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Introduction
The application of behavioural science is expanding rapidly. 
From the initial nudge units that were set up in the late 2000’s, 
behavioural insights have now spread to over 200 public policy 
units all over the world.1 These units have used behavioural 
insights to tackle complex problems of adequate savings for 
retirement2, tax compliance3, and health conscious behaviours4, 
among others.

Behavioural science has been widely recognized as having the 
potential to provide cost-effective solutions to complex policy 
problems. However, behavioural science in developing economies 
is still nascent and many developing countries are yet to catch up 
to their global peers in applying behavioural science to policy.

Furthermore, there is recent evidence that while many of the 
behavioural insights' applications from developed economies 
may well be relevant, there are also a larger set of more complex 
problems that may require a revised approach. “Nudges”, as 
defined in developed economies, often aim to encourage recipients 
to follow through on a clearly stated intention or desire (e.g. 
completing a complex student aid form to increase the likelihood 
of college attendance). Many of the behavioural challenges in 
developing economies involve complex social dynamics and may 
require additional focus on creating intention (e.g. encouraging 
exclusive breastfeeding for new mothers, encouraging vaccine 
uptake, etc.). This requires a different approach to research, as well 
as a different ethical framework to govern these interventions.



Phase 1:
Explore Globally
In this phase, we aim to understand the lessons that can be 
learned from successful and unsuccessful attempts to scale the 
application of behavioural science in other countries and what 
lessons from these attempts can be applied.

In order to build an effective strategy to infuse behavioural 
science in India, it is important to first understand what 
strategies around the world have worked in the past.

This will enable us to use the identified levers of success and 
lessons learned as a basis for the second phase.

 Output from phase 1
 This brief presents the insights from our initial 
 exploration of existing behavioural units around the 
 world. We have mapped the successes and failures of 
 behavioural insights units across the globe, with a 
 particular focus on understanding their organisational 
	 structure,	financing	models,	and	talent	pipelines.

 Our hope is that these insights can be utilized and 
 applied in the establishment of a behavioural science 
 unit in India.
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In India, there has been a recent surge of policymaker interest in 
applying behavioural insights, best captured in the recent Annual 
Economic Survey 2018-2019 that dedicated a full chapter to 
exploring the potential of nudges in policy design5. Yet, even with 
a clear policy push, for nudges to effectively support policymaking, 
there needs to be a strong and dynamic behavioural science 
ecosystem. University courses, dedicated research labs, and in-
house organisational teams all contribute to a community that will 
support a strong and durable ecosystem.

In this context, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) has 
commissioned Busara to develop a strategy to create a vibrant 
behavioural science ecosystem in India. To inform the decision, 
Busara plans to validate strategies for building behavioural science 
capabilities in India in three phases: explore globally, explore 
internally, and test initial ideas.

Introduction 6
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Phase 2:
Explore Internally
In this phase, we aim to understand how models applied 
elsewhere might perform in India. Having highlighted 
successful strategies globally, it will be necessary to 
tailor these approaches to the Indian context to maximize 
effectiveness.

It is important to understand where the potential for 
behavioural science in India lies: through which institutions 
could behavioural science effectively be applied and where do 
those current opportunities lie?

This phase seeks to map this landscape, as well as consider 
the scalability of potential strategies. We will highlight the 
way the models need to be adapted based on the state of 
behavioural science in India and other relevant constraints.
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Phase 3:
Test Initial Ideas
This phase will be largely driven by findings and considerations 
from Phases 1 and 2. In this phase, we will answer the critical 
questions of how to adapt and contextualize the findings 
from previous phases and how to prioritize different strategic 
elements.

It will be necessary to test the proposed strategies with 
implementing partners as a proof of concept. This will allow us 
to understand what works well and what changes would need 
to be made before scaling up.

Findings from these pilots will inform the final 
recommendations for how to proceed building a dynamic 
behavioural science ecosystem in India.

Introduction9
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Approach
Our first phase aimed to investigate how organisations have 
previously attempted to promote behavioural science and to draw 
lessons on the following areas of interest:

 Set Up and Funding - How were organisations initially 
 commissioned and what was the initial funding model? Who 
 led the organisation and what was their profile? How did the 
 organisation withstand external threats?

 People and Org. Structure - How was the organisation 
 structured? What skill sets were required? What external 
 partnerships were necessary? How did the unit initially source 
 talent, and what was the long-run talent pipeline?

 Project Selection and Mandate - How did the unit select 
 projects? What were indicators of a successful project / 
 unsuccessful project?



1 Literature Review

We carried out a review of documentation available on 
applied behavioural units around the world. While some of the 
literature focussed on the insights produced by these units, the 
primary focus was on the set up, structure, and mechanics of 
operationalising the team.
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To explore these topics, we conducted two main activities:

2 Insights from Global Nudge Units

We conducted expert interviews with representatives from 21 
behavioural science units around the world to understand their 
experience in establishing and sustaining their nudge unit. 

These units were split among three categories:
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A. Government Units - Government units are defined as 
 behavioural science teams that were set up within a public 
 sector agency or body to improve on the mandate of that 
 organisation. This included units within specific ministries (e.g. 
 Ministry of Social Inclusion and Development in Peru), but also 
 more general units within specific layers of government (e.g. 
 Behavioural Economics Group for British Columbia in Canada, 
 GovLabPhL for Philadelphia, Western Cape Government in 
 South Africa, etc.). Lastly, there were a few governmental 
 units that had a broader mandate as a national or
 international coordinator and service delivery function 
 (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
 Social and Behavioural Science Team in the US, and 
 Behavioural Insights Team in the UK).

B. Internal Units - Internal units are defined as dedicated 
 behavioural science teams that serve as full-time staff within 
 a non-governmental organisation, working to improve the 
 goals of the organisation through behavioural science. These 
 teams included players in the private sector (e.g. 
 Commonwealth Bank of Australia, Google, Morningstar), and 
 the nonprofit sector (e.g. Save the Children, International 
 Rescue Committee).

C. External Units - Lastly, there was a final category of 
 units that operated outside of organisations, largely as 
 research or advisory firms dedicated to supporting
 organisations or public sector teams to apply behavioural 
 science. These organisations could be either for-profit 
 (Behavioural Insights Team, BEworks, Genesis Analytics) or 
 non-profit (ideas42, NudgeLebanon, Busara), but generally 
 had a clear mandate for enabling the application of 
 behavioural science.
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... expert 
interviews with 
representatives
from 21 
behavioural 
science units 
around the 
world ...
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The list of organisations that we interviewed representatives from for this phase is below:
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A Brief History 
of Applied 
Behavioural 
Science
The development of neoclassical economics in the late 19th 
century was accompanied by the emergence of homo-economicus 
or “economic man” - the belief in the economic agent as completely 
rational.

One of the key assumptions of neoclassical economics is that 
people have rational preferences. An important concept based 
on this assumption is the Expected Utility Theory. According to 
this theory, the Expected Utility under uncertainty is the statistical 
expectation of the individual’s valuation of all possible outcomes. 
However, in the 1960s and 1970s, psychologists such as Daniel 
Kahneman and Amos Tversky began challenging the assumption of 
optimal behaviour by studying people under risk and uncertainty. In 
their first paper together, they explored how people’s biases result 
in them having erroneous intuitions and judgements, which in turn 
lead to irrational decision-making (Tversky & Kahneman, 1971)6.



Their work also introduced the concept of heuristics in decision 
making. In their paper published in 1974, they detailed three 
heuristics that are employed in making judgements under 
uncertainty; i) Representativeness (people assess the similarity of 
objects, and thus organise them based on the category prototype) 
ii) Availability of instances or scenarios (people make judgements 
about the likelihood of an event based on how easily an example, 
instance, or case comes to mind), and iii) Adjustment from an 
anchor (people use a specific target number/value as a starting 
point, known as an anchor, and adjust that information until 
they reach an acceptable value over time). They concluded that 
even though these heuristics are commonly used, they can lead 
to systematic and predictable errors, thus requiring improved 
judgement during periods of uncertainty. (Tversky & Kahneman, 
19747)

In 1979, Kahneman and Tversky developed Prospect Theory, 
which challenged Expected Utility Theory.

Prospect Theory shows that human decisions are not always 
optimal and explains the differences between economic decision-
making and the predictions of neoclassical theory.

The theory gave birth to a widely used concept in behavioural science called 
loss aversion. Loss aversion suggests that people weigh potential losses and 
potential gains differently, and thus their willingness to take risks changes 
depending on how the choices are presented to them (Kahneman & Tversky, 
1979)8. Herbert Simon further challenged the concept of homo-economicus with 
the theory of Bounded Rationality. This theory suggests that human rationality 
is limited when individuals make decisions, as a result of limitations related 
to cognitive capacity, time, and information available (Simon 1982)9. These 
theories and concepts built the foundations of behavioural science and laid the 
groundwork for the integration of behavioural insights into policymaking.

7 Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1973). Judgment under Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases.
8 Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk. Econometrica 47(2), 363-391
9 Simon, H. A. (1982). Models of bounded rationality: Behavioural economics and business organisations. Cambridge. MA: MIT Press.

The following decades 
saw many academic 
studies propose 
different concepts that 
challenged the notion 
of human rationality.
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Literature Review

Kahneman and Tversky demonstrated the concept of loss 
aversion by presenting a series of hypothetical problems 
to university students and faculty members. One such 
problem is presented here. 

When asked to choose between the following 2 gambles: 

Option A: Get a certain win of $900

Option B: 90% chance of winning $1000 and a 10% 
chance of winning 0

In this case, 80% of the people are likely to choose Option 
A, despite the two options having the same expected 
outcome:

Option A: Get a certain win of $900, Expected value = 
$900

Option B: 90% chance of winning $1000 and a 10% 
chance of winning 0, Expected Value = (90% x $1,000) + 
(0 x $1,000) = $900

Source: Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk. 
Econometrica 47{2}, 363-391
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The early 2000s saw the validation of the above mentioned 
theories and the emergence of behavioural economics as 
a discipline. At this time, Daniel Kahneman won the Nobel 
Prize in Economic Sciences “for having integrated insights from 
psychological research into economic science, especially concerning 
human judgement and decision-making under uncertainty”, 
along with Vernon L. Smith “for having established laboratory 
experiments as a tool in empirical economic analysis, especially in 
the study of alternative market mechanisms”10.

The field of behavioural science experienced growing traction 
among researchers in the years that followed. Behavioural 
science was brought into the mainstream in 2008, largely due to 
two scholarly books; “Predictably Irrational” and “Nudge: improving 
decisions about health, wealth and happiness”. Written by Dan 
Ariely, “Predictably Irrational” looks at varied concepts such as self 
defeating behaviour, the power of suggestion, the abundance of 
procrastination, and other such aspects of our lives which we tend 
to be unaware of and thus, can control and manipulate scenarios 
we are in. The conclusion hits an optimistic note stating that even 
though we are irrational creatures and victims of illusions, we are 
not helpless and can learn to behave differently by overcoming our 
faults and developing systems to mitigate predictable mistakes.
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The other influential behavioural science book of the year was 
“Nudge: improving decisions about health, wealth and happiness”, 
written by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein. The book brought 
nudges - “the idea that small positive reinforcements or changes to 
the decision environment encourage people to shift their behaviour 
in ways that are broadly in their self interest “- to the forefront of 
behavioural science.

Behavioural science transitioned from a theoretical field to one with 
direct policy implications and nudges were introduced as a tool for 
policymakers and practitioners. Utilising nudges meant "introducing 
small tweaks in a policy or product (changing the environment in 
which people make decisions - their “choice architecture”) in an 
effort to alter people’s behaviour in a predictable fashion without 
forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic 
incentives". An example of Nudges in action in public policy is the 
automatic enrolment of employees into pension schemes among 
employees. Making automatic enrolment the default, rather than 
them having to enrol themselves, has repeatedly been shown 
to drastically increase participation in pension schemes. In one 
seminal study it increased from 49 to 86%11. Thus, changing the 
default option to an optimal choice can be an effective nudge to 
encourage people to participate in such programmes.

11 Madrian and Shea, 2001
 http://www.retirementmadesimpler.org/Library/The%20Power%20of%20Suggestion-%20Inertia%20in%20401(k).pdf

The book brought 
Nudges - "the idea 
that small positive 
reinforcements or 
changes to the decision 
environment encourage 
people to shift their 
behaviour in ways that 
are broadly in their self 
interest" - to the forefront 
of behavioural science



Nudges have been widely applied around the 
globe in many spheres of public policy.

Notable applications of nudges include:

 • The appointment of Cass Sunstein as the 
  Administrator of the White House Office of 
  Information and Regulatory Affairs in the 
  US from 2009-2012, and
 • The establishment of the Behavioural 
  Insights Team (BIT) in the UK in 2010.

An example of BIT applying behavioural insights to 
inform public policy and services, using tax letters 
to highlight the descriptive norm that most people 
pay taxes on time. With the demand for behavioural 
science increasing, in 2010 there was a push to 
increase the capacity and resources needed to 
advance behavioural science. Academic units and 
courses were launched, such as postgraduate courses 
in Behavioural Science at universities including 
Warwick University, London School of Economics and 
University of Pennsylvania, and executive education/
short courses in universities such as Carnegie Mellon 
and Yale University, to create a pool of talented 
individuals with the multidisciplinary expertise 
required for behavioural science.
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In the following years, many independent organisations 
dedicated to promoting the application of behavioural 
insights to real world problems were launched or expanded, 
such as Busara, Ideas42 and BIT.

These organisations sought to fuel the growing demand for the 
application of behavioural science to policy problems across 
different contexts. These three examples are independent units that 
advance and apply behavioural science in development, however, 
they work in close collaboration with other existing units within 
government and academia. For example, Ideas42 has partnered 
with the White House, City of Chicago and New York City to tackle 
a wide range of policy issues by embedding behavioural design 
teams within the respective public administrations.

The intersection of behavioural science with international 
development was slow but gradual with the research organisations 
like BIT, Busara Center for Behavioural Economics, J-PAL, ideas42, 
etc. attempting to focus their insights on people around the world 
(specifically, looking at behavioural biases, irrationalities and 
perceptions that have negative consequences on well-being). 
In 2015, the World Bank released their report ‘Mind, Society 
and Behaviour’ which focuses on understanding international 
development, by making use of behavioural science insights and 
experience and consequently, going over their applications in 
practice. This report was made in collaboration with numerous 
behavioural scientists and practitioners and is often touted as 
one of the best examples of documentation regarding the use 
of behavioural science techniques in the field of international 
development.
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The benefits of embedding behavioural science in design was also 
understood in the private sector, with corporates, especially tech 
companies and digital platforms like Google and Uber, leveraging 
behavioural science as an integral part of their work. In 2011, 
Procter and Gamble (P&G) started their own behavioural science 
innovation team. Following suit were other large corporations 
(Amazon etc.), who not only actively followed behavioural science 
principles in marketing their products and simplifying user 
experience (Amazon prime and ‘sunk cost fallacy’’, Google and its 
use of smart inbox), but created full fledged units, similar to the 
route of P&G. In 2015, multinational tech giant IBM started their 
own experimentation with behavioural science and integrating their 
research into products, which soon became very common amongst 
other tech companies. Google recently hired Dr Maya Shankar in 
2017 as the global director of behavioural science.

The adoption of behavioural science has now reached new 
levels with Richard Thaler winning the 2017 Nobel Prize in 
Economic Sciences “for his contributions to behavioural economics” 
and commercial behavioural science “products” coming to the 
market. One such example is insurance provided by Lemonade, 
an insurance start-up led by the famous behavioural economist 
and psychologist Dan Ariely, that bases its business model and 
customer experience on behavioural insights. 

In addition to the adoption of behavioural insights by governments and the 
private sector in the global north, the merits of behavioural science are being 
recognized for application in development economics. For example, Michael 
Kremer, Gautum Rao and Frank Schilbach explored how the puzzle of the 
existence of high rates of return without high growth in development economics 
might be explained using behavioural science concepts like loss aversion and 
present bias.



The puzzle of the existence of high 
rates of return without high growth 
in development economics might be 
explained using behavioural science 
concepts like loss aversion and 
present bias

- Michael Kremer, Gautum Rao and Frank Schilbach
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An illustration of this brief history of how the discipline of applied behavioural science emerged as 
shown in Figure 2 below.

A brief history of applied behavioural science
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Application of 
Behavioural 
Science to Public 
Policy
Governments and policymakers around the world are increasingly 
using behavioural insights as a tool to improve the effectiveness of 
policy in response to demands from citizens for effective and easy 
access to services12.

In its 2017 research report, Behavioural Insights and Public Policy: 
Lessons from Around the World, the OECD presented over 100 
case studies of the application of behavioural insights across the 
globe in 11 policy sectors13.

The nudge units applying behavioural insights within governments 
now have a wide geographical spread, ranging from the USA to 
the UK, Australia, Peru and the Middle East.
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Governments and 
policymakers around the 
world are increasingly 
using behavioural insights 
as a tool to improve the 
effectiveness of policy



Behavioural science in 
governments
The promotion of behavioural insights in governments generally 
comes from senior leadership who see behavioural science as 
an effective tool to improve the design and delivery of public 
policy (OECD 2017). However, no single way of institutionalizing 
behavioural insights within the work of government exists. 
Governments have combined different institutional models of 
integrating behavioural insights into their work depending on the 
administrative and cultural context of the country.

Brief descriptions and examples of the types of behavioural science units within 
governments are provided below (OECD 2018). However, It is important to note 
that these models can coexist and evolve within single countries.

PART 1 Literature Review of Applied Behavioural Science around the World - Application of Behavioural Science to Public Policy 34

Centralised units 

A central behavioural science or a nudge unit at the federal 
level is one approach adopted by governments.

The unit is within the central government, for example in the prime 
minister or president’s office, or the cabinet office. Some examples of 
central government units are: the Behavioural Insights Team of the 
Australian Government (BETA), the former Social and Behavioural 
Science Team (SBST) in the USA, and the Behavioural Insights Team in 
the UK (World Bank Group 2019).

These models typically operate with a dedicated budget and expertise, 
and a mandate to advance and apply behavioural insights in 
policymaking.

Decentralised units

Another model involves the establishment of units in 
different departments, ministries or agencies at the 
national- or state-level, and the application of behavioural 
insights on a case-to-case basis for specific projects or 
initiatives.

Some examples of sub-national-level nudge units include: in the 
Western Cape Government in the province of Western Cape in 
South Africa, the New South Wales Behavioural Insights Unit in the 
Australian state of New South Wales, and MineduLAB established by 
The Ministry of Education of Peru (World Bank Group 2019).

Most countries have moved to a more decentralised approach 
with various agencies, departments and states coordinating their 
own behavioural science efforts, either in partnership with other 
departments/ agencies, a central nudge unit, or external (private) 
organisations (World Bank Group 2019). 
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External capacity for 
behavioural science
In order to further advance the use of behavioural insights in public 
policy, partnerships between government units and specialised 
units outside of government are vital.

These external units provide expertise and behavioural science 
capacity for the government to identify behaviour change barriers 
and levers, design and conduct experiments, and provide innovative 
behaviourally informed solutions for public policy. These units are 
crucial in translating research into action and advancing evidence-
based policymaking.

These external units can be independent consultancies, academic centers or 
large international organisations.
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Independent consultancies

These organisations are typically set up to apply and 
advance behavioural science and experimentation to a 
wide range of problems. Organisations like Busara and 
Ideas42 fall within this category.

They provide partners and clients with technical expertise 
and implementation support for various behavioural 
science projects and initiatives in the development context.

Behavioural consultancies have a wide client base, typically 
across multiple locations, including governments, non-profit 
companies/non-governmental organisations (NGOs), for-profit 
companies, and academics. For example, Busara has partnered 
with a number of organisations to apply behavioural science across 
the Global South, including: for-profit companies, such as Airtel and 
Safaricom; government organisations, such as the Kenya Revenue 
Authority and the Nigerian Government’s National Social Investment 
Programme Office; non-profit companies, such as UNICEF and CGAP; 
and foundations, such as The MasterCard Foundation and Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation14.

14 https://www.busaracenter.org/
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Academic centers

These are specialised units housed out of, or affiliated to, 
a university that bring together academics to advance 
and apply behavioural science. Some examples of such 
units include J-PAL, which was founded at MIT, the Danish 
Nudging Network at Roskilde University, Behavioural 
Economics in Action at Rotman (BEAR) housed in 
University of Toronto, Yale Center for Customer Insights at 
Yale University, Social and Behavioural Science initiative at 
University of Pennsylvania, Harvard Behavioural Insights 
Group at Harvard University, and Center for Behaviour 
Change at University College of London. 

These centers contribute to behavioural science and 
research capacity and have professors affiliated to them. 
Governments and policymakers are important clients of 
these centers. The Indian state of Tamil Nadu, for instance, 
has set up a memorandum of understanding with J-PAL 
to incorporate behavioural insights and evidence-based 
research into state policies and programmes (World Bank 
Group 2019).

Academic centers also conduct independent research, often led by 
academics affiliated to them. In addition to policymakers, they often 
partner or work with non-profit companies, NGOs and for-profit 
companies. These centers originate in faculty interests, therefore it is 
important to have faculty who have interest and expertise in the area. 
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International organisations

These are specialised units within large multinational 
organisations with a mandate to promote behavioural 
science by supporting other organisations, including 
governments, non-profit companies and other 
development organisations, and to generate evidence on 
behaviourally-informed solutions. These organisations 
include the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) and eMBeD (World Bank).

Their support to organisations typically takes the form 
of research expertise, funding, knowledge management, 
capacity building and thought leadership. For example, 
eMBeD has partnered with the Ministry of Education in 
Peru on multiple projects, including one which aimed to 
reduce teacher absenteeism using behaviourally-informed 
interventions15. In another initiative, eMBeD worked with 
Airtel Money Tanzania, CGAP, Busara and Financial Sector 
Deepening Tanzania to encourage low income Tanzanian 
citizens to save more by using behaviourally-informed text 
messages16.

Thus, units that apply behavioural insights to public policy exist both 
within and outside of government.

15 https://www.worldbank.org/en/programmes/embed#2
16 http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/967401517956618732/pdf/123253-eMBeD-Tanzania-Brief.pdf
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Figure 3 provides a comprehensive list of the institutions applying behavioural science to public 
policy across the globe, as of 2018.

17 OECD Research (2018), Behavioural Insights and Public Policy , https://www.oecd.org/gov/regulatory-policy/behavioural-insights-and-public-policy-
9789264270480-en.htm
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Behavioural science in 
policy design
Integrating behavioural insights from the very beginning of the 
policy cycle is essential in designing effective behaviourally-
informed policies and improving policy outcomes. The OECD 
highlights lessons to help policymakers use and apply behavioural 
insights as a tool for delivering more effective policies.18

18 OECD (2019), Delivering Better Policies Through behavioural Insights: New Approaches, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/6c9291e2-en
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• Invest enough time and resources to understand if a behavioural 
 intervention is required for a particular policy problem and how it  
 can help to improve outcomes.

• Many policy problems address organisational behaviour, 
therefore   further research is needed to understand the 
use of behavioural   insights on the topic, considering the 
behaviour of organisations   rather than just individuals.

• Studying problems and potential behaviourally-informed solutions i
 in different cultures and contexts should be encouraged.

• Tools such as randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and quasi-  
 experimental methods that are available for applying behavioural  
 insights should be fully explored and exploited by policymakers.  
 Rigor is essential in conducting behavioural experiments to 
 generate robust evidence-based insights. Knowledge sharing 
 between academics and policymakers is crucial in this.

• Complex problems should be broken down into smaller ones 
 by isolating specific behaviours, to enhance the impact of  
 interventions.

• Findings from behavioural insights studies must be scalable and 
 results should be shared to further enhance design and deliver 
 behaviourally-informed policies.

• Behavioural insights must be applied responsibly. It is important 
 to take into account ethical considerations at all stages of 
 policymaking, and adhere to certain ethical standards when 
 designing and running experiments. Partnerships between 
 policymakers and academics, who already work in institutions with 
 established ethical frameworks or codes of conduct, can help 
 promote the responsible use of behavioural tools.
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To further inform policymakers on how to effectively apply 
behavioural insights in policymaking, a number of organisations 
- both within and external to governments - have developed 
meaningful frameworks. Some examples of such frameworks are 
presented below:

MINDSPACE (BIT, 2010)

MINDSPACE provides a set of tools to help policymakers 
influence behaviour and presents a “checklist” for 
incorporating behavioural insights into the life cycle of 
public policy. Developed by BIT in 2010, MINDSPACE 
stands for “Messenger, Incentives, Norms, Defaults, 
Salience, Priming, Affect, Commitments, Ego”.

It sets out these nine robust influences on our behaviour in the checklist 
to ensure the policymakers take them into account when designing 
and delivering policies. These robust influences should be understood 
by policymakers and, where appropriate, utilized by them when 
developing policies to target and influence behaviours.

EAST (BIT, 2014)

After finding that MINDSPACE could be challenging for 
policymakers to remember, BIT developed this shorter 
framework in 2014. It suggests that to influence behaviour, 
or rather to encourage a behaviour, policymakers should 
make their intervention EAST - “Easy, Attractive, Social 
and Timely”.

BIT recognizes that the framework cannot be applied in isolation. 
Defining the outcome, understanding the context, building the 
intervention (by applying EAST), and testing and adapting is required 
to design and deliver effective policies.
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Define, Diagnose, Design, Test, Scale (Ideas42, 
2018)

Ideas42 presents a five-stage process for behavioural 
design that can be used by governments when developing 
policies.

The first step is to “define” the problem statement and remove 
all the assumptions and biases one may have about the factors 
causing the problem. Once a problem focussing on a specific 
behaviour of a group of people has been identified and defined, you 
can “diagnose” the problem by hypothesizing the reasons behind it.

The next step is to “design” the intervention(s) that address the 
behavioural bottlenecks identified in the previous phase. You can 
then evaluate or “test” the intervention to understand if it effectively 
addresses the problem that it was intended to. Once a successful 
intervention has been identified, the design of the intervention can 
be refined to make it more suitable for a larger target group before 
“scaling” it up completely.

BASIC (OECD, 2019)

BASIC is a framework that equips policymakers and 
practitioners to integrate behavioural insights from the 
start to the end of the policymaking cycle. It stands for 
“Behaviours, Analysis, Strategies, Interventions and 
Change”. The framework allows the user to break down 
a policy problem into various behavioural components 
and identify the behavioural barriers and levers that may 
undermine or enhance the outcome of a policy.

The BASIC toolkit recommends that policymakers work closely with 
various stakeholders, including behavioural scientists to harness 
their technical expertise in identifying and diagnosing behavioural 
problems as well as designing robust and effective experiments and 
interventions. The toolkit asserts that ethics must be considered 
from the onset and in each phase of policy life-cycle, and provides 
guidelines for ethical considerations at each stage of BASIC.
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Conclusion
Behavioural science has evolved from ad hoc efforts and 
fragmented research to centralised and embedded demand 
and supply of behavioural insights. It has become an integral 
component of the policymaker and development practitioner 
toolkit.

As the project progresses, a detailed understanding of the history 
of the field is essential to applying learnings from the past and 
developing a behavioural science unit that drives maximum impact 
in the Indian context. The next section presents a set of practical 
insights gathered from the broader literature review and expert 
interviews that may be considered in establishing and running a 
nudge unit.
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PART 2

Insights from 
Global Nudge Units
In this section, we summarize the insights distilled from the literature 
and combined them with expert interviews from senior personnel 
at nudge units around the world. This exercise was by definition 
qualitative. As such, while we feel strongly that these insights 
represent perspectives shared, they are not meant to serve as a 
definitive guide, rather a set of insights to be considered. We have 
distilled the initial set of 50+ findings into three to four emerging 
insights per type of nudge unit.
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A. Government 
Units
Government units are defined as behavioural science teams that 
were set up within a public sector agency or body to improve on 
the mandate of that organisation. This included units within spe-
cific ministries (e.g. Ministry of Social Inclusion and Development 
in Peru), but also more general units within specific layers of gov-
ernment (e.g. Behavioural Economics Group for British Columbia in 
Canada, GovLabPhL for Philadelphia, Western Cape Government 
in South Africa, etc.) Lastly, there were a few governmental units 
that had a broader mandate as a national or international coordi-
nator and service delivery function (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, Social and Behavioural Science Team 
in the US, and Behavioural Insights Team in the UK).

We spoke to: OECD, SBST (USA), MineduLab (Peru), Western Cape Government 
(South Africa), B4Development (Qatar), British Columbia (Canada), the 
Philadelphia Behavioural Science Initiative, and the Peruvian Ministry of 
Development and Social Inclusion.
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Government units are 
defined as behavioural 
science teams that were 
set up within a public sector 
agency or body to improve 
on the mandate of that 
organisation.

Government Units -
Investment Summary

Set Up and Funding

• Start with 2-3 minimum hires, with a clear leader 
 that has a PhD and experience with experiments,  
 but also ideally a background in policy to navigate 
 government.

• First hires should be well credentialed researchers 
 who are more action-or policy-oriented than 
 publication-oriented.

• Position the unit within a wider community of
 researchers to keep researchers engaged and
 excited in the work the unit is doing.

• For nudge units in developing contexts, ensure 
 there is enough funding, not just for the cost of 
 operating the unit (staff) but also to run initial  
 research and implement initial interventions.

• Build on initial political support and momentum, 
 but ultimately be independent and positioned 
 somewhere immune to changes in government.
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Organisational Structure and People

• As the team grows, prioritize hiring skilled project 
 managers who can adapt the science to meet 
 policymaker needs and ensure maximum take-
 up of the research in government.

• Prioritize academic partnerships with PhD 
 students or senior faculty that have time and 
 availability to contribute to the unit, but who 
 understand that the priority is the policy outcome. 

• Fast-track getting high quality people by using 
 fellowships or secondments to bring in senior 
 talent from research and policy backgrounds in a 
 way that is quick and cost effective.

• Prioritize bringing on virtual designers early on to 
 help bring ideas to life - crucial for buy-in from 
 stakeholders and launching interventions.
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Mandate/Project Types

• Define a specific mandate around a few priority 
 issues early on to help focus and determine 
 projects within scope.

• Focus early projects on quick-wins that are 
 politically important, but easy to intervene in using 
 behavioural science.

• Align the unit’s focus with the stakeholder’s core 
 problems and key performance indicators (KPIs), 
 rather than focussing on individual and 
 unconnected problems.
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A1. Set Up and Funding
How were organisations initially commissioned and what was the 
initial funding model? Who led the organisation and what was their 
profile? How did the organisation withstand external threats?
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Insight A1.1: A dynamic leadership 
team is critical, and needs a strong set 
of technical skills but an even stronger 
ability to navigate bureaucracy

Having an initial team with the skills to build a functioning 
unit is critical for the long-term success of the organisation. 
This is partly because institutions are highly path-
dependent on processes and systems that are put in place 
in the initial years of operation.

We found that small teams (2-3) usually worked best in the formative 
years, which then slowly grew to larger teams of 6-12 members. 
The ultimate success of the unit was highly dependent on the 
ability of those first team members to strategically position the 
unit. In terms of skill sets, having academic rigor and, importantly, the 
ability to manage bureaucracy was critical for the long-term success 
of the unit. Whilst a baseline research appetite and technical skills 
were necessary for the principal members of the unit, the ability to 
communicate the research effectively and navigate bureaucracy was 
even more important.

From our interviews, we found that several units had initially 
debated putting top-notch academics at the helm, but ultimately 
went with solid, credentialed researchers, who were more action-
oriented than publication-oriented.

Units were typically led by a behavioural scientist with sufficient 
academic credibility to engage the broader research network, but who 
had an even stronger focus on translating research to policy. 

Therefore, in setting up a new unit, it is critical to bring together a small 
team with technical research capabilities, academic rigor, a practitioner 
mindset and managerial skills to develop systems and processes that 
are resilient and efficient.
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Insight A1.2: Position the unit in relation 
to a broader community of researchers

Teams often start quite small and can feel like they are 
operating on an island. Owing to the technical nature of 
work performed by nudge units, the initial members often 
have a strong academic and research background, and 
prefer to function on the principles guiding academic work. 
In our research, we found that there are strong network 
effects to any academic pursuit.

Many founding team members will come from a career in academia or 
another strong research community, and desire the benefits of peer-
review and collaboration in their scientific work. Further, nudge units 
experience high demand that stretches their scientific capacity, and 
will need to develop strong partnerships with academic institutions to 
help support new project development.  

In light of the above findings, positioning the unit within a community 
of researchers that share similar interests is important to keep 
researchers interested and excited about the range of behavioural 
science projects.
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Insight A1.3: Funding models for 
developed and developing economy 
units are fundamentally different

There are two distinct differences between setting up 
nudge units in developed versus developing economies, 
both relating to the funding model of the unit: (i) the 
nature and amount of funding needed, and (ii) the 
source of funding for the unit. These differ primarily 
due to the nature of development problems, the level of 
technology and infrastructure advancement that exists, 
and the will and number of stakeholders whose buy-in is 
necessary to establish these units.

Firstly, behavioural insights units in developed 
economies required minimal resources to get 
started, typically salaries of a few core staff, with 
implementation costs borne by the program teams they 
serve.

Speaking to units in these countries, we found that this was largely 
due to the low implementation costs in many “nudge” interventions 
that these units were deploying. For example, tweaking emails, 
redesigning forms, and changing website architecture are fairly 
inexpensive to implement and address many of the problems found 
in advanced economies. Conversely, in developing economies, the 
amount of resources required by nudge units are higher because of 
the environment of the interventions and the high costs associated 
with setting up independent infrastructure for implementation, and 
monitoring and evaluation. Implementation costs in this context are 
significantly higher as interventions are less often digital in nature, and 
more often than not require data collection to measure impact.
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Secondly, criticism of behavioural science units by 
key stakeholders is largely rooted in the lack of 
local research and excessive reliance on research 
from WEIRD (Western Educated Industrialized 
Rich Democratic) populations, compromising its 
effectiveness in the target context.

Thus, in developing economy units, there might be a greater need 
for investing in building additional research and evidence generation 
where the behavioural science field is newer and needs to prove its 
usefulness in the given context. 

Lastly, in developed countries, nudge units are mostly 
self-financed through government budgets and 
program funding.

In contrast, in many developing economy units, foundations and 
multilateral institutions often support intervention testing and 
measurement, with government bodies mainly financing the costs 
of scale-up. Given that interventions are often paid for by third 
parties, there is an additional layer of funding/ buy-in required for 
the interventions to be launched. Thus, in identifying the funding and 
operational needs of nudge units in the Global South, emphasis should 
be placed on the varying requirements of funding and buy-in, specific 
to the local context.
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differences between 
setting up nudge units 
in developed versus 
developing economies, 
both relating to the 
funding model of the 
unit: (i) the nature and 
amount of funding 
needed, and (ii) the 
source of funding for 
the unit.



Insight A1.4: Units should leverage 
initial political will, but also find a 
stable, durable home to expand the 
initial team

Units are often created in response to a political imperative. 
However politics can, by nature, be highly volatile, and 
newly-formed nudge units are particularly vulnerable 
and sensitive to any kind of change. A change in political 
leadership can shift the extent of buy-in or the mandate 
of the nudge unit, rendering its existence inconsequential. 
Units that are housed directly in a political office are at 
particular risk of being disbanded in the next political cycle.

Thus, while it is critical that units leverage any initial 
will to establish their team and its mandate, it is vitally 
important to quickly identify a long-term house for the 
unit that will be immune to any change in political tides.

Our research found that some units had to adapt in order to achieve 
this. For instance, in the UK, the Behavioural Insights Team was 
eventually privatized as an external organisation. In the USA, the 
Social and Behavioural Science Team was repositioned within the 
Office of Evaluation Sciences, before the Executive Order supporting it 
was rescinded. 

Additionally, as established earlier, since nudge units are largely 
path-dependent on their initial years of existence, concretizing the 
foundations of these units in strong, resilient homes is even more 
important for the long-term success of the units.

Therefore, to shield the unit from instability and ensure its existence 
beyond the current wave of political enthusiasm, it is imperative to 
house the unit in a department or lateral organisation that is insulated 
from political change and market instability.
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A2. Organisational 
Structure and People
How was the organisation structured? What skill sets were 
required? What external partnerships were necessary? How did 
the unit initially source talent, and what was the long-run talent 
pipeline?
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Insight A2.1: The core team should 
largely consist of behavioural science 
practitioners who can translate 
academic research into practice and 
project manage behavioural science 
interventions

The ultimate objective of a nudge unit is to integrate 
high-quality behavioural science research into everyday 
policymaking. Members of the unit must be able to address 
this objective with two competencies: relevant research 
and effective policymaking.

Behavioural science teams have typically focussed on 
identifying the right set of researchers to design and 
run experiments. They have found, however, that equal if 
not heavier weight should be placed on identifying skilled 
project managers, who can effectively deliver ideas to the 
partners.

Researchers will bring compelling ideas that likely have high impact, 
but the process of turning an initial research idea into a scalable 
intervention is complex and time-consuming. It requires a team that 
can empathise and adapt the science to meet policymaker needs. 
Many units we spoke to had at their end-state built a team structure 
with a majority of practitioners and project managers, and a minority 
of scientists.

With this insight, the initial staffing structure of a nudge unit should 
focus on hiring practitioners who are skilled in behavioural science 
research, as well as overseeing its practical application to policy, in 
order to maximize uptake and impact of research by government 
institutions.
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Insight A2.2: Academics can and 
should be engaged, but with managed 
expectations

Academics are valuable assets who advance the brand 
and rigor of behavioural science units, but the ability to 
meaningfully support the unit’s objectives and growth 
depends on where they are in their academic career. 
Oftentimes there is a trade-off between advancing the 
unit’s policy objectives and fulfilling the academic’s goal 
of publication and tenure. This trade-off is amplified when 
the academic is nearing the course of tenure and is more 
contained in their initial years in academia.

Many of those we spoke to highlighted that academics often have very 
different incentive structures to practitioners. Assistant professors and 
junior faculty have competing needs for publication and tenure that 
limit their ability to prioritize policy objectives, whereas PhD students 
and senior faculty have more time and availability to contribute 
effectively. In all scenarios, academic collaborators need to 
understand that the priority is the policy outcome. Units that 
have successfully done this typically have liaisons in the unit that can 
manage the expectations on both sides, so that only projects with 
a high probability to be a win for both practice and academia move 
ahead in this manner.

Thus, care should be taken to establish a mutually beneficial 
partnership, by engaging academic partners that are true to the 
mission of the nudge unit and setting up independent liaisons to 
manage these partnerships on both sides.
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Insight A2.3: Fellowships are an 
effective way to bring in senior research 
talent and senior government officials 
at low cost

Nudge units in developing countries might have a 
harder time recruiting senior researchers and officials, 
especially for shorter stints, because there is less existing 
behavioural work and research being done in the given 
context. One mechanism that appears to have been 
successful in attracting senior talent from research and 
policy spheres, is fellowships or secondments. Offering 
fellowships to academics to spend their sabbatical tackling 
important social issues is a low-cost way of assembling 
a team of researchers to support the unit’s work. For 
example, one of the units in particular engaged academics 
during their sabbatical on unpaid fellowships that allowed 
them to work on research projects.

Similarly, extending secondments to other departments or 
ministries allows skilled staff that understand the inner workings 
of the organisation to help tackle problems within your team, and 
build internal champions to support your work in the long term. 

A formal engagement strategy to involve senior researchers and 
government staff beyond traditional paid models, through fellowships 
and secondments, should be formulated, so that proper systems and 
procedures can be followed in a timely fashion to drive maximum 
participation.
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Insight A2.4: Intervention design is 
challenging for researchers, and a 
strong design team can make ideas 
far more palatable for government 
stakeholders to adopt

Researchers focus on complex conceptual issues but often 
have trouble turning those into concrete and actionable 
interventions. Building a team of visual designers who can 
quickly bring concepts to life in a compelling way promotes 
buy-in and faster turnaround on projects.

Many successful units rely on their design teams to 
develop and showcase the interventions they develop.

One of the units we spoke to in particular, said that their visual 
designers were in higher demand than any of the technical staff in the 
unit. They put this down to the designers being able to quickly bring 
ideas to life, which in turn helped develop buy-in from stakeholders 
prior to the launch of interventions. This is further reinforced by the 
theory of change espoused by behavioural science firms, such as 
Ideas42, who position design as an independent and pivotal step in 
the behaviour-change framework.

Designing interventions requires skill and expertise and is crucial to 
the success of behaviourally-informed projects. Nudge units should 
underscore the importance of this skill by allocating a staffing budget 
for a fully-functional design team.
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A3. Mandate/Project Types
How did the unit select projects? What were indicators of a 
successful project/unsuccessful project?
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Insight A3.1: It’s better to focus on a 
few key issues and let that drive impact 
early

Successful teams often had a strong, but narrow mandate 
around a few priority issues. Units with a clearly defined 
mandate were more successful in demonstrating value and 
operating sustainably in the long-run, whereas units with 
a “scatter shot” approach often completed more projects, 
but had a harder time clearly demonstrating cohesive 
value. For example, one unit started off with a pitch to save 
“money, time and lives”, a defined focus that convinced 
stakeholders that the unit had a clear mission and was 
providing real value, thus increasing buy-in.

Having a clear focus and mandate in the early stages 
also helped units to say no to projects that didn’t align 
neatly with that mandate, and helped build expertise in 
staff as the unit grew.

In contrast to this, the units that took on a variety of projects, found 
that moving towards a more sustainable mandate without a clear 
vision was challenging. 

Thus, although the temptation is to reach out broadly to find wide-
reaching buy-in and gather projects from across different stakeholders, 
it is essential that units have a clear mandate and vision so that it can 
justify and sustain itself in the long term.
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Insight A3.2: At the beginning, work on 
projects that are easy wins and have 
full support

Choosing the right projects is fundamental to the success 
and sustainability of behavioural science units. Especially 
in complex stakeholder environments, such as those 
involving government, it is essential to choose projects that 
have far-reaching support and the potential to be “quick 
wins”. For example, in the UK the Behavioural Insights 
Team focussed almost entirely on quick wins early on in 
their establishment, and many people attribute the success 
of the institution to this. When launching in the USA, they 
did the same thing, focussing on extending their wins from 
the UK into American cities.

One government unit we interviewed had a mantra of doing projects 
that “saved time, saved money, and saved lives,” three things that 
all parts of government could relate to, sourcing support from 
all crucial entities. Another theme that emerged strongly was that 
early projects should have “low hanging fruit”: it should be easy 
to diagnose problems, intervene, and measure the change in 
intervention. Often times these are simple, straightforward projects 
that may not garner academic praise, but will serve as a tangible 
example to build support on.

In general, projects that are seen as apolitical, have clear linkages to 
welfare outcomes, and are tractable enough to be tackled in a short 
period of time should be focussed on in the early stages.

Therefore, nudge units should take on initial projects adopting a three-
pronged approach: (i) ensure ubiquity of government support for 
the project, (ii) ensure easily attainable and measurable short-
term change, and (iii) ensure the project has a direct welfare 
benefit to the society.
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Insight A3.3: It’s better to solve 
problems than to do projects

Although it’s tempting to try to run as many projects as 
possible, successful units have instead focussed on solving 
problems for their stakeholders, which requires a different 
approach and mindset. Behavioural science is a new and 
exciting tool, but it’s important to realize that most project 
counterparts are not as interested in behavioural science 
as you may be. The most important thing to do is to 
solve their problem with the tools that you have at your 
disposal.  

This means that projects may not always fit neatly into 
your behavioural science toolkit - behavioural design (i.e. 
recommendations based on intuitions about behaviour or 
other research) or is typically favored over experimentation 
(doing actual research in the given context).

Effectively solving problems will typically require iteration over a 
number of projects. One of the units we spoke to explained that part 
of the problem of focussing on individual projects rather than focussing 
on overarching problems is that you lose stakeholders as they move 
onto other important issues facing them and their communities. 
Instead, the unit learned that the key is to align with the stakeholders’ 
core problems and KPIs, and work together to move the needle on 
those issues. This allowed them to build a relationship, which was 
necessary to prove their value over a longer period of time.

Therefore, nudge units need to be very agile in their approach and 
align their methodology and nature of projects with the fast-changing 
needs of government stakeholders, to demonstrate success and garner 
mass buy-in, in the short run.
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B.  Internal Units
Internal units are defined as dedicated behavioural science 
teams that served as full-time staff within a non-governmental 
organisation, working to improve the goals of the organisation 
through behavioural science. These teams included players in the 
private sector (e.g. Commonwealth Bank of Australia, Google, 
Morningstar), and the nonprofit sector (e.g. Save the Children, 
International Rescue Committee)

We spoke to: Commonwealth Bank of Australia, Morningstar, Airbel Impact Lab 
(International Rescue Committee), Save the Children, Google and eMBeD (World 
Bank Group).
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Internal units are defined as 
dedicated behavioural science 
teams that served as full-time 
staff within a non-governmental 
organisation, working to improve 
the goals of the organisation 
through behavioural science.

Internal Units -
Investment Summary

Set Up and Funding

• Build internal units with the support of a senior 
 person in the organisation who recognizes the 
 need for a behavioural team either to improve 
 things internally or because it is good for the brand 
 to be seen as innovative. 

• Set up internal teams to have a research
 producing side, which manages partnerships 
 with academics outside the company, and a 
 research consuming side, which can act as 
 consultants to various internal teams. 

• Recognize that units are financially sustainable 
 because they improve the company’s brand or 
 market position by positioning them as innovative, 
 not because they are closely linked to the 
 company’s core financial KPIs.
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Organisational Structure and People

• Establish credibility within the rest of the company 
 by partnering with a big name academic or brand 
 in behavioural science.

• The leadership should be a strong leader or big 
 personality, and the first 2-3 hires are critical to 
 leverage existing networks, develop linkages and 
 create demand internally.

• Including big names from academia and policy in 
 the hires or partnerships further underscores 
 the added brand value of establishing an internal 
 behavioural team.

• Hire a mixture of scientists and behavioural project 
 managers/consultants from external organisations 
 that apply behavioural science. Data scientists 
 and designers can often be hired from within other 
 departments of the organisation. 

• Hires for the unit need to have a keen interest and 
 appetite for academic research in order to promote 
 and maintain high standards of research.
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Mandate/Project Types

• Projects should have a combination of 
 experiments and consulting, and ideally be 
 publishable externally.

• The unit should clearly define its scope of work 
 and link this to defined KPIs and areas of 
 operation, keeping it narrow to avoid being too 
 thinly-stretched across unrelated projects and 
 stakeholders. 

• Teams rarely think about how to maintain ethical 
 standards of research, but this might be key to 
 ensuring sustainability of the unit.

• Externally, the unit can be pitched as advancing 
 the field of behavioural science and positioning 
 the company as innovative. Internally the unit and 
 behavioural science should be pitched as a tool to 
 solve problems - as a means to an end.
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B1. Set Up and Funding
How were organisations initially commissioned and what was the 
initial funding model? Who led the organisation and what was their 
profile? How did the organisation withstand external threats?
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Insight B1.1: The merits of behavioural 
science need to be recognized by a 
senior leader of the organisation, 
as well as the importance of a dual 
function for the unit - producing 
research and consuming research

An internal behavioural science unit within an organisation 
is typically set up as a result of a senior person in the 
organisation seeing the need or having the desire for the 
brand to incorporate behavioural science into its work. 
These units are rarely built by boots on the ground and 
usually involves senior endorsement. 

The units should be set up to have both a research-
producing side and a research-consuming side. The 
research-producing side manages partnerships, especially 
with academics, and is accountable for generating new 
research that positions the unit as a cutting-edge entity.

On the other hand, the research-consuming side acts 
as a consultant for various internal teams and manages 
the relationship with them. Research-producing works 
on brand development and leadership while research-
consuming develops value for the organisation. 

The advancement of internal behavioural science units, therefore, is 
heavily anchored in the support of a senior leader and performs the 
function of both a research producer (advancing behavioural science) 
and a research consumer (applying behavioural science).
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Insight B1.2: Internal nudge units are 
cost-centers, not generating direct 
revenue

Internal nudge units are rarely revenue generating, 
particularly in their initial years. Their value lies in 
positioning the company as innovative by integrating 
behavioural science into its core mission.

Internal units are often not closely linked to financial KPIs 
and many are seated in the marketing or innovation 
departments. In some cases, the unit is free to other 
departments in the organisations, while in others, they 
have internal billing targets. In terms of financing, units 
are typically funded through internal budgets of the 
organisations with deliverables, or are billed internally 
to other teams (causing some competition with external 
vendors).

A strong emphasis should be placed on the marketing and branding 
of nudge units and their work to overcome any initial backlash against 
using limited resources to fund them.
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B2. Organisational 
Structure and People
How was the organisation structured? What skill sets were 
required? What external partnerships were necessary? How did 
the unit initially source talent, and what was the long-run talent 
pipeline?
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Insight B2.1: Partnership with a big 
name is critical to establishing early 
credibility and brand awareness

Given the level of scepticism that surrounds overhauling 
the status-quo in policy, nudge units can establish 
themselves as credible entities by hiring highly acclaimed 
research and policy practitioners, and partnering with 
renowned stakeholders in the field, who will position the 
unit as a leading entity in the public eye. These could 
be big brands in behavioural science (for example, the 
Behavioural Insights Team) or big name behavioural 
economists (Richard Thaler, Dan Ariely).

The leadership for the unit should come from a strong 
leader or a big personality and it is important to hire 
or partner with a “big name” academic for thought 
leadership and prestige.

Hiring in the beginning can be difficult, but it is worth 
waiting for the right people, as the first team members 
play a crucial role in shaping and developing the brand and 
quality of work. The first 2-3 hires should focus entirely on 
developing linkages and an internal sales pipeline.

Through these hires, we can tap into their respective networks and 
foster long-lasting partnerships with eminent academics and other 
organisations, which will add value and credibility to the nudge unit. 

In addition to the technical value of including behavioural science 
experts from academia and policy, name-dropping can help the nudge 
unit develop its brand value and override the criticism from non-
supporters of the movement in the short run.
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Insight B2.2: The team is rarely built 
from in-house talent alone

Building a behavioural science team from scratch 
requires a number of vacant positions to be filled, 
demanding a spectrum of skills that will not always 
exist within the organisation.

In our research, the trend towards hiring from external 
organisations working in the field was the norm. The 
units hire or acquire innovation from individuals or teams 
who are already doing similar work and the head almost 
always comes from another unit. For example, the first 
team members of Commonwealth Bank of Australia came 
from Busara, while those for Google came from Ideas42 
and the Social and Behavioural Sciences Team at the 
White House.

The team is typically a combination of elite scientists (often outsourced) 
and behavioural project managers/consultants who can deliver on 
programme value. Moreover, in expanding the team, it is important to 
think about skills that can be “hired” versus skills that need to be 
“bought”. One of the units we interviewed thinks that data scientists 
and designers can be hired from the other innovation departments 
in the organisation, while they need to buy project managers to have 
their perspective in delivery.

The staffing for nudge units depends partly on the type of skill being 
hired for, but almost always follows an external process: it relies 
heavily on sourcing candidates from other organisations doing similar 
work or other departments with the desired capacity and capability.
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Insight B2.3:  Interest and appetite for 
the rigor behind behavioural science is 
vital for the unit’s success

Nudge units at the core are research-consuming and 
research-producing organisations that differ from their 
counterparts in their appetite for research and technical 
rigor.

Inherent curiosity for behavioural science forms the crux of 
this research producing / consuming dynamic.

It is not necessary for unit leads to possess a PhD, but 
they do need to be able to poke holes in a research design. 
You need people who are interested in the science to 
be a research-producing entity. You can train people in 
management and professionalism, but you cannot train 
someone to be curious about behavioural science. This 
means you need a team with a keen interest and appetite 
for academia. 

To promote and maintain high standards of research, candidates 
should be selected based on curiosity for behavioural science and a 
strong appetite for research.
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B3. Mandate/Project Types
How did the unit select projects? What were indicators of a 
successful project/unsuccessful project?
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Insight B3.1: Projects include a mixture 
of consulting and experiments but have 
a clear focus

In the early stages of their development, nudge unit 
projects may encompass a mixture of design, consulting 
and experiments, and take projects that appeal to big 
outlets, such as the New York Times and the Economist to 
raise their profile. Whilst building the brand awareness 
and portfolio is important, having a clear focus and link 
to a KPI is crucial at the beginning. It allows the unit to 
establish clear goals against which its performance can be 
measured, creates cohesive value for its operations, and 
helps avoid projects that do not add value to its mission or 
contribute to achieving the KPI.

One of the units we interviewed is explicit about being a center for 
research on financial well-being. This helped the unit establish a clear 
focus early on, but it also gave them the authority to refuse work 
that did not fit their mission, as they experienced increasing demand 
for their services. Another unit we interviewed focussed on a clear 
behavioural problem and is moving towards a more nuanced take on 
building intentions. 

Compared to other types of units, ethical considerations in research 
are less clearly defined in internal units, although they are often part 
of published communication externally. However, having a clear set of 
guidelines for maintaining ethical standards of research could be key 
to ensuring sustainability of the unit. The project portfolio may contain 
a combination of experiments and consulting, however, the unit should 
clearly define its scope of work and areas of operation, keeping them 
narrow to avoid being thinly-stretched across unrelated projects and 
stakeholders.

A clear focus helps the organisation demonstrate measurable 
value (by linking itself to defined KPIs) and build the expertise 
of the team.
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Insight B3.2: Pitch behavioural science 
as a problem-solving tool internally

While raw interest and curiosity for behavioural science is 
integral for the team members, the outward perception of 
the nudge unit in the rest of the company does not have 
to be rooted in the advancement of behavioural science 
research. 

The unit or team within the organisation is typically 
pitched to stakeholders as being good for the company 
and not purely about behavioural science. Behavioural 
science should be pitched as a tool to solve a problem - as 
a means to an end. The heads of other units within the 
organisation do not need to care about pure behavioural 
science, only that it can solve their problems.

It is important to evangelize and communicate the value of the unit 
to others in the organisation within the first few months, focussing 
on getting everyone excited at the prospect of the new unit/team.  

The pitch outside of the company/organisation can be more about 
positioning the brand as innovative by incorporating behavioural 
science for effective problem-solving, while internally in the company, 
the focus should be on getting things done.
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C.  External Units
External units are defined as behavioural science teams that op-
erated outside of organisations, largely as research or advisory 
firms dedicated to supported organisations or public sector teams 
to apply behavioural science. These organisations could be either 
for-profit (Behavioural Insights Team, BEworks, Genesis Analytics) 
or non-profit (ideas42, NudgeLebanon, Busara), but generally had 
a clear mandate for enabling the application of behavioural sci-
ence.

Who we spoke to: Ideas42, Nudge Lebanon, The Behavioural Insights Team 
(BIT), BE works (Canada), and Genesis Behaviour Center (USA).
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External units are defined 
as behavioural science 
teams that operated outside 
of organisations, largely as 
research or advisory firms 
dedicated to supported 
organisations or public 
sector teams to apply 
behavioural science.

External Units
Investment Summary

Set Up and Funding

• External units receive funding from two main 
 sources: grant funding and client funding.

• This funding can be used for initial salaries, as 
 implementation costs will be borne by the 
 partners/clients. 

• Start with a small team, which brings in revenue 
 by delivering behavioural design projects and 
 trainings.
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Organisational Structure and People

• Start with a strong leader or a big personality with 
 strong networks to drum up initial business and 
 initial academic linkages. 

• Hire an initial 2-4 employees and grow into a 
 larger team based on project and client needs, as 
 well as demand.

• Initially hire for strong partnership management 
 skills to maintain multiple long-term relationships 
 with a diverse range of stakeholders. As the unit 
 expands, hire for skills based on the needs of the 
 projects.

• Initial hires need to be practitioners, who are well-
 versed in research but more importantly have 
 proven efficiency in project management, 
 partnership management and driving-up sales 
 pipelines through industrial foresight.

• Partner with academics or PhD students to boost 
 the team’s technical skills.
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Mandate/Project Types

• Build initial buy-in and demand by conducting 
 projects that are behavioural design-focussed and 
 training workshops for consulting purposes, rather 
 than full blown experiments. 

• Early projects need to establish quick wins and 
 buy-in from clients through quick proof of 
 concepts, which serve as examples of credibility 
 when pitching the unit. 

• The pitch should frame behavioural science as 
 necessary risk-mitigation to test things before they 
 scale, rather than as a niche rigorous scientific 
 method.
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C1. Set Up and Funding
How were organisations initially commissioned and what was the 
initial funding model? Who led the organisation and what was their 
profile? How did the organisation withstand external threats?
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Insight C1.1: Establish grant-funded and 
client-funded sustainability

The unit is typically set up by leveraging existing 
informal opportunities into a business model, with 
strong linkages to academics or to existing technical 
resources serving as an impetus to the formalization 
of the unit. The unit often starts with a small team, with 
salaries largely grant-funded and implementation costs 
borne by partners in early projects.

When grant-funded, many organisations or units hosted 
competitions to provide free services to other clients 
ensure there was buy-in from these, despite not having 
funding from clients directly. The units have grant-funded 
and client-funded sustainability with potential exit via 
acquisition, although the valuation is small. In terms of 
outputs, these units deliver behavioural design projects 
and training. Some units also delivered free training, which 
led to a behavioural science ecosystem and capacity 
building in other organisations.

External units obtain funding from two main sources: grant funding 
and client funding. This funding is mostly used for salaries, as 
implementation costs are borne by the partners/clients.
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C2. Organisational 
Structure and People
How was the organisation structured? What skill sets were 
required? What external partnerships were necessary? How did 
the unit initially source talent, and what was the long-run talent 
pipeline?
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Insight C2.1: Build strong networks, 
in particular with academics, to begin 
with

As with internal units, these units’ leadership comes from a 
strong leader or a big personality with strong networks to 
drum up initial business. Academic linkages are important 
to establish at this early stage. External units start with 2-4 
employees and grow into larger groups based on project 
and client needs.

In terms of skills of the team, strong partnership 
management skills are essential to maintain multiple 
long-term relationships with a diverse range of 
stakeholders. 

As the unit expands, it should hire for skills, based on the 
needs of the projects.

Like internal units, external nudge units are spearheaded by pioneering 
leaders with strong academic connections to drive initial relationships, 
starting with a small team and then expanding capacity based on 
project needs. However, with external units, strong emphasis on 
stakeholder management is essential because of the encompassing 
mandate of the unit.
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On the value of Academic 
linkages:

Among other things, academic links are 
important because they all have had things on 
the top of their mind that they would like the 
government or policy space to explore. For each 
academic, they have an idea that they’ve been 
chewing on for a long time, such as “I’ve always 
wondered why ministry X hasn’t done Y...”  

Though they’re not always keen to get their 
hands dirty into a long-term project, we’ve 
found that they are always happy to contribute 
to a pool of ideas. This has helped us build a 
set of initial ideas for “quick wins”, which are so 
important when building an ecosystem of work 
in a new location.

- Behavioural Insights Team
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Insight C2.2: Hire interested researchers 
with proven ability for client-facing 
work and business sense. Partner with 
academics/PhD students to infuse 
further academic skills

Client-facing skills and business sense are of utmost 
importance to the unit. As mentioned earlier, nudge 
units have to focus on the translation of academic 
work into practical policy and maneuver around tough 
political stakeholders. Thus, hiring practitioners who 
are well-versed in research but, more importantly, have 
proven efficiency in project management, partnership 
management, and driving up sales pipelines through 
industrial foresight, is crucial to the performance and 
sustainability of the unit. 

For enhanced technical skills, many units partner with 
academics or PhD students to deliver high-quality 
technical outputs. As it is hard to teach someone general 
research skills, it is important that the unit hires for this 
early on. Further, it is important to practice full disclosure 
with very technical hires (such as PhDs), so that they 
know what they are signing up for, as much of the work is 
focussed on practical application.

The staffing model of external units should be two-fold: hiring 
practitioners who have good business acumen to establish the unit 
in the initial years as a desirable, cutting-edge research and advisory 
organisation, and partnering with academics or PHD students to 
cultivate competitive research and technical skills within the unit.
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On finding talent with the
right “practical” sense:

There are 3 keys skills that we look for, which are often very 
hard to find in a single person from the start: 1) Having good 
knowledge of Behavioural Insights and the psychology 
underlying those insights; 2) Experimental design and data 
analysis; 3) Government or civil service experience. If I were 
hiring a team, particularly in a setting with less supply of 1 
& 2, I would focus heavily on government experience and 
looking for career civil servants. When the BIT started, it’s no 
surprise that David Halpern is both an academic and a civil 
servant.  

When BIT first started, there weren’t graduate programmes 
in behavioural science like there is today. We started by 
hiring talented civil servants and teaching them behavioural 
insights. Today there is a much greater supply of people with 
behavioural science training, but be wary to overstaffing 
from that talent pool as you’ll miss out on the critical aspect 
of finding those that can spark change in organisations and 
governments. We’ve seen this personally in other units, 
where they staff with an oversupply of technical people 
who can do 1 & 2, but it’s critical for each of the skills to be 
equally represented.

- Behavioural Insights Team
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C3. Mandate/Project Types
How did the unit select projects? What were indicators of a 
successful project/ unsuccessful project?
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Insight C3.1: Initially focus on 
“behavioural design” and “training 
workshops”

The initial projects taken up by external nudge units tend 
to have a keen focus on establishing the credibility of their 
work and serving as a catalyst to building the business 
development portfolio of the unit.

This affects the nature of work picked up by these units 
- shifting gears from experimentation for research to 
behavioural design and training workshops for consulting 
purposes. For instance, the early projects of units are rarely 
full experiments but lots of behavioural design and training 
workshops, with every project started to establish a quick 
win to promote buy-in.

One of the units we interviewed had no experimental projects in the 
early months, most were teaching-based with a focus on behavioural 
economics 101 training. The focus of the early projects for some units 
is to get proofs of concept. These do not need to be projects with huge 
impact but examples of credibility that can be used when you make 
another round of pitches. Most of the units undertake pure consulting, 
which is heavily based on sourcing and maintaining clients.

There is, at times, a scientific push on replication of other existing 
frameworks and experiments or solidification of a framework. 
However, the pitch is not for a science project but for risk-mitigation - 
the framing is less towards luxury consulting and more on the lines of 
necessary risk-mitigation.

Thus, the early stages of the external nudge unit focuses more on 
building the consulting practice and takes up behavioural design 
and training workshop projects, as this allows it to get a foot in the 
door and establish credibility with clients.
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On the value of doing training
workshops early on

Conducting training workshops have (at least) 2 very strong 
advantages, beyond being able to teach participants how to apply 
behavioural insights directly to their work. First, it can often serve as 
a strong pipeline for projects. Those that are motivated to attend a 
training, will often have a very specific problem that they are hoping 
that behavioural science can solve. (Roughly speaking) for a third 
of them, the problems are too big, too complicated, or not right for 
behavioural science to solve. For another third, the problems may 
be too small or insignificant to invest resources in. But for about a 
third, you’ll find a well defined problem to tackle, which can lead to 
collaboration and future projects.

Second, it creates a network of “co-conspirators” in believing in the 
power of behavioural insights to affect public policy. Though not 
everyone who attends the trainings immediately has the time, energy 
or resources to follow through on a project, these people are likely to 
remain supporters of the approach and can serve as “champions” 
for work down the line. We’ve seen such people return years later to 
run projects when they have the resources, mandate or problem to 
tackle, and as such it’s important to invest in building that network of 
practitioners early. When BIT started we were running 5 workshops 
a week, and have one on to train over 20,000 practitioners, who will 
be future champions of tomorrow.

- Behavioural Insights Team
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Methodology

Literature review
The literature review was used to help map out the behavioural 
science ecosystem and, in particular, identify key players to talk 
to during the expert interviews. We looked at literature both on 
specific behavioural units as well as academic guides, applications 
in industry and common frameworks for behavioural science.

A complete list of the literature we looked at is provided in the Appendix: 
Sources.
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Expert interviews
To capture existing experiences establishing and sustaining nudge 
units around the world, we conducted 21 expert interviews with 
representatives from key nudge units from across the public, 
private and consulting sectors. Conducting these expert interviews 
allowed us to gain first hand knowledge from people with extensive 
experience in setting up and running behavioural units. It also 
uncovered valuable insights into what these people think it takes to 
build and sustain an ecosystem of behavioural science. 

Once we had identified the list of organisations we wanted to 
speak to, we generated a list of individuals that we at Busara or 
our close partners could make relevant introductions to.

We did this strategically knowing that respondents would be 
more likely to share their open and honest feedback with us if 
we approached them through personal networks rather than by 
making cold calls. This helped us establish good initial rapport with 
respondents and allowed for a level of informality that allowed the 
conversations to flow naturally. All the interviews were conducted 
by 1-2 members of Busara’s VP and Director team.
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The interviews were semi-structured to allow the interviewer 
flexibility to probe and direct the conversation based on the 
responses they received in the interviews. However, we centered 
our interview questions and subsequent analysis around five core 
themes:

 (1) Initiation
 (2) Operating Model and Structure
 (3) Talent Pipeline
 (4) Project Selection
 (5) Constraints/Wins

In our final synthesis, we collapsed these insights into the three 
core buckets:

 (1) Set Up and Funding
 (2) Organisational Structure and People
 (3) Mandate/ Project Type

Our interview guide is given in the Appendix: Interview Guide.
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Synthesis of findings into 
insights
In order to distill our findings into concrete insights with particular 
relevance for India, we convened a synthesis workshop to help 
classify initial findings and prioritize important insights with 
relevance for establishing a public sector behavioural unit in 
India. This consisted of a 2.5 hour working session where Busara 
presented the initial findings and the team collectively synthesized 
these into the insights featured in this brief. 

Present at the synthesis workshop were representatives from the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation in Delhi, the Center for Social and Behaviour Change 
(Ashoka University) and Busara Center.
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Sources
The following sources were included in our literature review.

OECD Documents
Delivering Better Policies Through Behavioural Insights - 2019

Tools and Ethics for Applied Behavioural Insights: The BASIC Toolkit - 2019

Behavioural Insights and Public Policy - Lessons from Around the World - 2017 

(particularly Chapters 2 and 3)

Regulatory Policy and Behavioural Economics - 2014

BIT
MINDSPACE - 2010

BIT Annual Report 2013-2015 - 2015

BIT Annual Report 2015-2016 - 2016

BIT Annual Report 2016-2017 - 2017

BIT Annual Report 2017-2018 - 2018

BIT International Development Insights 2017-2019 - 2019

Behavioural Science and Policy: Where are we now and where are we going? - 

2018

McKinsey
Answer these 6 questions before setting up a ‘nudge’ unit - 2019

Lessons from the front line of corporate nudging - 2019
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eMBeD
5-Steps Guide to a Behavioural Insights Project - 2015

eMBeDding for Impact and Scale in Developing Contexts - 2018

https://behaviouralscientist.org/lessons-from-nudging-in-the-developing-world/

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/710771543609067500/pdf/132610-

REVISED-00-COUNTRY-PROFILES-dig.pdf

BSPA Vol2 Issue 2 - 2016 (particularly nudging by govt lessons)

BSPA Vol3 Issue 1 - 2017 (particularly on poverty alleviation)

Should Governments Invest More in Nudging? - 2017

Ideas42
Behavioural Design Teams: A Model for Integrating Behavioural Design in City 

Government - 2018

Behavioural Design: A New Approach to Development Policy - 2015

Academic Guides
Behavioural Development Economics - 2019

Starting a behavioural insights team: Three lessons from the behavioural 

Economics Team of the Australian Government - 2017

BSPA Vol1 Issue 2 - 2015 (particularly article on SBST Lessons)

Industry
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/pabs-practitioners-of-applied-behavioural-

science_practitioners-of-applied-behavioural-science-activity-

6582317177809047553-cNqF/

 

https://hbr.org/2017/12/building-behavioural-science-capability-in-your-
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Frameworks (in addition to EAST & MINDSPACE) 
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_new_science_of_designing_for_humans

https://hbr.org/2016/03/how-google-uses-behavioural-economics-to-make-its-

employees-healthier

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/nudge-20-a-broader-toolki_b_10108728?gu

ccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_

referrer_sig=AQAAAKPPsVNEPXxxnGLZEu9HuaZyKhv0gr_

pp58KBAyposqbmD0g_1vODZ3NRnoVUBzLyKmwQBGQPbh

Other 
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/

edcoll/9781785367847/9781785367847.00005.xml

https://fcw.com/blogs/lectern/2019/09/kelman-nudge-gsa.aspx

 

http://businessofgovernment.org/blog/creating-critical-mass-talent-and-

resources-use-behavioural-science-government-part-vii

 

Coursera Course on Health Policy has a whole module on Nudge Units

BLd9EzHh8wJ1T6CpImSGbr8icFXCKogDdMe-

z3GxM2BGpr98GivtgdzTvEvZjFuC-OdH0KrK95ZJAJszRB4kSKe1Bj6HLidQ9

https://www.warc.com/content/paywall/article/How_to_use_the_COM-B_model_

for_behavioural_change/126866

https://www.warc.com/content/paywall/article/How_to_use_the_B=MAT_model_

for_behavioural_change/126865
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Photo by Michael Descharles on Unsplash

Photo by Eric Karim Cornelis on Unsplash

Photo by Brandon Mowinkel on Unsplash

Photo by Andreas Dress on Unsplash

Photo by Jeff Brown on Unsplash

Photo by Ryan Stefan on Unsplash

Photo by Keith Zhu on Unsplash

Photo by Ramy Kabalan on Unsplash

Photo by Pierre Châtel-Innocenti on Unsplash

Photo by Dawson Lovell on Unsplash
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Interview Guide 
for Expert 
Interviews
The expert interviews were semi-structured to allow the 
conversation to naturally pick up on things the respondent was 
saying, allowing us to quickly move on from areas where we had 
reached saturation, as well as to probe deeper into new insights 
and questions as they emerged.

However, to help give some structure to the interview and ensure the data 
collected was comparable across multiple interviews, we used the following 
interview guide as a rough guideline for the conversation.
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1 Initiation

 How did the unit get set up?

 Where did the initial funding come from? What was the time 
 horizon on the funding?

 Who was accountable for this? Who took the risk?

 What were the first 6 month’s goals? What were the priorities?

2 Operating Model and Structure

 How big did the team start in the first 12 months? 

 What is the current size?

 How is the team organised?

 What different roles do you have in full time positions?

 Which role plays the lead technical role in project delivery? 
 What are those profiles?

 Which roles plays the lead partnership management role in 
 project delivery? What are those profiles?

3 Talent Pipeline

 Where did your first team members come from?

 Where do you currently source talent?

 What skill sets are sourced vs trained in-house?

 Do you work with any external partners to support projects? 
 What is that model?
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4 Project Selection

 How do you select or source projects?

 What have been your best projects/ partners? What were the 
 features of those partnerships?

 What have been your worst projects/ partners? What were the 
 features of those partnerships?

 How do you handle ethical review for projects?

5 Constraints / Wins

 What was the biggest supply-side constraint and win early on?

 What was the biggest demand-side constraint and win
 early on?

 What advice would you have to generate a thriving behavioural 
 science ecosystem?
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