
The Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency (BIAS) 
project was the first major test of behavioral science interventions 
in human services programs. Led by MDRC and sponsored by the 
Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation of the Administration 
for Children and Families in the U.S. Department of Health and Hu-
man Services, BIAS worked with child support, child care, and work 
support programs across the nation. The team launched 15 tests of 
behavioral interventions, involving close to 100,000 clients in eight 
of the participating agencies. Each site saw at least one significant, 
low-cost impact for its clients. The final report from the project in-
cluded commentaries by eight experts in the field reflecting on the 
meaning of the BIAS results and the lessons for the future.

In this Expert Commentary, the fifth in the series, Dilip Soman 
looks at the pros and cons of using heuristics in general and the 
“SIMPLER” framework in particular (discussed in Chapter 4 of the 
final report), which was developed by BIAS to guide practitioners in 
their efforts to improve human services programs.

Chapter 4 of the final BIAS report presents a framework 
that abstracts the findings from several BIAS tests and 
provides a mnemonic to summarize the seven princi-
ples of successful behavioral interventions.1 The frame-
work is elegant and catchy, and I applaud the BIAS team 
for their effort in creating it. For a casual reader of the 
report, SIMPLER — illustrated in the accompanying 
figure — is a handy heuristic to remember that there are 
seven types of interventions that helped BIAS research 
teams tackle the myriad of bottlenecks that they en-
countered in encouraging behavior change — social 
influence, implementation prompts, making deadlines, 
personalization, loss aversion, ease (of materials and 
processes), and reminders. This mnemonic builds on 
and complements the “EAST” (Easy, Attractive, Social, 

and Timely) framework that the U.K. Behavioural Insights Team has developed and that has proven 
to be the basis for several successful projects completed by the team as well as many others.2

1  Lashawn Richburg-Hayes, Caitlin Anzelone, and Nadine Dechausay with Patrick Landers, Nudging Change in Human 
Services: Final Report of the Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency (BIAS) Project, OPRE Report No. 2017-23 
(Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 2017), pp. 13-44; available online at www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/2017_MDRC_BIAS_
Final_Report_FR.pdf.

2  Owain Service, Michael Hallsworth, David Halpern, Felicity Algate, Rory Gallagher, Sam Nguyen, Simon Rudd, Michael 
Sanders with Marcos Pelenur, Alex Gyani, Hugo Harper, Joanne Reinhard, and Elspeth Kirkman, EAST: Four Simple Ways to 
Apply Behavioural Insights (London: The Behavioural Insights Team, 2014).
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Frameworks like SIMPLER and EAST are useful in many ways, in particular because they provide a 
heuristic in the form of a simple set of guidelines that the relatively inexperienced practitioner could 
apply to a given behavioral change situation. We know from the literature that while heuristics rep-
resent a simplified approach to any decision-making process, they are also functional in many ways 
— they allow for quick judgments and decisions, thereby making decisions more efficient, and can be 
used without a deep understanding of the underlying science.3 In addition, mnemonic heuristics like 
SIMPLER have the added benefit of providing a good vocabulary for the relatively uninitiated practi-
tioner to use in learning a new set of skills. In particular, SIMPLER will likely not only have good adver-
tising value (in that it is catchy and is easy to remember) but could also be used as the basis for training 
programs and workshops. Finally, these heuristic frameworks serve as a good diagnostic tool to allow a 
behavioral scientist who is auditing a particular process to get started with diagnosing and identifying 
potential bottlenecks. In sum, SIMPLER is an invaluable descriptive framework. 

3  Robin M. Hogarth, “Beyond Discrete Biases: Functional and Dysfunctional Aspects of Judgmental Heuristics,” Psychological 
Bulletin 90, 2 (1981): 197-217.

EXPERT COMMENTARY  •  DILIP SOMAN  •  2
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�
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�

D E F I N I T I O N S

The way  
people perceive 

themselves in 
relation to others. 
Certain identities 

can be primed 
based on the 

desired behavior.

Bridges intention 
with action. 

When people feel 
they have made 
progress toward 

their goals, they are 
more committed 

to achieving those 
goals.

Frames a 
future action as 
important and 

urgent,  
discouraging the 

tendency to  
prioritize today’s 

needs over 
tomorrow’s needs.

Encouraging a 
particular behavior 

through, for  
example,  

a handwritten 
note or personal 
assistance, like 

helping someone 
complete a form.

Preference for 
avoiding losses  
over acquiring 

gains. Incentives 
or language can 

be framed to 
capitalize on this 

concept.

Making processes 
automatic 
through,  

for example, 
defaults, 

simplification, 
removing hassles, 

and  
color coding.

Prompts to  
encourage the 
completion of  

an action, often  
in the form of  

a text message  
or a postcard.

E X A M P L E S

Texas
mailed to 

incarcerated 
parents who owed 

child support a 
postcard that 

included the line, 
“Other parents 
have had courts 

lower  
their child 
support.”

Indiana
prompted parents 
to develop specific 

plans to make  
it to their  

CCDF renewal  
appointment on 

time, with the 
proper documents.

Paycheck Plus
advertised an 

artificially early 
deadline to 

attend a meeting, 
knowing that 

people who missed 
the first due date 

would have time to 
catch up before  
the real deadline.

Oklahoma
mailed lists 

of clients due 
for renewal to 
child care staff 
members and 

asked providers to 
communicate with 

parents  
to assist them with 

renewing their 
CCDF voucher.

Los Angeles
designed two 
notices, one 
emphasizing  
benefi ts to 

participants for 
attending an 
appointment, 
and the other 

emphasizing losses 
they might incur 
by not attending.

Washington
made the 

child support 
modification 

process easier by 
mailing materials 
to parents before 
they even asked 

that included a tip 
sheet specifying 

which questions in 
the application had 

to be answered.

Ohio
sent a monthly 

reminder through 
mail, robocall,  

or text message  
to parents who 

owed child  
support but were 
not getting any 
other monthly 

invoice to remind 
them to pay.
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Yet, research also suggests that heuristics could sometimes backfire and that there are dangers in using 
descriptive frameworks in a prescriptive manner without a careful study of the underlying context.4 
While heuristics are functional in stable environments, they could lead the user astray in environ-
ments that are structurally different (that is, where the background variables are fundamentally 
different), noisy (for instance, where the relationships between variables change across contexts), or 
dynamic (where, for example, these relationships change with time). In particular, research shows that 
heuristics that are learned in one set of domains could backfire spectacularly in others. For instance, 
a 2007 study documented the “duration” heuristic — the belief that the longer the duration of a ser-
vice experience, the more value it provides to the end user.5 This heuristic could be learned in several 
consumption domains — longer massages are better than shorter ones, more time spent by a cleaning 
service usually results in a cleaner home, and so on. However, individuals often misapply this heuristic 
in other domains, resulting in poor evaluations and choices. For instance, in situations where a service 
provider works toward a concrete goal (and therefore efficiency might be the more relevant yardstick), 
the opposite relationship between time and quality is true. A locksmith who opens a lock quickly and 
a dentist who completes a painful drilling procedure sooner should be preferred — but are often not — 
over their slower counterparts.6

One word of caution to practitioners who are lured by the elegance of the SIMPLER heuristic is this: 
before applying the framework, it is critical to spend some time in diagnosing the context in which the 
end user is making decisions and judging whether the context is similar to the BIAS projects on which 
the framework is based. Many of the projects described in the BIAS final report involve behavior chang-
es of individuals in an informationally dense and logistically challenging environment. In this context, 
it is easy to see that the various elements of SIMPLER are designed to increase motivation, simplify 
information, and reduce the logistic burden on the end user. Whether SIMPLER would work as a pre-
scriptive heuristic in other domains — say, with expert end users who don’t have enough time to do the 
necessary paperwork — is another question. Perhaps the next calling for behavioral architects, then, is 
to develop more nuanced frameworks that are not just descriptive, but potentially also prescriptive in a 
given set of contexts.

In closing, I believe that the SIMPLER framework provides both the behavioral scientist and the practi-
tioner with immense value if applied appropriately. As a community of behavioral scientists, there are 
three things we should do to ensure that the results from projects like BIAS convert into generalizable 
insights:

• Develop a behavioral map before following a particular framework. Behavioral maps — which link hypoth-
esized process bottlenecks to behavioral concepts drawn from psychology and other fields — provide 

4  See Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, “Choices, Values, and Frames,” in Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky (eds.), Choices, 
Values, and Frames (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Daniel Kahneman, Jack L. Knetsch, and Richard H. Thaler, 
“Anomalies: The Endowment Effect, Loss Aversion, and Status Quo Bias,” in Kahneman and Tversky (2000); and Amos Tversky and 
Itamar Simonson, “Context-Dependent Preferences,” in Kahneman and Tversky (2000).

5  Catherine W. M. Yeung and Dilip Soman, “The Duration Heuristic,” Journal of Consumer Research 34,3 (2007).
6  Yeung and Soman (2007).



@

EXPERT COMMENTARY  •  DILIP SOMAN  •  4

us with a good understanding of where processes may break down. As good practice, a behavioral map 
should always precede the use of frameworks like EAST and SIMPLER.

• Create a “What Works” database. Ly and colleagues recommend the development of an online repository 
that has entries on context, interventions, and results of projects.7

• Use multiple methods of data collection. One particularly heartening element of the BIAS process is the 
use of multiple methods of data collection in the behavioral mapping process. Randomized controlled 
trials like those used in BIAS are widely considered the most reliable method to determine whether a 
given change is working. However, if it is not feasible to run a randomized controlled trial, other tools 
and data collection techniques such as laboratory experiments, observation studies, design workshops, 
or usability research could be conducted to determine the usefulness of interventions.

7  Kim Ly, Nina Mažar, Min Zhao, and Dilip Soman, A Practitioner’s Guide to Nudging (Toronto, Ontario: Rotman School of 
Management, University of Toronto, 2013).


