3RJAH

OR MENTI.COM
AND ENTER CODE 6107 8209



These are Simon and Anja, parents of Heidi (5) and 
Annemarie (7). They divorced six months ago. The mom, 

who has the kids during the weekend, lives in Neumarkdt, 
close to the public library. Anja is studying for an exam to 

become a tram driver and has classes all day long. The 
kids have classes only in the morning, and she has no one 
to look after them in the afternoon. Annemarie loves to 

read, and Heidi has just started spelling. The stress of the 
upcoming exam is making it difficult for Anja to focus on 

her diet and to keep her credit card spending 
under control.

QUESTIONS

1. From 0 to 10, what is the chance that Anja leaves
them at the public library in the afternoon?

2. Which of the following best characterize Anja?
A) “I planned to do it differently, but screwed up”
B) “I’ll do everything I can for my children’s future” 
C) “Isn’t that what everyone else does?”
D) “I have no other option…”

V4



VIGNETTE 
EXPERIMENTS



DEFINITION:
Vignettes are short stories that describe the essential
elements of hypothetical scenarios, which allow us to

study subjects’ values, perceptions and mental 
models, and how these react to changes in the

scenarios described by the vignettes.



APPLICATION:
To infer how our target audience’s attitudes and

behaviors respond to diferente stuctural and
behavioral mechanisms, by generating identification

with the character portrayed in the vignettes.

⇒ Goal: get around social desirability biases



SAMPLE VIGNETTE

John is a farmer who lives with his 
wife and four children. 

They farm corn in their small plot 
and raise a few chicken as well.
John’s daughter, Faith, turned

14 years old last week. 
John does not think Faith is ready 
to get married. The image shows 

John having lunch with his family.



SAMPLE VIGNETTE

John is a farmer who lives with his 
wife and four children. They farm 
corn in their small plot and raise a 

few chicken as well. John’s daughter, 
Faith, turned 14 years old last week. 

John thinks Faith is 
ready to get married. The image 

shows John and his family in Faith’s 
wedding ceremony.



CREATING VIGNETTES

< Social problem>

Control Mechanism 1 … Mechanism k

[PERSONA] is 
considering 

[(UN)DESIRABLE 
BEHAVIOR]. Interacts 

with [PROBLEM 
SITUATION or
PROTOTYPE]. 
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BEHAVIORAL MECHANISMS
Pl

au
si

bi
lit

y

Feasibility

Intrinsic motivation

Social expectations

Social image concerns

Impulsivity

Procrastination

Self-limiting beliefs

Cognitive biasesCognitive load
Learning-through-noticing



CREATING VIGNETTES

< Child marriage>

Control Structural Social image 
concerns

Limiting mental 
models

John is wondering whether 
his 14 year-old daughter, 

Faith, is ready to get 
married. One day, the village 
chief knocks on his door to 

tell him that a man is 
interested in marrying Faith.

Do expected financial costs
and benefits discourage

the desirable action?

Do social image concerns 
discourage the the

desirable action - when 
that action can be 

observed by others?

Do self-limiting beliefs 
about one’s ability to 

achieve positive outcomes 
discourage the desirable 

the desirable action?



CREATING VIGNETTES

< Child marriage>

Control Structural Social image 
concerns

Limiting mental 
models

John is wondering whether 
his 14-year-old daughter, 

Faith, is ready to get 
married. One day, the village 
chief knocks on his door to 

tell him that a man is 
interested in marrying Faith.

John is wondering whether 
his 14-year-old daughter, 

Faith, is ready to get 
married. One day, the village 
chief knocks on his door to 

tell him that a man is 
interested in marrying Faith,

who offers 2 cows and 5 
Chicken as bride price.

John is wondering whether 
his 14-year-old daughter, 

Faith, is ready to get 
married. One day, the village 
chief knocks on his door to 

tell him that a man is 
interested in marrying Faith.
John knows everyone in the

village will eventually
become aware of his

decision.

John is wondering whether 
his 14-year-old daughter, 

Faith, is ready to get 
married. One day, the village 
chief knocks on his door to 

tell him that a man is 
interested in marrying Faith.
John’s cousin (who lives in 

another village) only
married off his daughters
after they graduated high 

school.

Do expected financial costs
and benefits discourage

the desirable action?

Do social image concerns 
discourage the the

desirable action - when 
that action can be 

observed by others?

Do self-limiting beliefs 
about one’s ability to 

achieve positive outcomes 
discourage the desirable 

the desirable action?



CREATING VIGNETTES

⮚ Requirements:

- Story with just enough details to make it seem realistic;
- But without too much detail or too lengthy, not to distract subjects;
- Isolate the mechanism of interest in each version (do not mix!);
- Eliminate elements that might appeal to other MSI mechanisms.



Name, characteristics, 
background story

(Un)desirable behavior

Narrative to generate empathy Image that support narrative

MSI mechanisms

Prototype or other props
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Nome e características 
sociodemográficas

Comportamento a ser testado

História para empatizar Imagem de apoio e descrição

Elemento da Matriz MAD e PRIX

Protótipo / solução a ser testada ou suporte para o teste
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John is a farmer 
who lives with his 

wife and four 
children

They farm corn 
and breed a few 

chickens
John having 

lunch with his 
family

Someone wants to marry John’s 
14-year-old daughter

Intrinsic motivation
John believes that bearing 

as many children as possible 
is a Christian value

Social expectations
Most of John’s neighbors had 

married off their daughters by the 
time they turned 15

Social image concerns
The groom-to-be does not live in the same village, 

so John’s neighbors would not ultimately know
what his decision is

TEMPLATE

Bracelet that would be given to those who 
donate 2kg of corn to the poor in the village



TRACKING SIGNALS

⮚ Attitudes and intentions:
- How does the target audience evaluate the attitudes of the characters in

the vignette?
- How does the target audience evaluate the intentions of the characters 

in the vignette?
- How does the target audience react to the opportunity to engage in a 

costly action associated with the desirable action?



TRACKING SIGNALS

⮚ Surveying attitudes, plans and intentions:
− Characterize the theory of change all the way to the desirable action

> Start with feelings, then cover plans and intentions, until you get to the
desirable action

− Avoid binary questions (YES/NO) and invest in scales, to allow participants to
express intensity of their (dis)agreement, and such that you can capture even
small diferences across versions. For instance:

> From 0 to 10, whereby 0 means X e 10 means Y, ...
> Rank the following statements, from the one [CHARACTER] agrees the most

to the one s/he agrees the least with....
> Out of X CHF, how much would [CHARACTER] allocate to…



TRACKING SIGNALS

⮚ Eliciting willingness to engage in costly actions:
− Offer realistic opportunities for subjects to express their willingness to invest

time or money to faciliate the situation described in an alternative version of
the vignette s/he was exposed to.

− Avoid binary questions to allow participants to express intensity and to detect
even small diferences across versions. For instance:

> Participant needs to provide his/her opinion on written or áudio materials for 
a campaign related to the alternative version – what is the maximum length
they would agree to?

> Feeback session or participation in focus group – what is the maximum
length they would agree to?

> Willingness to pay to access a prototype or to avoid the problem situation.



TRACKING SIGNALS

⮚ Steps:

1. Control version
2. Survey about attitudes, plans and intentions
3. Alternative version
4. Survey about attitudes, plans and intentions
5. Offer to engage in costly action



PUTTING EVERYTHING TOGETHER

⮚ Steps:

1. Control version

John is [INSERT CHARACTERISTICS 
THAT MATCH TARGET AUDIENCE, e.g.
married with two children]. Reminded of the 
important to take up preventive health 
checks, he is considering hiring health 
insurance. One day, John receives the 
following form over mail. 



PUTTING EVERYTHING TOGETHER

⮚ Steps:

1. Survey about attitudes, plans and intentions
[MATCH MSI MECHANISMS BEING TESTS]

- From 0 to 10, how confused do you think John feels when reading the form?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John tosses the form without reading it?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John fills it out?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John makes a mistake when filling it in?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John hires the health insurance plan?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John recommends that to others?



JUNTANDO TUDO

⮚ Steps:

3. Alternative version
[Social expectations]

John is [INSERT CHARACTERISTICS 
THAT MATCH TARGET AUDIENCE, e.g.
married with two children]. Reminded of the 
important to take up preventive health 
checks, he is considering hiring health 
insurance. One day, John receives the 
following form from one of his neighbors, 
who have that same health insurance.
[OK TO HIGHLIGHT CHANGES]



PUTTING EVERYTHING TOGETHER

⮚ Steps:

4. Survey about attitudes, plans and intentions
[SAME AS BEFORE!]

- From 0 to 10, how confused do you think John feels when reading the form?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John tosses the form without reading it?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John fills it out?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John makes a mistake when filling it in?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John hires the health insurance plan?
- From 0 to 10, what is the chance that John recommends that to others?



JUNTANDO TUDO

⮚ Steps :

5. Offer costly action
- How about you? Would you hire that health insurance if it were offered by your 

neighbor?
- Can I ask someone to send you additional information about it over WhatsApp?
- Can I have someone schedule a 90-minute conversation with you to explain all

details about this insurance?
- What is the maximum monthly premium you would be willing to pay for that 

insurance?



DATA ANALYSIS

⮚ Do John’s stated attitudes and actions vary across different versions?

⮚ Does willingness to invest time or $ vary across different versions?



CONCRETE 
EXAMPLES 

[from BRAZIL]
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BEST 
(AND WORST) 

PRACTICES



BEST PRACTICES

⮚ Do’s:
- Ask yourself if the variation introduced in an alternative vignette could

correspond to another MSI mechanism. If so, revise the text to isolate the
mechanism.

- You can either activate or deactive a mechanism in the alternative versions.
The choice depends on what you expect to be the baseline (dis)agreement
rates for your questions after the control vignette. For instance: 
> Cognitive biases: simplified or even more complicated form
> Social image concerns: higher or lower visibility of the target behavior
> Intrinsic motivation: relationship between behavior and identity made 

stronger or weaker.



BEST PRACTICES

⮚ Do’s:
- Reverse engineering: Considering the survey instrument, ask yourself if the

differences across versions are enough to induce very different responses if 
the mechanism is indeed relevant.

- Pre-test: Apply the vignette experiment with a few participants of your target 
audience to test how clear and realistic are your variations and questions. 
> Do participants understand the questions? 
> Do participants respond differently to different versions?
> Do variations match what you would expect? 



WORST PRACTICES

⮚ Do not’s:
- Mix different mechanisms in a sigle vignette, especially mechanisms that were 

not the object of testing.
- Induce responses with too much detail or irrelevant mechanisms. For instance: 

> Saying ‘John is inclined to marrying off his daughter’ or that ‘John is inclined
to hiring the health insurance plan’ can greatly decrease differences in 
responses across versions.
> Saying ‘John is broke this month’ also can greatly decrease differences in 
responses across versions.



IN
PRACTICE



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

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