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Show, Don’t Tell, Part 2

STRATEGIES FOR CREATING NUDGES THROUGH PROGRAM DESIGN
llana Brody

In last month’s post, we explored the idea that program design is not neutral: the way staff orga-
nize office space, service flows, intake forms, and other processes influences participants’ decisions,
and by extension, your program outcomes.

Behavioral science theory tells us that all program environments have cues that influence deci-
sion-making and behavior without forcing a decision or restricting options — what behavioral scien-
tists call nudges. The idea is that the environment influences a person’s behavior. There are many
ways to incorporate nudges into program design, beyond just changing environmental cues, to ad-
vance your goals. This post shows how programs can be intentional about changes to procedures
—through outreach, the flow of services, and staff-client interactions — to help staff and participants
reach their goals.

DEFINE YOUR GOALS

Before you begin experimenting with different design options, be clear about your organization’s
goals for its participants. Are they specific enough to measure, and sufficiently targeted to help
participants achieve them?

For workforce development programs working with under-
employed or unemployed individuals to find lasting jobs, par-
ticipant goals might be:

1. Attend an interview skills workshop

2. Meet with career counselors at least once a month

3. Finalize a resumé

In our work with programs, we often find that they want to improve engagement in three areas:
getting people in the door, removing roadblocks to program completion, and building positive in-
teractions. The Center for Applied Behavioral Science (CABS) at MDRC has used randomized control
trials to evaluate whether behaviorally informed design strategies in these areas were effective.
Here are three examples where CABS found significant improvements in program outcomes,
which may demonstrate how your program can make similar positive changes.

FIRST STEPS: GETTING PEOPLE IN THE DOOR

Is your outreach meaningful? You may be using multiple strategies to get the word out about your
program such as letters, flyers, and emails about your program. Is the message easy to understand?
Do materials for participants clearly state how your services can help solve a problem faced by
your target population? Do those materials clearly explain how to enroll (including all paperwork
prospective participants must bring to the enrollment meeting)?

Example from the field: In an MDRC study to encourage community college students to enroll in
summer courses, we tested messaging strategies and financial incentives. In some cases, summer
courses could help students graduate on time. MDRC interviewed current students about why they
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Your goals could be closer than you
think! Register for summer now to

had enrolled in summer courses, and then used these
testimonials in the outreach materials for prospec-
tive students (Headlam, Anzelone, and Weiss, 2018).

The researchers used examples from a peer group to
encourage other students to enroll, which is a way to
apply the behavioral concept of “social proof” (infor-
mation about how peers behave in a similar situation).
This strategy — coupled with others — increased sum-
mer enrollment by 5.5 percentage points over a control

group.

make it happen.

Think about how summer can help you: yes no
| want to graduate faster [OX@)
| would like to earn more credits this year [OX©)
| still have pre-requisites to take for my major O O

Check off a day next week when
you will register for classes

If you checked yes to any of these, summer
courses are right for you!

Tip
Set a reminder on your phone
for the day you choose!

You try it! Update a letter or flyer your agency uses
to feature a participant’s perspective. Ask a participant
how the program helps them reach important goals.
Use short quotes or even a longer testimonial, and

O Iwill commit to taking summer courses
so | can achieve my goals faster.

COLUMBUS STATE

COMMUMNITY COLLEGE

Signature

photos — with permission, of course.

Could you benefit from summer courses? | Columbus state

Check out these stories of students Community College First-Class Mail
getting the most out of their summerat | 550 East Spring Street UsS. Postage
PROGRAM FLOWS: Columbus POBox1c0s
° . Columbus, OH 43216 Columbus, OH
permit #540
€ € 1think of it as a win-win situation. | was able to

REMOVING ROADBLOCKS TO
PROGRAM COMPLETION

finish my modern language requirement as a result
of taking a summer course. | had a couple friends in
the class and we would typically study after classes
together...it was a good experience overall. § §

-Jacob B., Associate of Arts, Columbus State

How does your process flow? Programs with
clear, easy-to-follow steps and activities set
participants up for success. Extensive re- to get out of it. It will get you to where you want

. to be sooner, or at least get you on the path there
quirements such as complex paperwork | sooner99

. L. . —Andrew F,, Culinary Arts, Columbus State

may discourage participants from enrolling.
Similarly, requiring multiple office visits can
increase the chances they’ll drop out.

€ € 1 know for me being a working adult... even if
you just took a part-time course load during the
summer, it doesn’t take an enormous amount of
time. The more you put in, the more you're going

¥
Student Central | Columbus Campus at 614-287-5353
Student Services | Delaware Campus at 740-203-8345

Example from the field: MDRC partnered

with a child support program in Cuyahoga County, Ohio to review the child support order modifica-
tion process, which ensures that noncustodial parents are expected to pay the appropriate amount.
With the goal of streamlining the process, the county government tested a change that made it
easier for participants to participate — parents no longer had to demonstrate eligibility for the mod-
ification, because staff could check using administrative data. The intervention group completed
38 percent more modification requests compared with the control group (Baird and Miller, 2019).
Cuyahoga County made the process simpler and increased the likelihood that participants would
complete an application, connecting program design to program goals.

You try it! Review your process, evaluating whether your participants can clearly understand the
steps — when activities take place, where they are located, and when they must be completed. Are
there unnecessary or redundant steps for either participants or staff? Are there complicated steps
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that confuse participants? Identify an area you can streamline, making the process easier to complete.

STAFF-CLIENT INTERACTIONS: BUILDING POSITIVE CONNECTIONS

Nudges can support participants and staff: Social service staff have a lot to balance while support-
ing clients toward self-sufficiency outcomes. Is there anything you can do to ease their burden,
such as additional planning support by providing them with key information

at relevant times?

Example from the field: MDRC worked with childcare providers in
Oklahoma to increase the number of subsidies renewed on time.
Renewing on time is important for parents because subsidies off-

set their childcare costs — it’s also important for providers because
on-time renewals reduce their administrative burden. In one inter-
vention, the staff role shifted to proactive rather than reactive: child-

care provider staff received information about renewal deadlines and
prompts to remind clients to renew. This low-cost, staff-focused inter-
vention increased parents’ on-time renewal submissions by 2.4 percentage
points above the control group. (Mayer, Cullinan, Calmeyer, and Patterson, 2015) By supporting
staff, the designers helped parents, staff, and the agency reach shared goals.

You try it! Personalized assistance can go a long way in helping people reach their goals. Talk to staff
about ways to help them help clients meet goals. This might improve client outcomes and may also
reduce unnecessary burdens on staff and boost morale.

The structure of your program influences your staff and your clients and setting clear program
goals can help you design to reach them. The more intentionality you can bring to designing your
program, the closer you may come to realizing your goals.
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