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Abstract

This report examines the transformative role of behavioural insights (Bl) in EU policymaking,
advocating for integrating Bl early in the policy cycle to enhance policy effectiveness. It challenges
the misconception that Bl is limited to designing behavioural interventions with marginal impacts
and demonstrates its potential to guide the development of both traditional policy instruments and
behavioural interventions. The report underscores the importance of Bl in identifying synergies and
conflicts between policies across different areas, thereby improving policy coherence. It advocates
for the use of Bl in combination with systems analysis to achieve systemic changes. The policy
relevance of this work lies in its timely contribution to evidence-based approaches, particularly in
areas where the human dimension is key to policy success.



Foreword

Over the past decade, behavioural insights have increasingly informed policymaking, offering new
ways to address complex societal challenges. Recognising this potential, the European Commission was
among the first institutional players to seek to integrate behavioural insights into its work. Within the
European Commission, the Joint Research Centre (JRC) is well-placed at the intersection of science and
policy to respond to this opportunity. As such, we soon started to build capacity in behavioural insights,
and have since established a dedicated team supporting a range of Commission departments, covering
several policy areas, to collect and make sense of behavioural evidence for policy.

From the beginning, the approach in JRC has been to view behavioural insights as a complement to
other forms of scientific evidence — as a means to better understand decision-making contexts and
design more effective policies and policy interventions. That is why our efforts are focused on bringing
in behavioural insights across the whole policymaking cycle. Placing our Competence Centre on
Behavioural Insights within our EU Policy Lab - alongside Foresight and Design for Policy expertise -
reflects our belief in the importance of systemic approaches to policymaking.

This paper presents lessons learned along the way and recommendations for the way ahead. I'm proud
of how our team has contributed to bringing this field further within the Commission as well as in
scientific fora. | am pleased to see JRC colleagues engaging with important debates about the role of
behavioural sciences in policy, such as those sparked by Chater and Lowenstein’s recent paper, “The i-
Frame and the s-Frame: How Focusing on Individual-Level Solutions Has Led Behavioral Public Policy
Astray”. Our reflections are shaped by an awareness of the complexities of today’s challenges, a
commitment to using behavioural insights responsibly, and years of practical experience in their
application.

The challenges we face today are undeniably complex, and they require systemic, thoughtful solutions.
In laying scientific foundations for policies, we must already anticipate this complexity, build on what
we know, and bring together new ideas, expertise and experience. Taking stock and analysing what we
learned from current and past practices, as this paper does, is a part of this response. We remain
committed to learning, adapting, and striving for better, just as we remain dedicated to our role in
supporting evidence-based policymaking across the European Commission.

Bernard Magenhann

Acting Director-General of the Joint Research Centre
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Executive summary

Policy context

Current and future challenges in many policy areas necessitate changes both in individual behaviour
and in our social, economic and policy systems. Behavioural insights (BI) can have a strong role in
enhancing EU policymaking to respond to those challenges. This report should be informative to
policymakers in all areas where success depends on human behaviour, such as environmental
conservation and sustainability, public health, finance, education, labour and employment, justice,
taxes, consumer protection, and many more.

Key conclusions

Bl can inform a wide range of policies, as well as their interconnections within and across policy
areas. The table below illustrates what Bl can support, how it does so, and why it matters.

Table ES1. Behavioural insights in action: from behavioural interventions to systemic change

Behavioural
intervention

Bl can target

- » T £

H By using
behavioural

To influence

individual actions

interventions like
w nudges and boosts

WI| individual behaviour
H and improve
vl communication of

existing policies.

Single policy

Bl can support the
development of
individual policy

tools, whether
traditional or
behavioural

By understanding
and analysing
behavioural factors
relevant to the
policy context

To ground policy
choice and guide
policy design.

Policy mix

Bl can align policy
tools to work
together towards a
shared objective

By relying on
relevant behavioural
factors for the
overall design of
the policy mix

To leverage
synergies between
traditional and
behavioural policy
tools within a policy
areaq.

Source: Created by the authors.

Bl can examine the
interactions between
policies from a
behavioural
standpoint

By bringing a human
perspective into the
policy landscape and
identifying
behavioural issues
leading to policy
fragmentation

To enhance policy
coherence across
different policy
areas.

System

Bl can pinpoint
leverage points
where behavioural
analysis helps to
develop targeted
policy tools

By mapping
stakeholders and
their behaviours,
influential factors

and key
relationships

(behavioural
systems mapping)

To unlock key
behavioural barriers
and achieve a more

cohesive, well-
functioning system.

Bl should be integrated into all phases of the policy process, with particular emphasis on the earliest
stages, to ground policy design in human behaviour, enhance policy coherence, and ensure a better
functioning system. The figure below illustrates Bl's contributions to each stage of the policy cycle
(coloured text in shaded quarters) and its meta-level contributions to improving the overall
functioning of the policy process (grey outer circle).



Figure ES1. Behavioural insights across the policy cycle
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Main findings

Bl can influence policymaking beyond individual behavioural change. The impact of Bl is not
inherently marginal. Rather, it has the potential to drive systemic changes. Below is a summary of
how BI can inform the various types of policies, their interconnection, and the system as a whole.

— Behavioural interventions. Bl can trigger systemic changes through cascade effects,
whereby small individual behavioural changes can lead to broader societal shifts. However,

what those effects will be is uncertain.
— Single policy. Early inclusion of Bl can guide the choice and development of both
behavioural interventions and traditional policy instruments, ensuring that they are grounded

in a thorough understanding of human behaviour.



— Policy mix. Bl can enhance a policy mix by improving the cohesiveness of different policy
tools that work towards a common objective. Bl should ideally be involved in the design of
all the tools forming the policy mix — whether traditional or behavioural — to ensure they
complement each other and address the psychological and social barriers in the most
effective way.

— Policy interconnection. Bl can help to identify synergies and conflicts between policies
across different areas by looking at their effect on the behaviour of individual stakeholders.
Taking the individual’'s perspective can help to improve the coherence of the overall policy
landscape.

— System. Bl can map stakeholders, their behaviours, factors that influence them and their
relationships to create a behavioural systems map. This map allows for identifying leverage
points where barriers exist. Once identified, behavioural factors at these points are analysed,
and policy tools to mitigate or remove these barriers are designed and tested for
effectiveness.

Systemic change is fundamentally rooted in human behaviour: while structural, political, economic,
or technological factors may set the stage, it is the decisions and actions of individuals that ultimately
drive change. Identifying and leveraging the right behavioural pathways can shift the trajectory of
systemic challenges, paving the way for transformative outcomes. To achieve this, integrating Bl with
systems analysis (e.g. design for policy, strategic foresight) holds significant potential. This
combination of disciplines enables the design of policy tools — whether traditional or behavioural -
that align with systemic drivers and human nature, thereby supporting the system’s proper
functioning.

Related and future Joint Research Centre work

The JRC continues to explore the integration of Bl into various policy areas, with upcoming projects
focusing on energy efficiency, biodiversity conservation, crisis preparedness, migration and artificial
intelligence and fairness. This report is part of an initiative within the EU Policy Lab to gather practical
experiences and create effective methods for using behavioural science to tackle complex, system-
wide problems. These efforts contribute to refining the process of creating effective policies.

Quick guide

This report delves into the concept of Bl, which applies knowledge from psychology and other social
sciences to policymaking. It examines how Bl can inform policy design, from behavioural interventions
such as nudges to more systemic changes and stresses the importance of integrating Bl early in the
policymaking cycle. The report exploits a mix of qualitative and quantitative findings to assess the
impact of Bl on policy effectiveness. Key concepts include the ‘policy mix’ (combining various policy
tools for a given goal) and ‘system’ (an entity that is made of parts that interact, including people
and policies). The report argues that policies are more effective when informed by extensive
knowledge of human behaviour and that early Bl integration can improve policy outcomes.



1. Introduction

Research in the behavioural sciences (') has made great progress over the last two decades. Its
contributions to the understanding of human behaviour and decision-making were rewarded with
several Nobel memorial prizes in economics (?). The resulting concept of behavioural insights (BI)
— evidence-based conclusions about human behaviour — then made its way into policymaking, often
through the use of behavioural interventions. Bl uses behavioural sciences primarily to
understand the cognitive, social and environmental drivers and barriers that affect human
behaviour within specific contexts. This understanding often informs the design of behavioural
interventions, such as ‘nudges’ (*). Nudges influence individual behaviour in a specific way by
‘actively changing the cognitive, social, and informational decision context’ (Rogers and Frey, 2015).
Policymakers now explicitly incorporate behavioural evidence into the policymaking process (Baggio
et al, 2021), with dedicated Bl teams (*) established to guide them (Sousa Lourenco et al., 2016).

The way in which BI is being used in policymaking has however come under criticism. First,
behavioural interventions seem to encourage a view of individual behaviours as a driver of societal
policy problems, thereby possibly distracting from systemic reforms (Chater and Loewenstein, 2022).
Second, there is the belief that Bl can only result in the design of (soft) behavioural interventions
with marginal and short-lived impact. Third, Bl is too often integrated as a mere ‘plug-in’ policy tool
to complement existing policies, rather than early in the design of policies. We address these
criticisms by exploring some of the misconceptions surrounding the use of Bl in policymaking (Section
2). We define key concepts (policy mix, system) to frame the full potential of Bl for policy (Section
3). We show that the scope of Bl extends beyond what some policymakers and scientists might
assume and discuss how Bl can contribute to systemic change (Section 4). We also chart the way
towards fully realising the potential of Bl to improve policymaking (Section 5) (°).

This report mainly builds on the experience and lessons learned from the work we conduct at the
Competence Centre on Behavioural Insights (CCBI) (°) and the Joint Research Centre (JRC)
more generally. The CCBI Team supports policymaking within the European Commission by
identifying behavioural elements of policies and testing behavioural levers to increase policy
effectiveness. The CCBI is part of the EU Policy Lab (’), a space where scientists from different
fields engage in cross-disciplinary exploration to catalyse the development of innovative policies in
the European Union (EU). The lab was established to address the need for more effective and citizen-
centred policymaking in the EU. Fully integrated in the European Commission, more specifically the
JRC, the EU Policy Lab benefits from constant interaction with EU policymakers, making it an ideal
place to connect science and policy (Miller et al., 2024).

() Behavioural sciences draw from psychology, economics, sociology and other fields, and investigate human
behaviour, such as how we process information and make choices. This includes understanding the affective and
cognitive processes, beliefs, perceptions, knowledge and intentions underlying behaviour and information processing.

(3 Kahneman and Smith in 2002, Ostrom in 2009, Thaler in 2017, and Banerjee, Duflo and Kremer in 2019.

(®)  Nudges are ‘any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s behaviour in a predictable way without
forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic incentives’ (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). The essence
of a nudge lies in its automatic nature, requiring minimal conscious deliberation from the individual.

() For an overview of Bl units in the world, please refer to https://oecd-opsi.org/blog/mapping-behavioural-insights/.

(®)  Readers less familiar with Bl may wish to proceed directly to Section 3 for a foundational understanding.

(®)  For an overview of the work carried out by the CCBI, please refer to
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/behavioural-insights en.

()  For an overview of the work carried out by the EU Policy Lab, please refer to https://policy-lab.ec.europa.eu/index en.
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2. Debunking misconceptions about behavioural insights

There are three main criticisms regarding the role of Bl in policymaking. First, Bl is often seen as
focusing too much on adapting individuals to the system, rather than addressing systemic issues
themselves (8). Second, Bl is criticised for relying only on ‘soft’ interventions that have a limited and
short-lived impact. Third, perhaps as a result of these perceived limitations, Bl is often introduced to
‘fix’ existing policies instead of being used to guide the selection and design of policy options from
the outset. We address each of these interconnected criticisms in the three following subsections.

2.1. The system versus the individual

The first strand of criticism deals with the use of behavioural interventions as a tool for policymakers
to achieve their objectives (Schmitt et al, 2020; Chater and Loewenstein, 2022). Chater and
Loewenstein (2022) argue that behavioural interventions result in an excessive focus on individual-
level solutions to policy issues (°), and that most issues that behavioural interventions aim to solve
would be better addressed by system-level changes. They also say that this is both unfair, because
individuals may not be responsible for the issues in the first place, and misguided, because solutions
should address underlying issues rather than just their manifestation. Policymakers should therefore
not use policies to change individual behaviour but rather change the system to better serve
individuals (Rutter et al,, 2017). Box 1 illustrates Chater and Loewenstein’s argument that focusing
solely on behavioural interventions may address only the symptoms rather than the root causes of
the problem.

Box 1. Nutrition and vegetable consumption

The UK National Health Service’'s ‘5 a day’ campaign to encourage the consumption of fruits and
vegetables (1°) exemplifies a well-meaning but misdirected campaign that assumes the problem lies in
individual behaviour rather than in the context in which people make decisions. Specifically, it assumes that
individuals lack education and knowledge on healthy eating. This fails to take into account wider systemic
issues, including constraints people may face in terms of resources, such as income to afford healthy food
products and/or time to prepare home-cooked meals. Marginalised groups may also face limited access to
healthy products if they live in areas that can be seen as ‘food deserts’, with inadequate supply within a
reasonable distance, further aggravating other resource issues (Drewnowski and Specter, 2004) (11). Proper
policies to encourage better nutrition among disadvantaged groups would address those systemic issues by
making high-quality food more affordable, increasing incomes, improving access to shops, limiting or taxing
sugar content in processed foods, etc, instead of placing the burden on individuals (*2).

A
©
-~

Critics are often unclear on what they mean by ‘the system’. We introduce our working definition in Section 3.

A
o
—

Chater and Loewenstein (2022) also suggest that behavioural policies are sometimes made to accommodate lobbies
that want to avoid implementing more effective, yet potentially more coercive, policies that would challenge deeply
ingrained societal factors across different policy areas. For example, the company BP may have promoted the
concept of individual carbon footprints to shift the focus from emissions by companies to emissions associated with
consumers’ use of their products. This may have helped to deflect responsibility for climate change. We give
counterexamples, whereby Bl has been used to counter the interests of corporations (e.g. by enhancing consumer
protection and fighting ‘dark nudges’) (Box 7).

(19  https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/5-a-day/why-5-a-day.

(1')  The term ‘food desert’ has come under criticism for misrepresenting the issue. The term ‘food apartheid’ may more
accurately represent the systemic causes of poor food access (Brones, 2018). Furthermore, the causal links between
food deserts and health have not been firmly established, as the relationship is multifaceted (Zhen, 2021).

(*2)  For a more detailed outline of this argument (and its pitfalls) in the context of climate change, see Mann (2021).
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To some extent, we agree that Bl has been used extensively to change individual behaviour up to
now. However, we argue that those applications are not representative of the full potential of Bl for
policymaking (**). While behavioural interventions aim to influence behaviour, the very first objective
of Bl is to understand behaviour to inform a wide array of policies, whether they are behavioural or
traditional (Hallsworth, 2023), or a combination of both, either within a single policy area (**) or
across different ones. The growing focus on behavioural systems (*°) in the literature also shows the
potential of Bl to influence the system (Del Valle et al., 2024). In Section 4, we show how Bl can be
used to guide changes beyond individual behaviour.

2.2. Soft interventions with marginal and transitory impact

Another issue that has limited the perceived impact of Bl is the belief that it relies on only ‘soft’
interventions. Soft interventions aim to preserve individual autonomy by encouraging rather than
mandating or incentivising specific actions. This approach respects individuals’ freedom to choose
while still guiding them towards better decisions, using strategies such as moral suasion, educational
campaigns, and nudges. Such strategies aim to influence behaviour without imposing strict legisla-
tion or financial incentives. An example of a nudge is encouraging higher retirement savings by in-
creasing the default contribution rate, as most people automatically accept the default (Benartzi and
Thaler, 2007). The non-coercive nature of nudges has been used to market them to both liberal and
conservative audiences, using the term ‘libertarian paternalism’ (Camerer et al., 2003; Thaler and
Sunstein, 2003) ().

The literature evaluating the impact of behavioural interventions on behaviour has been growing,
predominantly finding that these interventions have a relatively marginal effect (Maier et al,, 2022;
Mertens et al., 2022; Vlasceanu et al., 2024), especially when implemented at scale (DellaVigna and
Linos, 2022) (*’), although several studies showed a high impact in some contexts (e.g. Hallsworth et
al,, 2017; Holz et al,, 2023).

Recent literature has also investigated the effectiveness of behavioural interventions, especially
nudges, over the longer term (Beshears and Kosowsky, 2020), and results are mixed. In some cases,
the effect is persistent (Ferraro et al., 2011; Allcott and Rogers, 2014), while in other cases the impact
tends to wane over time (John et al, 2012) unless the intervention is applied repeatedly (Robitaille,
2021). Even then, the effectiveness may diminish as people become accustomed to the interventions

(*3)  As Thaler (2020) puts it, “I hope the future involves embracing choice architecture in the fullest sense of the word,
moving from the questions of interior design to the tougher, upstream questions of plumbing, carpentry, masonry,
electricity, zoning...to really see what responsible choice architecture can do for the world.”. Schmidt (2022) provides
an interesting model for choice infrastructure that looks beyond choice architecture.

(%) A policy area is a specific domain of public policy, such as healthcare, education or environmental protection, within
which related issues, regulations and governance activities are addressed and managed by governmental or
authoritative entities.

(}*) Behavioural systems are ‘systems with multiple levels of interacting actors in which people make the best choices
they can given their limitations’ (Del Valle et al,, 2024).

(1)  There is a wide range of literature that criticises the paternalistic aspect of behavioural interventions (e.g. Griine-
Yanoff, 2012; Wilkinson, 2013) and literature that addresses such criticism (Sunstein, 2018; De Ridder et al., 2024).
While this debate is significant and warrants thorough examination, this report does not focus on it. Our primary
objective is to illustrate the potential of Bl in enhancing policymaking processes and outcomes. Therefore, we aim to
explore the broader applications and benefits of Bl beyond the scope of the paternalism debate.

()  There is however little discussion in this literature of the combined impact of multicomponent interventions, unlike in
medical literature (Jimenez et al,, 2021). Interventions are usually evaluated one by one, rather than as part of a
programme of interventions.
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(Thompson, 2010). Rogers and Frey (2015) provide an in-depth review (*®). Such behavioural
interventions might also fail to instigate enduring change because they merely address the issues
without probing the underlying causes. For example, a behavioural intervention such as displaying
calorie counts on menus may prompt healthier choices in the short term, but it addresses only the
surface issue of poor food choices without tackling the complex underlying causes of, for example,
obesity (Chater and Loewenstein, 2022). Similarly, nudging people to save more money neither
addresses broader structural issues with the retirement system itself nor increases the long-term
motivation, opportunity or ability to save more (*°).

While some research highlights the marginal or short-lived impacts of Bl across various domains, we
suggest that the research often focuses narrowly on nudges (Thaler and Sunstein, 2021; Belardinelli,
2024). This does not mean that nudges are ineffective, but rather that their effectiveness depends
on the context in which they are applied (Sunstein, 2018; Mazar and Soman, 2022), the type of
population they target (Bryan et al,, 2021; MaZar and Soman, 2022) and the type of nudge employed
(Beshears and Kosowsky, 2020). In some situations, behavioural interventions may not be enough
(Linos, 2022). In other situations, behavioural interventions can lead to system-level change (Centola,
2010; Johnson and Mrkva, 2023). Nevertheless, system-level effects remain difficult to predict
(Stevenson, 2023). This report reiterates that Bl is not restricted to behavioural interventions (Ewert,
2020) (). We advocate for an approach that focuses on identifying and understanding the
underlying causes of behaviour, with the goal of guiding the choice and the design of any type of
policy tool, including more coercive ones (regulation, ban, etc.).

2.3. A plug-in tool

A possible consequence of the two previous issues is that Bl is often used as an afterthought, applied
only to solve side issues after primary policy mechanisms have been established (OECD, 2017,
Figure 2.6, p. 37). Bl is said to be primarily employed to ‘fix’ existing policies at the tail end of the
policymaking process, rather than being used to inform and contribute to them from the outset. We
think that this criticism may originate in the early applications of Bl in policy, when behavioural
experts were tasked with enhancing policy uptake by citizens and had limited influence on policy
design (Box 2). Typically engaged in the final stages of policy formulation, Bl experts had limited
opportunities to change policies, as these were already discussed and set beforehand. Perhaps this
initial application of Bl has led to the mistaken view that Bl can be used only as a plug-in tool, rather
than being employed to understand the behavioural aspects of a policy challenge from the very
beginning of the policy cycle. By intervening at the margin of traditional policy, this may have led Bl
to have only small, marginal impact, as it can make traditional policies only slightly more effective
and efficient (Van Ryzin, 2021). The use of Bl as a plug-in tool has thus reinforced the unfortunate
association between Bl and marginal effects on behaviour.

(*®)  To create meaningful and enduring change, a more holistic approach is necessary. While a nudge may initiate
awareness and some changes in behaviour, comprehensive solutions are essential for addressing the multifaceted
nature of a problem and ensuring a lasting impact. In particular, the pivotal role of habits in long-term behavioural
modification is often underestimated (Verplanken and Orbell, 2022).

(19 See Lietal (2019) for more details on the use of the motivation-opportunity—ability framework for explaining
behaviour.

(%% ‘Behavioural Public Policy should be seen as a pluralist, non-deterministic and multipurpose approach that allows the
application of behavioural insights “throughout the policy process” and in combination with regulatory policies’
(Ewert, 2020).
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Box 2. Stair prompts to encourage physical activity

Nudges to use the stairs are an example of a ‘plug-in’ contribution of Bl to broader public health and
environmental policies. These nudges encourage individuals through various means to take the stairs rather
than escalators or lifts in public spaces such as train stations or workplaces (Lewis and Eves, 2012). Putting
motivational messages or footprints on the floor leading to the stairs is cheap and easy to implement. Those
are however only plug-in policies because they are implemented after the stairs have been built. Making
staircases more accessible, visible, pleasant and safe may be more effective, but also more costly. A deeper
involvement of Bl would lead to the design of better buildings and transport systems that encourage physical
activity, rather than taking this infrastructure as a given ().

We acknowledge that using Bl to propose post hoc fixes can sometimes be the only option available
if the design of policies did not consider behavioural issues ex ante (?2). However, we argue that Bl
has a much broader range of applications than merely to support behavioural interventions
(Hallsworth, 2023). Involving Bl early in the preparatory and policy design phases would help to better
identify and increase understanding of policy issues and craft policy tools, both behavioural and
traditional, based on a more comprehensive understanding of human behaviour. The development of
the Consumer Rights Directive (%°) is a successful example of the application of this approach (Box 7).
We believe that using Bl early in the policy process could lead to policies with larger impact and more
enduring results.

However, early integration may make it challenging to measure the contribution of Bl in the final
outcome. The success and credibility of Bl has often been linked to the use of randomized controlled
trials (RCTs) to test the effectiveness of behavioural interventions (Einfeld, 2019). The earlier
established Bl methods and knowledge are integrated into the policymaking process, the more
complex it may become to assess their contributions to the effectiveness of the implemented policy.
This conundrum holds particularly for traditional policies or policy mixes informed by BIl. An early
acceptance of behavioural models in the policymaking process may reduce the willingness to assess
them against traditional rational-choice approaches. This could lead to greater reliance on
established evidence rather than conducting repeated evaluation.

Takeaway messages

— Bl is not limited to policies targeted at individuals. Bl also encompasses strategies that aim
to enable systemic changes by addressing both individual behaviours and broader societal
structures or rules (Box 10).

— Bl does not just boil down to behavioural interventions. Bl can inform traditional policies as
well (Box 7- Box 8). The confusion between Bl and behavioural interventions might be due
to the extensive literature on nudges and the original use of Bl as a fix for existing policies.

(2Y)  The first ‘nudge buildings’ are now being designed and constructed, incorporating principles from behavioural science
to, for example, facilitate neighbourly interaction and energy conservation (Bakoula, 2019). More generally, the EU
encourages sustainable transformations in the built environment and lifestyles with its new European Bauhaus
initiative.

(??) For example, Bl can always serve a signalling or diagnostic role, helping to identify weaknesses in existing policies.

(%) Adirective is a legislative act that sets out a goal that Member States must achieve. However, it is up to the
individual Member States to devise their own laws on how to reach these goals.
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This might have led to the misconception that influencing behaviour with nudges is the main
application of behavioural sciences.

Bl does not merely provide plug-in tools. Bl contributes fundamental insights that can shape
policy from inception to implementation. It should be fully integrated into the development
of new policies.

Bl is not restricted to ‘soft’ interventions. Bl can also inform a spectrum of traditional policy
instruments, from regulatory frameworks to economic incentives, demonstrating its
versatility beyond ‘soft’ approaches. Bl can thus support the design of more coercive policies
(Box 7 — Box 8).

The impact of Bl is not inherently marginal and should not be conflated with the often-
marginal effects of nudging on policy. In addition, the context and targeted population are
key factors in determining the effectiveness of nudges.
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3. Establishing a basis for understanding what behavioural
insights can do for policy

A first step to understanding the potential of Bl is to propose clear definitions of key terms. We first
define the concept of a policy mix. We then define what a ‘system’ is and how we can use this
concept. This sets the stage for explaining how Bl can help to promote a systemic approach to
policymaking.

3.1. Defining a policy mix

Policymakers can use many tools to achieve policy outcomes (Harrison, 1998; Pacheco-Vega, 2020).
These tools include traditional policy instruments and behavioural interventions. Traditional policy
instruments generally rely on the assumption that people make rational decisions and respond to
incentives. They include tools such as regulation (involving rules that mandate or restrict actions),
government action (implementing programmes or services that directly manage or influence certain
public sectors or needs), incentives such as taxes and subsidies (financial motivations for certain
behaviours) and information provision (providing people with the necessary information to act in the
desired way). Behavioural interventions recognise that people’s decisions are often influenced by
cognitive biases, emotions, environmental and social factors. They include tools such as nudges that
guide people towards making better choices by altering the context in which they make decisions.

A combination of these tools is called a policy mix (Howlett, 2004; Howlett and Mukherjee, 2020).
The choice and combination of the types of tools are guided by many principles, among which are
efficiency (choosing the least costly way to achieve a goal), complementarity (making sure that tools
work well together) and coherence (different policies not contradicting each other) (?%). All policy tools
within a policy mix typically aim to achieve a common goal, for example plastic reduction and
recycling (Box 3).

Box 3. Combining policy tools for plastic reduction and recycling

In the EU, only about 32 % of plastics is recycled, with the rest being burned (43 %) or put in landfill (25 %)
(European Parliament, 2018). This failure undermines efforts to get people to sort their plastics into separate
containers. Indeed, people are less likely to sort plastic waste if they know, or believe, it will be burned rather
than recycled. This is because recycling is often motivated by the pursuit of environmental goals. A broad
plastics strategy (?°) was put in place to remedy this issue. It involves a mix of policy tools targeting different
stakeholders in the overall system that manages and mitigates plastic pollution. Companies are required to
reduce plastic packaging and to take charge of the environmental costs associated with their products.
Moreover, the use of microplastics is restricted. On the consumer side, the strategy recommends a container-
deposit system for plastic bottles and making grocery shoppers pay for the use of plastic bags (%°). Working
on both sides of the equation means that everyone is called on to contribute, which can improve the
acceptability of new policies.

(%) For a comprehensive overview of evaluation criteria for the choice of policy tools, please refer to OECD (2021, p. 18).

(?®)  Commission communication — A European strategy for plastics in a circular economy (COM(2018) 28 final)
(https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1516265440535&uri=COM:2018:28:FIN).

(%®)  Plastic bag levies are behaviourally informed incentives. They are set so low that they should not matter, according
to traditional economic analysis. However, they act to change the default (you have to ask for a bag), remind us of
the social norm and make the cost of plastic bags explicit (Jakovcevic et al,, 2014). This is enough to induce long-
lasting behavioural change.
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The synergy between various policy tools is intended to address complex challenges more holistically,
leveraging their strengths to target different aspects of a problem or operate at different levels (e.q.
local, national, international). This coordinated approach aims to mitigate potential conflicts or
redundancy between policy tools, ensure coverage of various dimensions of the issue and enhance
the overall effectiveness of the policy response.

3.2. Defining a system

We define a system as a complex network of interrelated and interdependent components that
collectively function within a structure that is defined by a set of rules and norms to deliver outcomes
(Del Valle et al., 2024). The components are the individual elements within the system, such as
people, groups, organisations and institutions. Those elements relate with each other (e.g. employers
and employees) and assume roles (e.g. monitoring and production). The rules and norms,
encompassing social norms as well as legislation and regulations, guide and govern the behaviours
and interactions of individuals within the system. In this definition, individuals are an integral part of
the system, and so individual and systemic aspects complement rather than oppose each other (¥).

Solutions to ‘wicked policy problems’ (Rittel and Webber, 1973) often require addressing multiple
system components as well as the structures governing their interactions. Addressing the structure
without considering the behaviour of its elements (e.g. individuals) can produce solutions that turn
out to be ineffective or produce unintended consequences. Conversely, addressing specific behaviours
without considering the structure in which they occur can lead to unintended outcomes because of
interactions with other components of the system. The argument put forward by Chater and
Loewenstein (2022), namely that the use of Bl in policy relies too much on targeting individual
behaviour at the expense of structural ‘system-level’ reform, is not without merit, but relies on an
understanding of Bl as mainly intervention focused. We believe that Bl not only should act at the
level of the individual but can also inform the structuring of relationships, rules and norms that
govern behaviour within the system.

In the context of common resource management, an illustrative case is the use of grazing land for
cattle in Southern Africa. In environments where community trust is low, introducing fines helps to
deter overuse of common resources effectively (Vollan, 2008). However, in environments where
community trust is high, fines can disrupt pre-existing cooperative behaviours and are therefore
counterproductive (Gneezy and Rustichini, 2000; Ostrom, 2000). Such examples show that one must
be aware of the nature and quality of relationships between individuals before devising rules -
such as introducing fines — to govern those interactions. Similarly, self-control issues may be less the
result of individual characteristics than of the influence of the system within which the individual
operates: individual behaviour cannot be analysed independently from the system in which it occurs
(Hofmann 2023). For example, achieving healthy nutrition goals is much easier in neighbourhoods
where fresh and healthy foods are widely available than in those in which they are not (Box 1).
Similarly, one will find it more difficult to choose healthy drink options when taxes on sugar are low
and soft drinks are thus both cheap and high in sugar or when one is constantly exposed to aggressive
marketing and advertising of junk food.

(¥) The distinction between these two aspects is similar to that between micro- and macroeconomics. The former is
useful for understanding the behaviour of individual stakeholders in the economy, while the latter aims to provide a
comprehensive view of the economy by considering the interactions between multiple markets and sectors. Both
help to inform an understanding of economic behaviour and policy issues overall.
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4. Harnessing the full potential of behavioural insights in
policymaking

Having clarified the definition of a policy mix and the concept of a system, we now explore wider
applications of BI, from designing behavioural interventions to facilitating the comprehensive and
systemic rethinking of policies and practices (Hofmann, 2023).

First, as commonly understood, Bl can address the behaviour of system components, such as
individuals, by modifying behaviour within the framework of existing rules, for example with nudges
(Section 4.1). Second, Bl can focus on the rules themselves, either by recommending the application
of traditional policy instruments, influencing their development from the outset, or by reshaping
existing traditional policies (Section 4.2). Indeed, Bl can inform the early design of policies by
considering the psychological, social, cultural and structural factors that affect how policies are
perceived and received by the public, as well as by anticipating both positive and negative spillover
from targeted to non-targeted behaviours. Third, Bl can inform a policy mix that simultaneously
modifies rules and influence individual behaviours to achieve specific goals (Section 4.3). Fourth,
beyond fostering the achievement of specific goals, Bl can help in outlining how different policy goals
and their supporting policies combine to affect individual behaviour (Section 4.4). This helps in
identifying possible contradictions or synergies between policies that serve different goals (Box 4).
Finally, Bl can contribute to a system that functions more effectively. For example, it can identify and
gather input from relevant stakeholders, analysing their behaviours, relationships, and key
influencing factors. This process results in a map that highlights leverage points where barriers
emerge and where policy tools, designed with human behaviour in mind, can be effectively developed
(Section 4.5).

Box 4. Potential to foster coherence across policy areas: the farmer’s example

Policies targeting farmers are an example of where a focus on the individual can help to identify important
issues. The Farm-to-Fork strategy, part of the European Green Deal, aims to help farmers to follow more
sustainable agricultural practices, while the Common Agricultural Policy maintains subsidies based on
productivity but also includes an environmental component through farmers’ voluntary participation in eco-
schemes (8). The two objectives seem to partially conflict, potentially causing confusion among farmers
about which course of action to take. In such cases, taking the farmer’s perspective on the policy landscape
could help to evaluate policy interconnection and coherence from a behavioural perspective.

Figure 1 illustrates the variety of policy scopes that Bl can contribute to. The inner circle of the figure
represents the ability of Bl to deliver behavioural interventions targeting individual behaviours.
Beyond this, the scope of Bl extends to understanding the behavioural elements of a policy problem
to inform the design of policy tools, including traditional policy instruments (e.g. taxes, subsidies,
bans, reqgulations) and behavioural interventions. In a wider circle of application, Bl can enhance a
policy mix by crafting behavioural interventions that complement other policy measures, achieving
shared objectives. When possible, Bl can be embedded into the design process of every policy tool,
whether behavioural or traditional, forming a policy mix insofar as human behaviour is critical to
policy success. This approach promotes policy consistency and minimises overlaps and conflicts
among policy tools within the mix. Furthermore, Bl can help to identify synergies and conflicts in

(®®)  For the interested reader, greening the Common Agricultural Policy has been investigated from a behavioural
perspective by Barreiro-Hurle et al. (2023).
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terms of behavioural outcomes between policies in different areas. The behavioural lens helps to
analyse the interaction between various policies that (potentially) have different goals and therefore
different and possibly contradicting consequences on the behaviour of the same individuals. The
outer circle represents the potential of Bl to address systemic issues. One way to do this is with the
help of behavioural systems mapping (Hale et al., 2022).

Figure 1. Policy scopes where behavioural insights can contribute

Policy Interconnection

‘ Behavioural PP
Intervention ﬁ.ﬁ . ;

Source: Created by the authors.

Table 1 adds to Figure 1 by outlining the different roles that Bl can play in the policymaking
landscape, with examples related to energy consumption.

In the rest of this section, we explore each type of Bl integration in detail, providing examples of the
roles and effectiveness of the types of Bl at different levels of policy integration and evaluating their
potential to impact the system.
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Table 1. Contribution of Bl across different policy scopes

communication of
existing policies

Communicating the
benefits of policies.

Policy scope Role Description Example
Influence Targeting specific Implementing a nudge providing real-time
individual behaviours through feedback on electricity use compared with
Behavioural behaviour and interventions such as neighbours.
~ dges.
interventions | 'MProve nucges Designing leaflets emphasising the

environmental benefits of reducing electricity
consumption.

Single policy

Ground policy
choice and guide

Identifying behavioural
aspects in a policy area,
recommending the most
suitable policy option(s),
informing their design

Conducting an analysis of the behavioural
factors underpinning consumer choice of
electronic appliances.

Suggesting a ban on the sale of the least
energy efficient appliances or a tax rebate on
the purchase of the most energy efficient

policy design and evaluating their appliances based on human behaviour evidence.
behavioural
consequences Assessing the public acceptability of these
’ policy options among different groups of
people.
Pronosing behavioural Designing a behavioural intervention, such as a
Complement inteprventgijons to social norm campaign, to complement subsidies

traditional policies

complement traditional
policy instruments.

and regulations with the common objective to
increase the adoption rate of home insulation
measures.

Informing both

Designing a cohesive policy mix where energy

cohesive system

behavioural analysis and
targeted policy tools can
help to unlock the
system.

Policy mix Leverage behavioural con'sumption t'a'xes' are informed. by surveys of
synergies across interventions and thEI.I’ acceptability in the popula'tlon and
policy tools in a traditional policy designed to leverage loss aversion.
specific policy instruments forming a Complementing behaviourally informed taxes
area policy mix to improve its | \ith a nudge providing real-time feedback on

coherence. electricity use.
Uncjlerstand.u'.\g how Analysing interactions between energy
various policies from ) ) ) )
) . efficiency regulations, tax incentives for
different policy areas bl i industrial and
Enhance policy interact and impact renewable energy, climate, industrial an
I h ) housing policies.

Policy inter- conerence across | pehaviour.

connection different policy Taking the perspective Sending a survey to firms and households to
areas g the persp assess policy awareness and evaluate how

of relevant stakeholders - . T .
) policies collectively drive investments in energy

to understand the policy - )

efficient technologies.
landscape.

Applying behavioural systems mapping to

identify leverage points in the home energy
Mapping stakeholders retrofit sector.
and t'heir pehaviour and | Conducting workshops to map relationships
relationships. between stakeholders, behaviours and

Achieve a better- Pinpointing leverage influenges within the system, with a fo.cus on
System functioning, more points where both privately rented and owner-occupied

housing.

Finding leverage points and recommending
interventions such as government-led
investment, awareness campaigns, financial-
sector involvement and improving trust in
supply chains (2).

(@) This example is based on Hale et al. (2022).

Source: Created by the authors.
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4.1. Behavioural insights devising behavioural interventions

Typical examples of behavioural interventions are nudges and boosts (°°). Behavioural interventions
are often used as a plug-in tool in the policy process once the policy options have already been
decided on. One way to use behavioural interventions is as follow-up to already existing traditional
instruments, such as regulations. An example of this would be the case of a label being mandated
by a requlation, and behavioural scientists being called in to design the label ex post, making sure
that it is effective (Box 5).

Box 5. Bl informing EU labelling systems

Energy labels. In the context of the Energy Labelling Directive (2010) (*°), behavioural studies underlined
the risks of information overload and recommended including information only about a product’s energy
use to aid more sustainable consumer decisions, rather than also including information about water use,
depletion of natural resources and disposal of toxic waste.

Environmental labels. A behavioural experiment with European consumers (Dessart et al., 2021;
Thagersen et al., 2024) showed that graded environmental labels (e.g. from A to E) work better, in terms of
promoting environmentally friendly choices, than positive labels (e.g. green stick) for the best options or
negative labels (e.g. red cross) for the worst options. This evidence informed the Directive on empowering
consumers for the green transition as well as the impact assessment for the Eco-design Regulation for
smartphones (31).

Another way to use behavioural interventions is to support the communication of traditional policies
that may be already in place, with the objective of making them more transparent and acceptable
(Box 6).

Box 6. Bl supporting the communication of EU policies

Perceptions of the Fit for 55 Package (*?). Vandyck et al.'s 2023 study proposed using communication
levers for effective climate policy, such as highlighting the benefits of energy efficiency projects funded by
climate policy revenues. In addition, it proposed using boosts, 'thinks‘ and nudges+ (**) to address
misconceptions about the distributional effects of climate policies, including those of the Fit for 55 Package.

While behavioural interventions target individuals, changes in individual behaviour can trigger a
cascade of effects, leading to more systemic changes (Centola, 2010; Centola et al, 2018).

(%) Boosts focus on empowering individuals to make better decisions by enhancing their skills and knowledge (Hertwig
and Grline-Yanoff, 2017). For an alternative and recent classification of behavioural interventions, we refer the
reader to Dewies and Reisch (2024).

(%0)  Directive 2010/30/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 May 2010 on the indication by labelling

and standard product information of the consumption of energy and other resources by energy-related products (0J
L 153, 18.6.2010, p. 1) (http://data.europa.eu/eli/dir/2010/30/0j).

(31)  Commission Regulation (EU) 2023/1670 of 16 June 2023 laying down ecodesign requirements for smartphones,
mobile phones other than smartphones, cordless phones and slate tablets pursuant to Directive 2009/125/EC of the
European Parliament and of the Council and amending Commission Regulation (EU) 2023/826 (0J L 214, 31.8.2023,
p. 47) (http://data.europa.eu/eli/req/2023/1670/0j).

(32)  https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/delivering-european-
green-deal/fit-55-delivering-proposals_en.

(3®)  ‘Thinks’ prompt people to reflect on their decision. Nudges + are hybrid interventions that combine elements of
nudging and reflective thinking. They either inform individuals about the nudge or encourage them to reflect on it,
thereby incorporating a level of conscious awareness into the nudge (Banerjee et al., 2023; Banerjee and John,
2024).
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Individuals who change behaviour can inspire and help others to follow suit. Early adopters of new
technologies, such as electric cars, can encourage technological improvements, infrastructure
development and efficiency gains that then foster adoption by more people and eventually generate
large changes. Such cascade and feedback effects can also be triggered or encouraged by
behaviourally informed policies. For example, introducing nutrition labels for food, especially labels
that are easy to read, directly visible, understandable, trusted and actionable, can encourage demand
by consumers for healthier products. This in turn can trigger changes in the food consumption habits
of consumers, for example less consumption of sugar, and a healthier reformulation of products by
producers (Centola, 2010; Burgaz et al,, 2023). The latter then affects all consumers, including those
not initially sensitive to the health aspects of food. Behaviourally informed labels can therefore lead
to changes in the food system by changing consumers’ choice process.

Widespread adoption of behavioural changes at the individual level can lead to systemic shifts,
especially when these changes alter social norms. However, ‘cascades — small interventions that lead
to large and lasting change - are rare’ (Stevenson, 2023). There is no certainty in obtaining a system-
level impact when limited-scope interventions are put in place. This leads us to the next sections,
where we discuss policies with wider scopes.

4.2. Behavioural insights grounding and informing traditional policies

Shifting our focus from behavioural interventions, it is important to acknowledge that not all
behaviours can be influenced in a sufficient way through subtle changes in choice architecture.
Traditional policy instruments might be necessary, for example when the behaviour is supported by
a system of rules, laws and regulations. Bl can play a crucial role in determining whether traditional
policy instruments are needed and, if so, how they should be designed to change behaviour.

4.2.1. Behavioural insights grounding traditional policies

When BI identifies behavioural barriers or issues, this does not mean that the solution must be
behavioural. Bl can result in the recommendation of traditional policy instruments like regulations,
incentives or information provision (Sunstein, 2023). The 2011 EU Consumer Rights Directive (*%)
(Box 7) serves as a prime example of how Bl can end up recommending traditional policy
instruments.

Box 7. Example of Bl leading to traditional policy instruments

Ban of online pre-ticked boxes. The 2011 EU Consumers Rights Directive included measures that were
informed by BI from the outset. Bl warned that pre-ticked boxes for additional services when shopping online
exploited consumer inattention and the tendency to follow the default. Consequently, behavioural scientists
recommended their ban. In the directive, the ban was eventually replaced with a consumer’s right to
reimbursement, which discouraged firms from setting defaults. The period during which consumers could
withdraw from a sales contract was also extended from 7 days to 14 days, recognising the psychological
issue behind impulse buying.

(34) Directive 2011/83/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2011 on consumer rights,
amending Council Directive 93/13/EEC and Directive 1999/44/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council and
repealing Council Directive 85/577/EEC and Directive 97/7/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council (0OJ
L 304, 22.11.2011, p. 64) (http://data.europa.eu/eli/dir/2011/83/0j).
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4.2.2. Behavioural insights informing the design of traditional policies

Beyond grounding traditional policies, Bl also helps to identify behavioural elements in the domains
affected by them. We give examples below where Bl has supported the design and impact
assessment of traditional policies by identifying behavioural tendencies, barriers and levers, leading
to changes in the rules of the system (*°). Behavioural analyses informed the development of the EU
Consumer Rights Directive (Box 7), the revision of the Energy Efficiency Directive, the Energy Poverty
Recommendation (*®) and the Energy Efficiency Financing Recommendation (Box 8).

Box 8. Bl informing EU policies: the case of energy

JRC studies (Bertoldi and Della Valle, 2021; Bertoldi et al., 2021; Economidou et al., 2021) informed the
Revision of the Energy Efficiency Directive (*’), in particular the sections on the drivers of energy
efficiency decisions. They helped to identify original solutions that are reflected in Article 22 on ‘Information
and awareness raising’. The same studies informed the sections on the drivers of energy efficiency
investment in the Energy Efficiency Financing Recommendation (*®), cf. Section 2.1.1 ‘Scope and
objective’. Other JRC studies (Della Valle and Czako, 2022; Menyhert, 2022, 2023) also helped to identify
the drivers of energy poverty considered in the Energy Poverty Recommendation (*°) and informed the
section ‘Consumer empowerment’ in the accompanying EU guidance on energy poverty (%°).

In these cases, concerns identified by using Bl were considered when developing traditional policies
and regulations. Bl identified deeply ingrained behavioural tendencies and recommended changes to
the decision-making context, ensuring that policies prevented the exploitation of those behavioural
patterns through regulatory measures or recommendations to Member States.

4.3. Behavioural insights informing a policy mix

Behavioural interventions are often part of a wider ‘policy mix’ (defined in Section 3). A policy mix
can combine both traditional policy instruments and behavioural interventions. Combining those
different types of tools can be more effective than combining only behavioural interventions or only
traditional policy instruments (Alt et al., 2024).

When used in this way, behavioural interventions do not substitute for more comprehensive, system-
level reforms; instead, behavioural and traditional policies complement each other, with Bl helping to
improve their combination to achieve policy goals (Carlsson et al,, 2021).

(3)  Tool No 69 of the European Commission’s better regulation guidelines (European Commission, 2023) explains the
‘DO IT" approach we use to help policymakers in this process.

(*®) A recommendation is a non-binding act by which the EU means to achieve certain ends without imposing a
mandatory legal framework.

(3”) Directive (EU) 2023/1791 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 September 2023 on energy efficiency
and amending Regulation (EU) 2023/955 (0J L 231, 20.9.2023, p. 1) (http://data.europa.eu/eli/dir/2023/1791/0j).

(®®) Commission Recommendation of 12 December 2023 on transposing Article 30 on national energy efficiency funds,
financing and technical support of the Directive (EU) 2023/1791 on energy efficiency (0J C, C/2023/1553,
19.12.2023) (http://data.europa.eu/eli/C/2023/1553/0j).

(3%)  Commission Recommendation (EU) 2023/2407 of 20 October 2023 on energy poverty (0J L, 2023/2407,
23.10.2023) (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=0J%3AL 202302407).

(*9)  Commission staff working document — EU guidance on energy poverty (SWD(2023) 647 final)
(https://energy.ec.europa.eu/publications/commission-staff-working-document-eu-guidance-energy-poverty en).
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4.3.1. Integrating behavioural insights into a policy mix: two approaches

We discussed the suboptimal plug-in role of Bl in Section 2, where Bl reactively addresses gaps or
inefficiencies after traditional policies have been implemented. In such cases, Bl is called in to fix
the policy (i.e. adding a behavioural intervention to complement, at the margin, the traditional policy
in place). Here, we focus on a policy mix, which implies an overarching strategy to combine
behavioural interventions and traditional policy instruments, in tandem, ensuring that they
complement each other from the outset to achieve a shared objective.

We distinguish between the two roles that Bl can have within a policy mix: the first exclusively relates
to designing behavioural interventions within the mix and the second relates to involving Bl in
designing and selecting all policy tools of the policy mix.

A limited involvement of Bl in the design of a policy mix means Bl informs only the behavioural
interventions forming it. Those then act alongside traditional policy instruments whose design is not
specifically informed by Bl. Box 9 gives an example of a behavioural intervention (displaying warning
labels on tobacco packs) that acts in concert with taxes and bans to discourage smoking.

Box 9. Bl informing exclusively the behavioural interventions in a policy mix

Smoking cessation programmes. The EU Tobacco Control Directive (*!) employs warning labels with
emotionally impactful images. The goal was to influence smoking perceptions, and warning labels have been
shown to increase awareness of the harmful effects of tobacco products and to motivate people to quit
smoking (European Commission, 2021). These labels may also deter tobacco consumption and young people
from starting smoking. Broader regulatory measures, such as public smoking bans and increased tobacco
taxes, often proceed without direct Bl input, while targeted behaviourally informed interventions such as
warning labels complement these by encouraging individual behavioural changes.

To date, examples of a cohesive policy mix, where Bl informs all policy tools in the mix, are scarce,
but current reflection led by the CCBI aim to gather details of such applications. For example, a
consumer journey mapping project aims to anticipate future energy policies and a JRC exploratory
research project promotes interactions between scientists and policymakers to discuss the future of
biodiversity policies (Box 10).

Box 10. Bl enhancing the cohesion of policies in a policy mix

Energy policymaking. The EU Policy Lab and the Directorate-General (DG) (*?) for Energy are considering
collaborating on mapping the consumer journey for products from purchase to disposal. This approach would
identify each stage’s barriers and opportunities. Using solar panels as an example, high upfront costs could
be mitigated with subsidies or tax incentives, while maintenance issues might be addressed through
mandatory warranties or a certified repair framework. Simplified comparison tools or making some options
the default could reduce decision-making complexity. Emphasising post-purchase support could reassure
consumers about ongoing maintenance and service. This method would ensure that policies address all
aspects of consumer interactions, supporting the development of future energy policies, whether behavioural
or traditional.

(*1) Directive 2014/40/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 3 April 2014 on the approximation of the
laws, regulations and administrative provisions of the Member States concerning the manufacture, presentation and
sale of tobacco and related products and repealing Directive 2001/37/EC (0J L 127, 29.4.2014, p. 1)
(http://data.europa.eu/eli/dir/2014/40/0j).

(*2)  DGs are policy departments which are responsible for different policy areas at the European Commission.
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Biodiversity policymaking. The EU Policy Lab is organising a workshop involving behavioural scientists,
natural scientists and EU policymakers from various DGs, including agriculture, health, environment, climate
and others. The aim is twofold: (1) to explore avenues for behavioural research in this area, thereby informing
future traditional and behavioural policies at the Commission, and (2) to offer insights into how to integrate
Bl into biodiversity policymaking. These discussions will allow for the incorporation of perspectives from
diverse sectors and provide an opportunity for policymakers to understand the potential of Bl and call on its
evidence early in the policy process to inform any type of policy tool.

These two opportunities aim to lay the foundation for envisioning all potential policy tools, both
behavioural and traditional, that could form part of a future policy mix while keeping human
behaviour at the core.

4.3.2. Sequencing behavioural interventions and traditional policy
instruments in a policy mix

Traditional policy instruments and behavioural interventions can be applied at the same time, but
one can also pave the way for the other. The question of which type of policy tool should come first
then arises. It is often better to implement structural, systemic changes, which require adaptation
and effort on the part of both the state and its citizens, rather than demanding individual change
without a sufficient counterparty. For example, increasing carbon taxes has a disproportionate effect
on people living in rural and suburban areas with poor access to public transport. Increasing those
taxes must therefore go along with improving access to public transport for this category of people.
The same logic applies when attempting to encourage cycling. A behavioural analysis of the choice
to cycle shows that the infrastructure (bike lanes) must first be put in place (Box 11).

Box 11. Traditional policy instruments before behavioural interventions in a policy mix

Promoting cycling. To effectively promote cycling, it is crucial to understand the psychological factors that
influence cyclists’ behaviour, such as their perceptions of risk and their ability to maintain habits (Winters
et al,, 2011; Dill and McNeil, 2013), rather than solely focusing on broader policy goals such as reducing
congestion and pollution or improving public health. Providing clearly marked, obstacle-free and
continuously maintained cycling lanes helps to reduce anxiety and encourages routine cycling. Without such
infrastructure, promoting cycling can be counterproductive, as cyclists sharing the road with cars may feel
unsafe, leading many to abandon the practice. Ensuring proper infrastructure first is key, as it naturally
fosters cycling behaviour (Meder et al., 2018).

The examples above underline the benefit of thinking about the dependence of behaviour on the
context and changing the context to ease changes in individual behaviour. This change in context is
itself informed by BI; for example, the design of cycle lanes considers the risk perceptions of cyclists.

However, while system change is often a condition for behavioural change, it can still make sense to
introduce behavioural interventions first, for example when there are crises or emergencies. This can
be a way to alleviate the issue before more extensive policies can be put in place. In these cases, Bl
can have significant effects that could not be achieved in the short term by structural change. This
is illustrated by the policies put in place to deal with the 2022 energy crisis arising as a result of
Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine (Box 12). The plan was explicit in making the difference
between short- and long-term measures. It justified the use of behavioural interventions to
encourage energy savings because they were likely to achieve reductions in consumption quickly. It
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also acknowledged that those policies had to be complemented in the longer term with policies
aiming to achieve structural change and adaptation (**).

Box 12. Behavioural interventions before traditional policy instruments in a policy mix

The REPowerEU plan and energy crisis. The EU faced an energy crisis at the start of the full-scale
unprovoked invasion of Ukraine by Russia in February 2022. The EU responded with the REPowerEU plan to
reduce dependency on Russian fossil fuels. As part of this plan, the EU ‘save energy’ plan took a two-pronged
approach: (1) achieving immediate energy savings through voluntary choices and (2) accelerating and
strengthening structural, mid- to long-term energy efficiency measures. The International Energy Agency, in
coordination with the European Commission, developed a series of simple steps that citizens could take to
save energy (*4).

4.4. Behavioural insights informing policy interconnection

We outlined that Bl can best contribute to a policy mix by informing both behavioural interventions
and traditional policy instruments, ensuring they are aligned and avoid sending individuals conflicting
messages. While a policy mix is often confined to a single policy area, the role of Bl can extend to
the interplay between policies from different areas, each with distinct goals. It is often essential to
consider how policies from one area may influence those of another, and vice versa.

The way we propose to assess policy interconnection is by adopting the perspective of stakeholders
affected by various policies. In this case, Bl brings a stakeholder-centric perspective to the policy
landscape, offering a clearer view of how the various policy signals intersect in attempting to
influence stakeholders’ behaviour. An illustrative example is that of unaligned policy signals targeting
farmers (Box 4). Different policies aim to increase agricultural productivity (agricultural policy),
ensure healthy food for consumers (health policy) and stop biodiversity loss (environmental policy).
Examining the policy landscape from the farmer’s perspective can pinpoint policy silos (Froy and
Giguere, 2010) and tensions or contradictions between policies. This exercise could then foster a
unified policy framework that farmers can navigate seamlessly. A ‘user’ perspective can also reveal
the frustration that farmers feel when confronted with complex and contradictory bureaucratic
demands from different requlatory authorities (Fernandez-i-Marin et al., 2023; Mills et al.,, 2023) (*°).
Taking this perspective helps to ‘design functions and organisations around users — not government’
(OPSI, 2017). It encourages better coordination between different requlatory authorities and levels
of administration, and reduces the risk of creating ‘requlatory thickets’ - a phenomenon where
overlapping rules and diverging policy goals hinder effective governance (Barbieri and Konrad,
2021) (*6).

A study from behavioural development economics about low fertiliser use in Africa provides an
illustrative example that unveils connections between financial and agricultural rules (Box 13).

(**)  Many early policies to reduce the spread of COVID-19 also called on quick behavioural interventions (Betsch, 2020;
Van Bavel et al,, 2020; Krpan et al,, 2021), such as maintaining social distance or promoting proper sneezing
etiquette, while waiting for the development of a vaccine and investing in capacity upgrades of the health system.
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Behavioural audits have been successfully carried out to help policymakers to identify design elements that harm
consumers in their journeys on online marketplaces (Mills et al., 2023). The same approach can be used to design
better interactions between State administrations and their citizens.
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Box 13. Behavioural barriers and solutions in the use of fertilisers in some African countries

Low fertiliser use is among the reasons why some African countries do not realise their high agricultural
potential. The common approach to this problem is to lower the cost of fertilisers and disseminate
information about their benefits. Subsidies are costly, however, and information campaigns are often not
effective. Interviews with farmers identified a key period where money was not invested in fertilisers but
was instead spent on more immediate needs. This period fell between when farmers received payment for
last year’s crop and started cultivation of the following year’s crop. The issue was that, between those dates,
farmers could barely save any money, which left them needing to spending the money on other, more
immediate, needs. The solution was to promote the use of savings accounts for fertiliser purchases, and to
market and deliver fertiliser right after the harvest to align with farmers’ cash flow (Brune et al,, 2011; Duflo
etal, 2011).

In the example in Box 13, by taking the perspective of farmers, behavioural experts not only
identified a key issue that was outside the traditional economic analysis of incentives and
information, but also addressed a broader financial issue (lack of access to savings) and its impact
on agricultural practices. This example showcases the importance of understanding the
interconnections between financial and agricultural rules from the stakeholder’s point of view.

This approach to policy interconnection adopts an inside-out perspective, focusing on the viewpoint
of those directly impacted by policies. It helps to reduce conflicts arising from differing policy
perspectives between policymakers and those affected. By shifting the focus to desired outcomes
rather than preferred policies, it allows policymakers to concentrate on what they aim to achieve (*).

4.5. Behavioural insights contributing to systemic change

Bl has already contributed to systemic change on many occasions. The innovative system
underpinning the ‘micro-lending revolution’ led, in particular, by the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh
(Robinson, 2001), and described in Box 14, is a notable example. It illustrates how Bl identified a key
leverage point and incited a shift towards more inclusive, community-based financial models,
benefiting previously excluded populations.

Box 14. The micro-lending revolution

Through the ‘micro-lending revolution’, the systemic issue of limited access to credit among the poor was
alleviated by providing loans to groups of applicants rather than to individuals. This principle leveraged
community dynamics such as peer pressure and reputation (Milinski et al., 2002) to ensure timely loan
repayment. It created a self-sustaining system with internal accountability, reducing the need for external
enforcement, such as loan monitoring by bank employees.

The micro-lending revolution exemplifies a successful scaling of behavioural interventions, but many
other interventions fail to persist beyond the publication of an RCT study (DellaVigna and Linos,
2022). This underscores that the survival of typical intervention-based approaches often depends on
successful backward scaling, starting from the final implementation point of policy. Sometimes,
reflections on scaling arise too late - e.qg. after pilot interventions have already shown promise —, lack
commitment from relevant (policy) decision-makers, or fail to properly consider the administrative
and financial costs of scaling. Such delays might prevent an intervention from aligning with broader

(*)  For example, different policymakers may use different statistics to evaluate the effectiveness of their policies. Those
can be translated into their effects on individual stakeholder behaviour for ease of comparison.
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system drivers (e.g. incentives, policy frameworks) and may overlook the importance of early buy-in
and input from influential stakeholders who can help to identify relevant barriers and levers.

We argue that a more proactive and systematic approach is needed for Bl to contribute to
systemic change. This involves ensuring behavioural interventions are crafted with scalability
in mind, informing the design of traditional policy instruments from the outset and, last but
not least, understanding and working with complex systems. Without a systemic understanding
of the stakeholders, incentives, and interactions within these systems, external interventions risk
failure. Complex systems operate according to their own internal logic, which, if misunderstood, can
result in unsustainable and/or unintended outcomes (Dekker, 2012).

The behavioural systems method developed by Del Valle et al. (2024) is an evolving framework that
exemplifies a systematic approach to integrating Bl with systems analysis. Systems analysis
encompasses the whole range of scientific disciplines that focus on understanding and addressing
complex systems (*¢). Behavioural systems analysis comprises six steps (Del Valle et al., 2024):

1. Set the stage. Identify key stakeholders and the connections through which they influence and
interact with each other.

2. See the system. Use qualitative methods, such as workshops or interviews with stakeholders, to map
the system’s structure, highlighting feedback loops and bidirectional relationships.

3. Regroup and refine. Identify the relevant stakeholders and the connections that have the most
potential to drive impactful change and validate models against observed data.

4. Look for leverage points. Pinpoint critical opportunities likely to trigger significant system
improvements.

5. Design and deploy targeted interventions. Conduct behavioural analysis at leverage points and
develop targeted interventions to address barriers to system functionality.

6. Integrate and iterate. Monitor intervention outcomes, assess spillover effects and integrate insights
back into the system to enable improvements.

Combining Bl with systems analysis enables a deliberate and coordinated approach to achieving
systemic and sustainable change. A behavioural systemic approach helps not only to identify surface
issues but also to reveal the root behavioural patterns that sustain these problems.

A key component derived from systems analysis involves mapping key stakeholders, their behaviours
and their relationships. For example, Hale et al. (2022) developed policy recommendations for
retrofitting existing homes in Wales to improve energy efficiency. Their work included creating a
behavioural systems map based on expert stakeholder insights collected in workshops, depicted
in Figure 2 (*°).

(“8)  Systems analysis regroups a variety of disciplines, including but not limited to system innovation, system dynamics,
design for policy and strategic foresight. An overview of the relevance of systems analysis tools for behavioural
systems is available in Del Valle et al. (2024, pp. 18-23). There are more and more illustrations of how behavioural
sciences can be combined with systems analysis to ‘understand and reimagine broken behavioural systems’ (Del
Valle et al., 2024). We provide more examples of collaboration in Section 5.

(*9)  This approach is called “Participatory system mapping” and described in detail by Barbrook-Johnson and Penn
(2021).
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Figure 2.

Behavioural systems map: decarbonising existing homes in Wales through private landlords
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Such maps adopt an outside-in perspective, allowing researchers to ‘see the system’ (Hallsworth,
2023), identify key leverage points (°°), design policy tools tailored to the system’s characteristics,
and provide the contextual details necessary for successful scaling (°!) and integration of policy tools
(®2). By zooming out, researchers can represent the complexity and granularity of the problem,

resulting in

a comprehensive picture of the interplay of stakeholders, influences, policies and

feedback loops that relate to the problem. They can also highlight where traditional policies may
require adaptation.

Using a behavioural systems lens to understand complex policy problems is not yet common.
However, it is increasingly recognised as essential (OECD, 2022). The scope of behavioural systems
analysis is much wider than that of behavioural analysis, as the latter is typically limited to identifying
the behavioural factors relevant in a given situation to derive suitable policy tools. A well-established
methodology and guidelines for policy-related application have yet to be fully developed. Chamberlin
et al. (2024) pave the way for applying behavioural science with a systems perspective to climate
adaptation policies (**). The CCBI aims to contribute to this dynamic and encourages other Bl units
within governments or international organisations to cooperate to further developing these

guidelines.

(°°)  Once the behavioural systems map is completed, leverage points can be identified using insights from experts and
stakeholders, supported by the APEASE criteria—assessing acceptability, practicality, effectiveness, affordability,
safety, and equity.

(®!) These contextual details are broadly discussed in Mazar and Soman (2022).

(>2)  This perspective facilitates an understanding of the role of existing traditional policy instruments, including the
constraints or adverse incentives they may create in addressing behavioural barriers.

(53)  They focus on a case study of pastoralism in northern Kenya’s arid and semi-arid regions

28



https://kumu.io/JoHale/walesdecarbonisation#landlords

We advocate for combining an outside-in perspective, which provides a comprehensive overview
of stakeholders, behaviours, and external factors, with an inside-out perspective, focused on
understanding the system from the stakeholder’s point of view. This dual approach fosters a dynamic
process, where zooming out to understand the broader system feeds into zooming in to identify and
understand specific behaviours, perspectives and leverage points, and vice versa. At each leverage
point, the full spectrum of policy tools — whether behavioural or traditional - should be considered.

Box 15 describes an EU Policy Lab collaboration between BI, design for policy and strategic foresight
that uses this dual approach to improve EU green policy implementation across Member States (*4).

Box 15. Bl combined with the disciplines of design for policy and strategic foresight

Mitigating barriers to implementing EU green policy. This project investigates the behavioural factors
underpinning common policy implementation obstacles, including financial, political and governance barriers.
It maps the journey of EU law from adoption to enforcement in Member States, identifying key stakeholders
and their interactions and influence on the implementation process (Figure 3). The project aims to explore
behavioural aspects at critical stages, develop and test targeted policy tools at multiple leverage points, and
provide country-specific recommendations to enhance green policy implementation. The initiative began with
a workshop where public administration representatives reflected on the behavioural drivers behind
implementation challenges (Dupoux and Martens, 2025). The workshop resulted in behavioural hypotheses
to be further explored through interviews, surveys, behavioural systems and journey maps, and experiments.

Figure 3. Mapping EU law journeys to identify implementation barriers
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process continues as the law moves through various stakeholders, each exerting their own influence (). These stakeholders also interact
with one another, and their relationships (€= =) can further shape the igﬁementation process. After mapping the journey of the law through
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the relevant stakeholders, the next step is to identify leverage points ( ) where policy tools (Y ), whether behavioural or traditional, could
be designed to make the implementation smoother and faster, thereby improving the overall implementation process.

Source: Adapted by the authors from the map image in Jeffrey Rum’s article, ‘A Journey Map in 7 Steps’, available at
https.//www.linkedin.com/pulse/journey-map-7-steps-jeffrey-rum

(>4) By implementation, we mean the process from the adoption of EU law (both directives and regulations) through to
their practical application, enforcement and compliance within Member States. EU green policy is a collective term
for EU initiatives aimed at environmental sustainability, including but not limited to the European Green Deal.
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Qualitative insights from the disciplines of design for policy and strategic foresight, which are
commonly viewed as systems analysis disciplines, can inform the mapping of implementation
processes across Member States by detailing the relevant context (Box 15). These insights highlight
variations in institutional frameworks, stakeholder interactions and forward-looking approaches to
implementation, ensuring that Bl considers and intervenes within the broader system. Nonetheless,
this is just one approach to combining Bl with systems analysis to improve a system. We expand on
the need for Bl to collaborate with systems analysis and other disciplines in Section 5.

4.6. Key messages and discussion

Bl should be integrated into all stages of the policy cycle whenever policy success relies on behaviour
change, with particular emphasis on the earliest stages. Bl is often confined to informing behavioural
interventions, but this is a narrow perspective. Bl primarily aims to provide an understanding of
behaviour and can therefore inform any kind of policy tool that will eventually change behaviour,
whether behavioural or traditional, or a mix, within or across policy areas. Bl can be combined with
systems analysis to map and understand systemic issues that have a behavioural root. Recognising
the two-way dynamic between individuals and the systems they operate within aims to identify
behavioural issues leading to systemic failures and systemic issues leading to behavioural failures.

We explicitly distinguished between behavioural interventions and traditional policy instruments to
align with current literature, which often contrasts the individual frame (mainly associated with
behavioural interventions) with the systemic frame (often associated with traditional policy
instruments) (Chater and Loewenstein, 2022). However, this dualism might be flawed (Brownstein et
al,, 2022), as behavioural considerations underpin many policy tools (Schneider and Ingram, 1990).
We advocate for a behavioural systems approach that involves finding behavioural pathways to
address structural challenges (Chamberlin et al., 2024; Del Valle et al., 2024).
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5. Achieving a systemic impact of behavioural insights

There is an opportunity for behavioural scientists to further explore and demonstrate the full potential
of Bl for policy, contributing to systemic impact. This involves embracing interdisciplinarity by
collaborating with subject-matter experts and systems analysts (Section 5.1) and ensuring that
policies with a strong human element are developed with 'Bl at their core' (Section 5.2).

Interdisciplinarity is key for achieving systemic change. Integrating Bl with systems analysis allows
for a more comprehensive understanding of how individual actions and institutional structures
interact with and influence each other. Furthermore, Bl must be integrated with expertise from the
specific scientific domains relevant to the policies being developed, for example natural sciences.

Involving Bl from the start of the policy process ensures that a behavioural lens is applied throughout
the entire policy cycle (Hallsworth, 2023). This offers two distinct advantages. First, early inclusion
of Bl in policy planning can lead to greater openness to its contributions, as no policy decisions or
positions have yet been solidified. Second, early integration gives behavioural scientists the
opportunity to make their research more policy relevant by incorporating feedback from policymakers
(Hohler et al., 2023). Policymakers, in turn, can leverage early advice from behavioural scientists to
identify behavioural barriers and levers related to their policy goals, thereby focusing on policies that
effectively address these factors.

5.1. Relying on interdisciplinary research

The integration of Bl into policymaking goes hand in hand with the interdisciplinary strategies
required to address current complex societal challenges. This section explores the potential for
collaboration with systems analysts (e.g. design for policy, foresight, systems dynamics) that are
known for their analytical and transformative approaches to systems, alongside other scientists, such
as natural scientists, who provide critical insights into the policy context and essential tools. These
collaborative efforts aim to ensure that the application of Bl in tackling multifaceted societal
problems is both impactful and nuanced, moving beyond a narrow understanding of human
behaviour as mere mechanical causal interactions between natural objects.

5.1.1. Involving behavioural and systems analysis disciplines together

‘My basic point here is that behavioural science researchers are almost always trying to nudge in the
context of complex systems in which they can at best tweak behaviour at the margin’ (Thaler, 2021).

In our context, Thaler’s perspective encourages a more robust collaboration with disciplines focused
on systemic change. There are multiple disciplines that seek to understand and change the system.
Some of their tools offer high potential for the integration of Bl (Del Valle et al., 2024). Tools can be
quantitative or qualitative. Relevant tools include agent-based modelling (Chersoni et al., 2022; Savin
et al,, 2023), system dynamics, social network models and complexity sciences generally. Qualitative
tools include systems thinking and social design. Our goal is not to provide an exhaustive list of the
range of disciplines that could collaborate with BI. Instead, we highlight some interesting examples
below, specific to the EU Policy Lab. The EU Policy Lab comprises the Bl Team (i.e. the CCBI), the
Design for Policy Team and the Strategic Foresight Team. Design for policy acts as a creative
catalyst for innovation in policymaking. By relying on participatory processes, it facilitates problem
exploration, generates insights, and enables the creation and testing of alternative solutions. Through
collaboration and co-creation with policymakers, scientists, and stakeholders, design supports every
stage of the policy process. Foresight explores long-term futures and develops shared visions for
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policymaking. It provides strategic, future-oriented input, fosters an anticipatory culture within
institutions, and refines methods and tools to integrate foresight into decision-making processes
effectively.

In Box 16, we describe two collaborations between the CCBI and the Design for Policy Team.

Box 16. Collaboration between the Design for Policy Team and the CCBI

Developing EU-harmonised waste sorting labels. The CCBI was tasked by DG Environment to develop
and design harmonised waste sorting labels to be used in Member States as part of the proposed Packaging
and Packaging Waste Regulation. Due to the requirement to develop effective and accepted labels, the
project includes a dedicated participatory design component led by the Design for Policy Team of the EU
Policy Lab. This integrated approach involves the design of label prototypes based on insights from an
experimental (behavioural) survey of citizens and participatory workshops involving various waste
management stakeholders (including producers, industries, product packaging designers, label designers,
non-governmental organisations, waste managers, experts and consumers). These insights are
complemented by empirical evidence from behavioural experiments to test label prototypes.

Anticipatory research on artificial intelligence (Al) and fairness. The EU Policy Lab ran a project to
investigate the role of human oversight in preventing discriminatory outcomes when using Al (EU Policy Lab,
2024). The project started with an experiment focused on the impact of Al support in hiring and lending
decisions by banking and human resources professionals. The experiment examined the extent to which
participants followed advice from fair versus biased Al systems, and participants discussed their decision-
making processes and the experiment’s relevance to their work. Following the experiment, the Design for
Policy Team and the CCBI organised a workshop with a diverse group of experts from fields including Al,
ethics, design, art and philosophy. Together, they developed strategies to reduce human and algorithmic
biases. Finally, the findings and their policy implications were shared with various policymakers involved in
Al fairness issues.

These participative processes can also support the creation of behavioural systems maps.

The CCBI also collaborates with the Foresight Team in the project described in Box 10. The final
output is a workshop bringing together policymakers, behavioural scientists, and natural scientists to
define a behavioural research agenda aligned with future biodiversity policymaking. To inform the
workshop agenda, a Delphi survey - an essential foresight tool- is employed to align the
perspectives of behavioural and natural scientists on behavioural research priorities, drawing on
evidence from media analysis and literature reviews. By focusing on “weak signals” (°*) and potential
inflection points, such as emerging societal behaviours, policy trends, and technological innovations,
foresight will help to identify areas where additional research could yield long-term impact. This
forward-looking approach will encourage policymakers to move beyond immediate concerns and
consider strategic, long-term solutions to address future biodiversity challenges. Beyond this project,
collaboration with foresight also allows for the stress testing of behavioural interventions in future

(>>) The method of weak signals in foresight refers to the practice of identifying and analysing subtle, early indicators of
potential future trends, disruptions, or changes. These "weak signals" are often small, fragmented, or unrecognised
pieces of information that suggest emerging developments before they become widespread or mainstream. By
systematically observing and interpreting these signals, foresight practitioners aim to anticipate and prepare for
possible future scenarios, including opportunities and risks.
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scenarios (Schmidt and Stenger, 2021) (**) and enhances foresight scenarios by incorporating
realistic human behaviours.

The EU Policy Lab aims for all its teams to collaborate when relevant, enhancing the
comprehensiveness of evidence provided for policymaking. Box 15 exemplifies such collaboration.

Overall, there is a need to develop methodologies that help to effectively capture the behavioural
dynamics of complex systems. This is one of the aims of the collaboration with systems analysis
disciplines.

5.1.2. Selecting the right sciences: context-driven integration of behavioural
insights

Evidence that supports policymaking must come from all domains of science that are relevant to the
specific context and goals of each initiative. There are already calls for more cross-disciplinary
collaboration involving behavioural sciences in the context of biodiversity conservation (Balmford et
al, 2021; Nielsen et al,, 2021) and climate change mitigation (Nielsen et al., 2024), for example.

The JRC naturally fosters cross-disciplinary collaboration, as it leverages a diverse range of scientific
disciplines. Beyond providing a conducive environment, the JRC encourages interdisciplinary research
through its (internal) Exploratory Research Programme. This initiative offers additional funding for a
selection of innovative and cross-disciplinary projects, complementing institutional research
resources. Box 10 showcases one application in biodiversity, where behavioural and natural
scientists co-develop the workshop that involves policymakers from various DGs. Similarly, another
ongoing exploratory research addresses energy savings in scientific laboratories, based on a
collaboration between the CCBI and the JRC’s Research and Infrastructure Unit and Energy Security,
Distribution and Markets Unit.

Overall, an interdisciplinary approach enables a more holistic understanding of problems, leading to
innovative solutions that identify and implement leverage points for systemic change. In this report,
we underscore our commitment to leveraging a broad spectrum of knowledge to address complex
issues, from public health and finance to environmental sustainability and the use of Al, in a way
that aligns more closely with human behaviour and societal needs and goals. Further methodological
reflections on the practical ways to do this will be described in a future report.

5.2. Embedding behavioural insights across the policy cycle, starting
early

‘Rarely, if ever, are researchers given the opportunity to design the entire choice architecture. We get
to remodel the kitchen, but not design the entire home, let alone pick the lot on which it is built. ... It
might be more productive to ... identify ... projects where behavioural scientists can be involved at
the very start, helping to create the blueprints of a program before ground has ever been broken’
(Thaler, 2021).

(°®)  For example, the development of behavioural planning relies on a strategic foresight approach that helps
practitioners to address system-level, anticipatory and contextual challenges. By systematically identifying potential
forces that may affect behavioural interventions, this model enhances planning and implementation before
interventions are executed.
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This quote is focused on choice architecture but echoes other calls for a deeper integration of Bl into
the policymaking process (Duflo, 2017). During the early stages of the policy process (i.e. the
anticipation and the formulation phases), it is important to understand the behavioural barriers that
people are facing as well as potential public resistance to the policy. Incorrect assumptions at this
point can limit the impact of BI, the range of policies under consideration and potentially jeopardise
the effectiveness of the policy adopted (Van Bavel et al,, 2013).

Baggio et al. (2021) outline progress made in fostering the integration of Bl into EU policies. They
illustrate how Bl is introduced into the EU policy cycle, and how to mainstream Bl at every level and
stage of policymaking in the EU. Achievements include the consolidation of behavioural expertise
with the creation of a dedicated team, the CCBI, in 2019. Bl became part of the Better Regulation
Toolbox, which sets out the principles that the European Commission follows when preparing new
initiatives and proposals and when managing and evaluating existing legislation (European
Commission, 2023). The toolbox states that Bl must be considered whenever the effectiveness of a
policy depends on human behaviour. Nevertheless, in practice, Bl has been mostly confined to the
impact assessment of already defined policy options when the scope has already narrowed.

We outline promising initiatives in which behavioural scientists were called on in the early
development of EU policy initiatives in Box 10. The examples presented are very encouraging, moving
from supporting towards guiding policymaking, and thus away from working on demand - quite often
after the main policy decisions have been made - and to closer involvement in the whole policy
process.

While early involvement of Bl enables its full potential to be deployed, it remains equally important
across all phases of the policy cycle whenever there is a behavioural element at stake. Figure 4
illustrates how Bl contributes at each stage of the policy cycle. The coloured quarters of the figure
represent Bl's contributions to the policy of interest at each stage of the policy cycle. In contrast, the
grey outer circle illustrates Bl's meta-level support for the policy process, which is overarching and
not tied to any specific policy.

In the anticipation phase, whenever behaviour plays a crucial role in the success of the policy at
stake, Bl can contribute by identifying policy problems, failures or gaps early on (e.g. Box 7, Box 8
and Box 19). A frequent contribution is the extensive review of the literature on the policy challenge.
Collecting views from experts and stakeholders in interviews, focus groups or workshops can also
prove useful (e.g. Box 15), especially for the creation of behavioural systems maps (Section 4.5) that
capture the interactions of stakeholders, their behaviours, and the external factors influencing these
behaviours. Bl can also help to frame communications to attract public and political attention early
on. These contributions ensure that policymaking is proactive rather than reactive, helping decision-
makers to anticipate behavioural challenges that could undermine policy goals.

During the formulation phase, Bl can guide the development of policy options. Bl can offer
combined behavioural and systems analysis that inform about potential feedback loops including
ripple effects or possible unintended consequences of policy instruments. This could enable
policymakers to design instruments that are not only evidence-based but also take into account the
complexity of the systems within which they will operate. Bl can also support the design and testing
of policy options, ensuring that the policies are well-suited to real-world contexts and behavioural
patterns (e.g. Box 5).
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Figure 4. Behavioural insights across the policy cycle
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In the adoption phase, Bl can develop messages and materials informed by behavioural insights to
ensure that the behavioural stakes of recommended policy options are understood by policymakers.
Bl can also help policymakers to anticipate public reactions to proposed legislation and suggest policy

refinements accordingly.

The implementation phase is where Bl can help to make policies actionable. It can support Member
States by enhancing policy uptake through the development of targeted behavioural interventions.
Tailored communications, guided by behavioural insights, can ensure that both citizens and
stakeholders understand and are motivated to act in alignment with policy goals (e.g. Box 6). These
tailored approaches aim to bridge the potential gap between policy intent and on-the-ground action.

In the evaluation phase, Bl can ensure that policies are assessed against their behavioural goals

and adjusted as needed. The effectiveness of policies can be evaluated using behavioural metrics,
such as changes in habits, attitudes, or perceptions, to inform future policy improvements. Through
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behavioural audits, Bl can also help to identify gaps in implementation and unintended consequences.
It can then communicate evaluation activities, such as making key findings salient through visual
aids, framing outcomes in relation to clear benchmarks, and presenting recommendations in an
action-oriented format that makes next steps clear and accessible to different stakeholder groups.
Communication in the evaluation phase aims to improve future adoption of similar initiatives by
clearly conveying what worked and what did not. Bl can finally provide iterative feedback to
policymakers for policy refinement once a new policy cycle starts.

Beyond specific contributions to individual policies, Bl can provide meta-level support across the
policy cycle (grey outer circle in Figure 4). By fostering collaborative policymaking, Bl can help
policymakers to navigate potential conflicts across DGs, facilitating constructive discussions and
consensus-building (*’). Additionally, targeted Bl training for public servants can equip them with the
skills needed to incorporate behavioural insights into their daily work (e.g. Box 17). Lastly, Bl could
contribute to decision-making processes at the adoption phase. Insights from collaborative
policymaking developed at the evaluation and anticipation phases could at least in part apply to
decision-making in trilogues (°8).

The rest of this section explores the initiatives that the CCBI uses and develops to continue reinforcing
the role of Bl in policymaking within the European Commission (*°). The first line is to keep promoting
a foundational understanding among policymakers of how Bl can enhance policies — and this report
is part of this effort. The second line is to develop collaboration and constant communication with
policymakers regarding their agendas. This ensures that researchers in our team effectively integrate
policymakers’ needs and take account of the forces that influence these agendas. The third line is to
speed up the gathering of behavioural evidence beyond the rate that is presently possible.

5.2.1. Fostering knowledge of behavioural insights

Before Bl is integrated into the policy landscape, it is important to establish an environment that is
receptive to its methodologies and insights (Kuehnhanss, 2019). This can be done by instilling a
robust culture of Bl among policymakers. By hosting Bl-focused events or workshops, the
establishment of this behavioural culture can be accelerated, ensuring that policymakers not only
recognise Bl but also realistically assess and value its contributions.

Yet, raising awareness is merely the beginning. Capacity building serves as the bridge that translates
awareness into actionable policy strategies. A frequent misconception is that Bl equates almost
exclusively to behavioural interventions such as nudging (Section 2). The training we provide to
policymakers aims to debunk this narrow perspective (Box 17). For example, it showcases how Bl

(>7) The JRC, as part of the Centre for Organisational Transformation, a multi-DG initiative, is currently conducting a project
on collaborative policymaking that aims to improve cross-boundary collaboration within the European Commission by
addressing barriers identified through an in-depth analysis of current working practices and a review of relevant
scientific literature. The project focuses on enhancing collaborative processes during the upstream phase of EU
policymaking. Its objective is to deliver science-based yet practical guidance to foster better collaboration in policy
work. A central feature of the project is a pilot study designed to implement and assess behavioural interventions
aimed at improving collaboration within real work settings at the Commission. See more details at this internal link.

(°8)  Trilogues are usually informal negotiation meetings held during the adoption phase of the European Union'’s legislative
process. These meetings involve representatives from the European Commission, the European Parliament, and the
Council of the European Union—the three principal institutions responsible for EU lawmaking. The purpose of trilogues
is to foster compromise and reach a final agreement on legislative proposals.

(®%)  We must however acknowledge that Bl is just one piece of the big policymaking puzzle, so we should not expect
policies to be fully, or only, in line with what behavioural sciences would recommend.
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can inform the design of traditional policy instruments and includes practical activities allowing
policymakers to simulate Bl-driven policy decisions, which offers them a first-hand glimpse of the
benefits of embedding Bl into their decision-making.

Box 17. Training programmes offered by the CCBI

The CCBI offers various formats of Bl training courses for policymakers. Introductory training courses outline
key Bl concepts and methodologies and how they can be used to answer policy questions. We also offer
shorter training courses targeted at managers. These courses incorporate case studies of successful uses
of Bl relevant to specific policy DGs, as well as targeted methodological knowledge.

Beyond capacity building, communication about Bl being applied to policy must be regular, relevant
and relatable. Sharing success stories and case studies where Bl was integrated early into policy
processes can offer convincing examples of its potential impact. Keeping policymakers updated by
translating the latest Bl research and findings into policy-relevant and easily digestible key messages
will ensure its continued relevance and use. This is the goal of our webinar series and newsletter
(Box 18), as well as our regular presentations on the methods we use and our projects at different
levels in Member States and EU institutions.

Box 18. Webinar series and newsletter

The CCBI has set up a webinar series (®°) to discuss recent research and its implications for EU policy with
both researchers and policymakers. It has also established a newsletter series (°%), which advertises ongoing
and finished projects, discusses recent contributions and debates in behavioural sciences, and references
useful material for continued study of behavioural aspects of policies.

5.2.2. Encouraging collaboration between behavioural scientists and
policymakers and maintaining communication

The CCBI mainly engages in two types of research: request-driven and anticipatory research.

In request-driven projects, we respond to specific inquiries from DGs for behavioural evidence related
to policy issues at various policy stages. When planning to use behavioural evidence, a specific DG
can go ‘solo’ or draw on the expertise of the CCBI. In the latter case, a formal or an informal
collaboration agreement can be signed (i.e. an administrative arrangement or a co-delegated budget
line, respectively), whereby the CCBI commits to take care of designing, collecting, analysing and
interpreting the relevant evidence. Such collaborations are most fruitful when agreed on at the very
start of the policy process, when the problem definition and the identification of the policy options
are still to be finalised. The development of the Recommendation on Gambling (2014) was the result
of one instance of such a collaboration (Box 19).

In anticipatory research projects, the objective is to prepare evidence for potential future policies
before topics are fully defined as policy issues (Baggio et al., 2021), creating an opportunity to
integrate Bl at the earliest stage of the policy cycle. Although promising, this approach requires

(%9)  https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/behavioural-insights/ccbi-seminar-series_en

(5%)  https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/know4pol/newsletter-archives/view/service/2555. Subscription can be made at
https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/know4pol/user-subscriptions/2555/create.
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effective and continuous communication between DGs and the CCBI, to align the behavioural
research agenda with the agendas of the DGs ().

For both types of research, a stable and long-term collaboration with policymakers will make it more
likely that BI will be involved in the policymaking process as early as possible (Box 19).

Box 19. Stable and long-term collaboration with policymakers

The CCBI has established long-term cooperation with several DGs of the Commission, starting from the
areas of health and consumer protection and widening to other areas such as competition, fairness,
agriculture and the environment (Baggio et al, 2021). Our work on the Recommendation on Gambling
(2014) (%) was exemplary in this respect. Driven by a clear political will, its drafting involved constructive
work with both the finance and consumer DGs. This recommendation included several measures to address
gamblers’ behavioural issues, such as by letting gamblers set limits on how much they can gamble over a
chosen period or take time out or self-exclude from gambling.

5.2.3. Making tools from behavioural insights more readily available

By amplifying the awareness and comprehension of Bl among policymakers, behavioural scientists
pave the way for its greater integration into the policymaking process. To expedite this process, the
CCBI recently developed its own platform for online experiments, the I-bex platform (Box 20). The
use of this tool encourages dialogue and cooperation among policymakers, research practitioners
and scientists affiliated at universities and international organisations.

Box 20. The I-bex platform

I-bex enables us to program and conduct online experiments without relying on external providers other than
to recruit samples of participants. This makes it easier and cheaper to meet the tight timelines often imposed
by the DGs, thereby facilitating timely delivery of Bl at early stages of policymaking. It also allows for greater
flexibility, so that design and procedures align closely with policy needs. I-bex can accommodate various
populations of subjects — both the public and population groups of particular interest, such as professionals
or public officials.

(52)  Several methods exist for achieving this. One straightforward approach is to set up regular (e.g. bimonthly) meetings.
An alternative is to gather policymakers and behavioural scientists at workshops for direct dialogue about policy
issues. Another alternative would be to conduct internal stakeholder analysis designed to engage with the various
DGs within the European Commission comprehensively and systematically.

(5)  Commission Recommendation of 14 July 2014 on principles for the protection of consumers and players of online
gambling services and for the prevention of minors from gambling online (0J L 214, 19.7.2014, p. 38)
(http://data.europa.eu/eli/reco/2014/478/0j).

38


http://data.europa.eu/eli/reco/2014/478/oj

6. Conclusion: our vision

This report began by examining a series of critiques of Bl as a policymaking tool. The debate ignited
by Chater and Loewenstein (2022) prompted us to pause and reflect on the role of Bl at the European
Commission.

We argue in this report for the more systematic involvement of Bl in policymaking, whenever a
behavioural element is at play, and explore ways to integrate Bl effectively into the policy process
beyond its use in the design of behavioural interventions coming after the main policy decisions. We
highlight the importance of incorporating Bl at the beginning of the policymaking process, rather than
as an afterthought. Following the Better Regulation Guidelines (European Commission, 2023) should
broaden BI’s involvement beyond the impact assessment stage of the policy cycle. A policy cycle 2.0
(Miller et al., 2024) would involve all competences within the EU Policy Lab, including BI, before the
policy design process even begins. This would help to realise the potential of behavioural and
systemic approaches to do more than just influence individual decisions, shape the broader policy
environment for more effective policies, be they traditional or behavioural, and thus deliver better
outcomes for EU citizens. This would lead to the designing of policies that are more in tune with how
people actually think and behave in areas such as health, justice, safety, finance, education,
employment, the environment and consumer protection.

This report recommends specific steps towards achieving this integration. Policymakers would follow
tailored BI training sessions and receive regular updates on the latest Bl research. Collaborative
projects between policymakers and behavioural scientists would ensure that policies are designed
with human behaviour in mind from the start. Moreover, work with other disciplines that focus on
systemic change would help to address societal challenges more comprehensively.

This report also aims to motivate policymakers to see Bl as an essential component of policy
development and to incorporate it as early as possible in the policy cycle. It also seeks to support
efforts within the EU Policy Lab, and specifically the CCBI, for the development of guidelines and
practical methods for using behavioural sciences to address systemic issues. Systemic change is
fundamentally rooted in human behaviour: while structural, political, economic, or technological
challenges may set the stage, it is the decisions and actions of individuals that ultimately drive
change. Behind every challenge lies the potential for human behaviour to alter the course, provided
the right behavioural pathways are identified and leveraged. Our goal is to develop and refine our
own expertise in behavioural systems analysis through hands-on projects, enabling us to share
insights and guidelines with others. We also hope that, by sharing our experience, others will develop
and open up their own expertise, fostering mutual learning and collective growth.
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