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• 200+ - The number of public entities all 
over the world reportedly applying 
behavioral insights to their policy 
practices (OECD, 2018)

• 2010 - Year the Behavioural Insights 
Team (BIT) was founded in the UK, the 
first formal and  systematic application of 
behavioral insights to public policy

• 2015 – World Bank published World 
Development Report: Mind, Society, and 
Behavior

Facts and Figures



Behavioral Science Around the World: Volume I

• Published December 2018

• Captures spread and form of behavioral 
science in government and 
policymaking

• How early adopters integrated 
behaviorally informed policy in 10 
countries

• Sectors of interest include healthcare, 
taxation, education, sanitation, etc.



The Countries

• Australia

• Canada

• Denmark

• France

• Germany

• Netherlands

• Peru

• Singapore

• United Kingdom

• United States



BIUs Set-Up

Structure: 

• Centralized
• Decentralized
• Networked

Locations: Central government, 
departmental, regional/local, quasi-
government

Projects and applications: 
• Changing government forms, 

processes, and efficiency
• Regulation and enforcement
• Changing attitudes and mindsets
• Experiments and evaluation 

Staffing: 2-20 staff varying levels of 
seniority. Collaborate with academics, 
research staff, and consultants 

Sectors: 
• Consumer and Organizational
• Education (Students, Teachers)
• Employment (Work Environment, Job 

seekers, employers)
• Environment (Sustainability, Ecology, 

Public Spaces, Energy)
• Finance (Investments, Savings) 
• Health and Nutrition 
• Social Security and Protection
• Taxes 
• Trainings/Capacity Building 



Executive Order to Use Behavioral Science to Better Serve 
Americans



Beyond Specific Interventions: Multi-year Multi Sectoral Program

https://www.performance.gov/cx/executive-order/

Commitments to 
improve 
customer 

experience and 
service delivery

U.S. Executive Order with 36 

customer experience improvement 

commitments across 17 Federal 

agencies



Behavioral Science Around the World: Volume II

• Published September 2020

• Organizations including development 
and aid agencies, multilaterals, NGOs, 
think tanks with a global presence

• Working through or with governments 
and local clients

• 150+ insights including how behavioral 
functions are structured, funded, staffed, 
and operating



Featured Organizations

• European Commission

• FCDO

• GIZ

• Inter-American Development Bank

• International Committee of the Red Cross

• International Rescue Committee

• OECD

• Overseas Development Institute – SLRC

• Save the Children

• United Nations System Organizations

• USAID Bureau of Global Health

• World Bank Group



BIUs Set-Up

Structure:
• Centralized
• Decentralized
• Blended

Projects and applications: 
• Trainings & Capacity Building
• Information Sharing & Public Goods
• Research

Staffing: Formal, informal, on average 
10 staff

Sectors: 
• Conflict, Safety, and Security (Forced Migration, 

Social Cohesion, Humanitarian Response, 

Violence Reduction)

• Education (Students, Teachers)

• Employment (Work Environment, Job seekers, 

employers)

• Environment (Sustainability, Energy)

• Finance (Investments, Savings, Taxes) 

• Governance

• Health and Nutrition 

• Social Security and Consumer Protection

• Trainings/Capacity Building/Awareness-building 



In the year 2021, the United Nations Secretary-General issued a
guidance note on behavioral science and made behavioral
science one of the pillars of the UN Change initiative.

Goal: to introduce the practice of behavioral science to
enhance the United Nations’ mandate delivery and program
implementation and improve administration, such as through
simplifying and reducing unnecessary bureaucratic processes
and fostering a work culture of collaboration.

In 2019, the WHO Director-General launched an
initiative to mainstream and increase the use of
behavioral sciences within WHO in support of
Member States. The initiative and its learnings were
considered fundamental prior to the establishment
of a permanent behavioral insights unit at WHO
headquarters in the year 2022.

International Organizations Are Also Directing the Use of Behavioral 
Science



On May 29, 2023 all Member States of the World 
Health Assembly adopted the Behavioural Sciences 
resolution for Better Health

Goal:

1. Set up regional units to support member 

states in establishing units

2. Create a global repository of 

recommended tools & studies

3. Create regional communities for practice

WHO Mainstreams Behavioral Science



Behavioral Science Around the World: Volume III

• Forthcoming (Fall 2023)

• In  partnership with WHO

• Explores the role of behavioral science and the field 
of public health, profile of governmental behavioral 
science units working on public health

• Includes a systematic review of behavioral science 
for COVID-19 pandemic preparedness, response, 
and recovery





11 Countries with BI Units in Public Health Institutions

2012

Scotland Strategy and 
Insights BIU 

England Behavioral 
and Social Science 
Team

2013

Public Health 
England Behavioral 
Insights Unit

2014

England Health 
Security Agency BIU

2015

Ireland Research 
Services and 
Policy BIU

2016

Finland Cultural, 
Behavioural and 
Media Insights 
Center

United States Centre 
for Disease Control 
BIU

2018

Singapore
MOH BIU

2019

Saudi Arabia 
MOH BIU

2020

Malaysia Institute 
for Health Behavioral 
Research

Slovakia Behavioral 
and Experimental 
Economics Team

2021

Brunei MOH 
BIU

Canada Public 
Health Agency 

BeSciO



Wide Range of Health Policy Areas

Behavioral method used Results

Adherence to clinical 
guidelines

• Displaying nudges in the form of posters close to electronic 
alcohol-based hand-rub dispensers in hospitals. (Caris et al., 
2018)

• Increased compliance with hand hygiene 
guidelines among healthcare workers.

Smoking cessation • Behavioral-change support to quit smoking delivered via 
motivational SMSs.(Free et al., 2011)

• Significantly increased smoking abstinence after 
6 months, verified with self-reported + 
biochemical measures.

Healthy food choice and 
intake

• Changing accessibility of food items in shops.
• Changing items order on menus.

(Rozin et al., 2011; Dayan et al., 2011)

• Significant Influence on choice and intake of 
unhealthy food items.

Cardiac rehabilitation referrals • Redesigning patients’ decision pathways from opt-in to opt-
out referrals. (Adusumalli et al., 2021)

• Significant increase in cardiac rehabilitation 
referrals.

Cancer screening and 
Flu vaccination

• Decision support intervention prompting clinicians to order 
cancer screening and flu vaccination before the patient’s 
clinical visit with active choices on their electronic health 
records. (Patel et al., 2016; Patel et al., 2017)

• Significant increase in rates of cancer screening 
tests and flu vaccination.

Covid-19 vaccine and social 
distancing

• Text-based reminders that make vaccination easy & induce 
a sense of ownership of the dose.

• Color-coded visual indicators + written nudges focused on 
personal & public benefits. (Dai et al., 2021; Banker et al., 
2022)

• Significant increase in appointment and 
vaccination rates.

• Significant increase in social distancing in public 
places.

Medication adherence
• Highlighting the personal health costs of non-compliance to 

medical treatments.
(Jachimowicz et al., 2021)

• Significant increase in patients’ medication 
adherence.

Appointment scheduling and 
attendance

• Customised reminders via SMS and messages on personal 
portals. (Gurol-Urganci et al., 2013; Liang et al., 2022)

• Positive association between nudge health 
maintenance reminders and rates of 
appointment scheduling and attendance.



Most Common BeSci Competency: Research

Unit Application of 
BeSci theory & 
methods

Comms & 
social 
marketing

Data collection Policy, 
program 
and/or service 
design

Policy making & 
advocacy

Research Application 
of social 
sciences

Malaysia Institute 
for Health 
Behavioral 
Research

Slovakia BEET

Brunei MOH

Canada PHAC 
BeSciO

Scotland Strategy 
& Insights BIU



Most Health BI Teams Include Between 5-10 People

Country Unit Team Size Roles
Scotland Strategy and Insights BIU 10 Staff work on communications and qualitative & quantitative research

England

Behavioural and Social 
Science Team 6 Core staff are all social scientists with specialisation in research methods or 

public health
Public Health BIU TBC
Health Security Agency 
BIU >15 TBC

Ireland Research Services and 
Policy BIU 2 Team lead & advisory officer 

Finland Cultural, Behavioural and 
Media Insights Center 4 Two senior researchers, one research manager and one chief specialist, 

who also leads the work of CUBE.

USA Centre for Disease 
Control BIU 7

One member supports project management/budgeting activities. All other 
staff have backgrounds in health communication, psychology, 
epidemiology and health science.

Singapore MOH BIU 2 Behavioral scientists

Malaysia Institute for Health 
Behavioral Research 1-5 Work on an existing team with a related mandate

Slovakia
Behavioral and 
Experimental Economics 
Team

5 One director; four associates with backgrounds in behavioral economics, 
public policy and pharmaceuticals 

Brunei MOH BIU 6
Three people who work on the Health Promotion team. One medical 
doctor and two clinical psychologists. Receiving training in BI via WHO 
partnership

Canada
Public Health Agency 
Behavioural Science 
Office

22 All formally trained as social scientists, with some having expertise in public 
health or public policy
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eMBeD: Who We Are

• The World Bank’s applied 
Behavioral Science Unit, housed in 
the Poverty and Equity Global 
Practice 

• 30+ staff, consultants and 
partners work full time or part 
time on this portfolio

• Over 108 projects in policy areas: 
Education, health, conflict and 
security, taxation, governance, 
environment, livelihoods, gender



How We Work

1. Problem definition and the context
We invest significant resources up front to 
define and diagnose development 
problems.
2. Behavioral mapping
We break problems into smaller decisions 
taken by various actors. This allows us to 
identify behavioral bottlenecks and ideas 
on how to solve them.
3. Solutions, evidence, and iteration 
We rigorously test these insights to 
investigate whether they or not they work 
and iteratively adapt solutions.



What We Do

Institutional Capacity and Learning

Behavioral Diagnostics 

Behavioral Data 

Public Goods, Toolkits, Global Network

Evidenced-Based Behavioral 
Solutions

Innovate: Pilot frontier 
work

Advance: Replicate 
successful pilots and 

develop scalable 
adaptations

Scale: Advisory role and 
knowledge sharing for 

teams to scale



Capacity Building: Integrating Behavioral Science In Public Policy

1. Argentina - Consejo Económico y Social*
2. Colombia – National Planning Department
3. Egypt – Min of Finance (Policy Lab)*
4. Greece – General Secretariat of Coordination*
5. Indonesia - Min of Finance
6. Jordan – Min of Health
7. Kosovo – Tax Administration
8. Kuwait – Min of Planning*
9. Malaysia - Min of Finance and Inland Revenue 

Board
10. Morocco – Min of Finance*, Min of Interior, Min 

of Health
11. Peru - Min of Education (MINEDULAB)*
12. Saudi Arabia – Min of Health*
13. South Africa - Western Cape Provincial 

Government; Dept of the Premier
14. Tanzania - Tanzania Revenue Administration
15. Turkey - Ministries of Economy and of Trade*; 

Municipality of Izmir
* Behavioral Science Units
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01. Definition & 
diagnosis

• Identify the problem 

• Collect background 
information and 
available data

• Diagnostic sessions to 
develop behavioral map

• Fieldwork to finalize
behavioral map

01.

• Develop list of 
potential interventions

• Narrow down to
most feasible

02.

• Set up process 
for randomization

• Trial intervention

• Monitor treatment and
control groups

• Analyze data at endline

03.

• Identify key learnings

• Identify areas 
for further work

04.

• Investigate constraints 
to scaling work 

• Identify further 
behavioral challenges

05.

01. 
Definition 
& Diagnosis

02. 
Design

03.
Implementation 
& Evaluation

04.
Adapt

05.
Re
Define 
& 
Re
Diagnose

How We Work



Introduction to Behavioral Diagnostic

To develop better policies, services, products, or programs, it is crucial to understand the 
context in which behaviors are operating before trying to change them

 A comprehensive understanding of the context in which behaviors are situated
 A good sense of the critical barriers blocking the desired behavior
 Sharp insights into the opportunities to leverage
 A good understanding of what to focus on
 A solid foundation to design and test a solution



Flow

29

Plan

• Look at existing 
knowledge 

• Compile insights 

• List research 
questions, methods 
and corresponding 
resources. 

Collect data 

C

• Collect data until 
insights consistency 
emerges,

• Qualitative data 
(interviews, Focus 
groups etc), 

• Quantitative data 
(surveys, 
administrative etc), 

• Literature review. 

• Customer journey, 

• COM-B, 

• Behaviourally 
informed theory of 
change, 

• Behavioral map,

• Bottlenecks, 
behavioral baises 
and barriers, 

• Opportunities and 
levers. 

Strategize

• Share insights with 
teams and experts, 

• Created weighted 
scorecard, 

• Prioritise areas for 
innovations

• Launch the next 
phase of designing 
solutions

Map information



Iterative

30

The process is 

iterative: it will 

generate more 

questions, more data 

collection, and more 

insights as you go. 



The Pillar: The User Journey Map

31

• The goal: produce a comprehensive map of the 
different steps undertaken by an actor when 
engaging in a behavior, the barriers hindering their 
process and the levers. 

• It’s both a data collection tool, and a 
visualization and innovation tool: we use it as 
a reference to collect data, we use it to visualize 
the situation, context, decisions, actions, etc.



Behavioral Diagnostics: Improving Early Warning Systems



Natural Disasters and Addressing Evacuation Decisions 

A national campaign reached 4,000,000 people in high-risk regions to increase awareness of the upcoming 
hurricane season using online platforms, mobile phones, and community radio. Viral conversation in national 
media, created new trusted messengers for the institution in charge of Early Warning Systems, as well as new 
mechanisms for future distribution of messages (and a new hit song).



Reducing Water And Revenue Losses in Brazil 

• 50% of residential customers are in default of 
payment for water

• In August 2019, almost 40% of customers had 
a connection status suggesting a potential 
circumvention or clandestine practice.

• Estimated 18% of residents connect to illegal 
water distribution networks and consume 
water for free



Behavioral Process Map



Non-behavioral Solutions



Behavioral Solutions



Piloting Solutions



Mrs ANTONIA, your invoice
due on 03/31/2019 for 

property 91111 is already
available for payment

…avoid having your
water supply cut off

… we work hard to bring water 
to your family

…the majority of the 
inhabitants of greater Recife 
pay on time. Don't be part of 
the minority who don't pay.

No SMS…enjoy your 13th salary and 
catch up on your payments/

SMS 
Dissuasion

SMS 
Social Norms

SMS
Traditional

Piloting Solutions

SMS 
Reciprocity

SMS 
Seasonal Control



Descriptive Norm, Deterrence, and Reciprocity SMS Increase 
Payment Within 7 Days

48.7

48.4

48.7

49.0

49.3

49.6

49.9

Didn't receive SMS Descriptive norm Deterrence Reciprocity Compesa SMS Seasonal

+ 0.87 pp + 0.87 pp

+ 1.0 pp

Not significant

+ 0.37 pp

+ 0.56 pp

OLS estimates for 811,957 points. Differences between SMS and the control group are different at significance levels of  ***p<0.01 **p<0.05 *p<0.1. 
Standard errors are clustered at the individual and month level. Estimates control for water bill amount. The value for the control group is defined at 
baseline (September). 

For every 
1,000 clients 
that  received 
the 
reciprocity 
SMS, 10 extra 
client paid 
within 7 days 
compared to 
those that 
didn’t receive 
an SMS

** ** **

%



Other Behavioral Solutions

1: Publicly announce intention to improve water service delivery.

2: Demonstrate action taken against "bad" behavior

3: Recognize positive behaviors using existing communication channels

4: Simplify billing and personalize messaging

5: Reduce payment waiting time

6: Use social motivation to influence positive behaviors



eMBeD@worldbank.org

worldbank.org/embed

#embed_wb

bit.ly/eMBeDNews 
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