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We use insights from the behavioral sciences to 

design solutions to some of the world’s most 

persistent social problems. 
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WE WORK WITH A WIDE RANGE OF PARTNERS…

©2017 ideas42 
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ACROSS MANY DOMAINS

consumer finance

health

criminal justice

education

economic mobility

$

energy / environmentgovernment

int’l development



© 2017 ideas42 7

IDEAS42 WORKED WITH A DOZEN COMMUNITY 

COLLEGES & UNIVERSITIES ON 20+ PROJECTS
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ADDRESSING MULTIPLE BEHAVIORAL HURDLES
Goal Result Partner

Increase priority FAFSA renewals
+72% priority filings

+$26 million more aid (+3% filings) overall

Increase work-study applications
+30% applicants

+60% no. of applications

Increase student time management
+8% GPA for full-time students

-16% in SAP violations for full-time students

Reduce drop out rate
+10% retention for at-risk students

+7% GPA for at-risk students

Increase use of advisors
+32% use of advising

+6% early registrations, +3% registered students

Reduce academic (SAP) violations
-32% in academic (SAP) violations for minority students

-10% course withdrawals for all students

Improve course choice
+$1.5 million ($181 per student) overall aid eligibility for semester

+3% credit hours passed

Increase tutoring uptake
+34% use of tutoring services (student intervention)

+316% faculty referrals for tutoring (faculty intervention)
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INTRO TO BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE
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WHAT ARE HUMANS REALLY LIKE? 
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”EXCELLENT AIRMEN COMMIT NO ERRORS”
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F

CONTEXT MATTERS

FIX THE CONTEXT 
NOT THE PERSON
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HASSLE FACTORS
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Image source: flickr user richardsummers, Creative Commons Attribution License
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Image source: flickr user troismarteaux, Creative Commons Attribution License
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Left image: Proceedings Magazine, U.S. Naval Institute. Center image: CooperVision rebate form. Right image source: flickr user mellertime, Creative Commons Attribution

HASSLES ARE EVERYWHERE
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Sparshott, Jeffrey. (2015, May 8). Congratulations, Class of 2015. You’re the Most Indebted Ever (For Now). http://blogs.wsj.com/economics/2015/05/08/congratulations-class-of-2015-youre-the-most-

indebted-ever-for-now/

Berman, Jillian. (2016, Jan 19). America’s Growing Student Loan Debt Crisis. http://www.marketwatch.com/story/americas-growing-student-loan-debt-crisis-2016-01-15

Noun Project: Felix Westphal, Lloyd Humphreys, David Courey

PROBLEM: BORROWERS DO NOT COMPLETE 
PAPERWORK FOR STUDENT LOAN RELIEF

Income Driven Repayment (IDR), Forbearance and Deferment plans were created to help.

In the second half of 2015, 

2.8 million borrowers

were at least a month 

behind on payment 

One in four student loan 

borrowers are either in 

delinquency or default on 

their student loans

Graduates of the class of 

2015 are the most 

indebted class in US 

history

Yet, far less than half of delinquent borrowers who commit to sending back the 

paperwork these programs follow through.
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SOLUTION: REDUCE HASSLES TO MAKE IT EASIER
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Easy-to-use document jacket highlights important form fields

SOLUTION: REDUCE HASSLES TO MAKE IT EASIER
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WITH FEWER HASSLES, MORE BORROWERS 
COMPLETED LOAN RELIEF PAPERWORK
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+48%
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** = p ≤0.05  
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PRINCIPLES & EXAMPLES OF 
BEHAVIORAL COMMUNICATIONS
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UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM: THREE STAGES 
OF COMMUNICATIONS ENGAGEMENT

How can we increase 

the opening of 

envelopes or emails?

Opening

How can we help 

people understand 

the message?

Understanding

How can we help 

people quickly take 

action?

Taking Action
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Grab & hold attention
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MAKE IT CLEAR RIGHT AWAY THAT THE MESSAGE 
IS RELEVANT
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MAKE IT CLEAR RIGHT AWAY THAT THE MESSAGE 
IS RELEVANT

Gi#ed	&	Talented	(G&T)

Enriched	curriculum		
and	teaching	

other	families	in	your	neighborhood	

1.	Create	an	account		

2.	Submit	a	request	for	tes@ng	

Classroom	of	
engaged	learners

Access	to	schools	
outside	your	zone	
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COMMUNICATE AT THE RIGHT TIME

Encourage faculty to send referrals at 

the optimal time in the semester
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USE A TONE LIKELY TO INSPIRE ACTION 
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BE AUTHENTIC
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Make it easy
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MAKE THE ACTION & CONSEQUENCES SALIENT 

Standard email to students Behavioral email
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Allcott, Hunt (2011). “Social Norms and Energy Conservation.” Journal of Public Economics, Vol. 95, No 9-10 (October), pages 1982-1095.

SOCIAL NORMS CAN DRIVE BEHAVIORS
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BREAK DOWN LARGER TASKS INTO A CLEAR 
CHECKLIST
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ELIMINATE HASSLES, NO MATTER HOW SMALL
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Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2009

MAKE IT EASY TO GET HELP
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PRINCIPLES OF BEHAVIORAL COMMUNICATIONS

Make it easy

Salience: Have you focused recipients’ attention on the desired action 

and highlighted the benefits of taking it?

Social norms: Can you draw attention to other people’s behaviors?

Checklist: Next steps summarized succinctly? Is it easy to get started?

Hassles: Is there anything you could do to remove even small barrier 

to make it easier for recipients to take the action? 

Help: Is easy-to-access help offered sincerely? 

Grab & hold attention

Relevance: Is information shared necessary for reader?

Timing: Sent when recipient is likely to take action?

Tone: Is the tone casual where possible? (Yes!) Blaming the 

reader? (No!)

Authenticity: Striking an authentic tone? Do the communication 

and sender seem credible?
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PRACTICE APPLYING THE 
PRINCIPLES
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CHECKLIST FOR DRAFT COMMUNICATIONS

Grab & hold attention:

Relevance – Is the information shared necessary for recipients?

Timing – Will it be sent when recipients are likely to take action?

Tone – Is the tone casual where possible? (Yes!) Blaming the reader? (No!)

Authenticity – Striking an authentic tone? Do the communication and sender seem credible?

Make it easy:

Salience – Does it focus recipients’ attention on the desired action and the benefits of taking it? 

Social norms – Can you draw attention to people like the recipient taking the action?

Checklist – Next steps summarized succinctly? Does it feel easy to get started?

Hassles – Could you remove additional small barriers to make it easier for recipients to take the action? 

Help – Does it offer easy-to-access help? 



Questions
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