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What's next 
for nudging 
and choice 
architecture?

“It might be more productive to shift from 
creating nudges to reducing sludge; that 
is, eliminating the barriers that make 
otherwise good decisions difficult. 
Or even more ambitiously, identifying 
projects where behavioral scientists can 
be involved at the very start, helping to 
create the blueprints of a program 
before ground has ever been broken.”

Richard Thaler

Thaler R. (2020). What's next for nudging and choice architecture?. Organizational behavior and 
human decision processes. 10.1016/j.obhdp.2020.04.003.



Lots to celebrate…
Hundreds of international nudge units advising governments
Tackling entrenched societal issues such as poverty and public health 
Incorporation into public policy
Demonstrable successes in cost-saving and user adoption
Integrated in companies like Google, Morningstar, Microsoft, Lemonade
Increasing adoption of Chief Behavioral Officer roles 
Nobel Prize winning thought leaders as public intellectuals
Recent launches of multiple professional societies 
Boom in graduate programs and enrollment
Conferences oriented toward practical application in addition to academia
Proliferation of behavioral science/design training and courses
Dedicated specialized commercial offerings and businesses



…but is 
behavioral 
design also a
victim of its 
own success?

Behavioral design’s proven track record 
tackling last mile challenges has 
contributed to a steady diet of more of 
the same; over time, this has led to a 
kind of tautological standoff, where 
the nature of problems that the field is 
tasked with solving are those that current 
methodology happens to solve well, but 
which has also inadvertently contributed 
to typecasting it as a discipline fit to 
address only certain types of problems.
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impact

What problems 
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Tools/methods 
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may be 
long-term
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Are these the challenges 
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from behavioral insight
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“context”?

“Context is king, we preach. There is 
no one-size-fits-all, we argue. Human 
beings are complicated, we pronounce. 
And yet, we set up expectations on 
projects around large effects across 
populations. We focus on a few 
interventions and test them in isolation.”

Neela A. Saldanha

What do 
we really 
mean by

Behavioral Design 2021 State of the Field
https://medium.com/behavior-design-hub/behavioral-design-2021-c46c5b8221b3



Behavior 
change

Mask-wearing prevents 
viral spread

Wear a 
mask

Prosocial 
norms

Framing

Loss 
aversion

Habit 
formation

Data

Easy 
access



Wear a 
mask

Requires wearing 
mask correctly over 
nose and mouth for 
full benefits

Inconsistent messaging 
about N-95 masks Identity/ 

politization 
of masks; 
reactance

Loss of non-
verbal cues

Individual 
store 
policies

Evolving 
understanding 
of disease 
transmission 

Legacy 
perceptions of 
mask-wearing

Visceral 
discomfort; 
“maskne”



Wear a 
mask

?
Black and brown 

populations more 
vulnerable to 

Covid-19 effects

General 
population 
frame = masks 
as public health



Cara Kiernan Fallon, Jason Karlawish, “Is the WHO Definition of 
Health Aging Well? Frameworks for “Health” After Three Score and 
Ten”, American Journal of Public Health 109, no. 8 (August 1, 2019): 
pp. 1104-1106.https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305177

https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305177
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Designing for systems can 
result in “brittle” solutions

Value — assuming that definitions of success 
are universal or shared across system stakeholders
Persistence — insufficiently accounting for changes 
in system conditions over time
Stability — failing to recognize that interventions 
often function within inherently unstable systems



Voros, J 2017, ‘Big History and anticipation: Using Big 
History as a framework for global foresight’, in R Poli
(ed.) Handbook of anticipation: Theoretical and applied 
aspects of the use of future in decision making, Springer 
International, Cham. doi:10.1007/978-3-319-31737-3_95-1,

PRESENT

POSSIBLE FUTURES

PROBABLE FUTURES

PLAUSIBLE FUTURES

PREFERRED FUTURES

PROJECTED FUTURE

PREPOSTEROUS FUTURES

The futures cone 
and scenario 
planning

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-31737-3_95-1


Naturally 
emergent 
(organic) 
conditions

Top-down 
imposed 

(inorganic) 
conditions

Ecosystem adaptation

Individual adaptation

How are the 
boundaries 

of the problem 
itself changing?

What situational 
factors might impact 

how interventions 
are acted upon?

How might 
other policies or 

incentives impact 
interventions?

What second-order 
issues might we 

need to proactively 
consider?

Behavioral 
planning

Schmidt, R. and K. Stenger (2021), 
‘Behavioral planning: Improving behavioral 
design with “roughly right” foresight’, Strategic 
Design Research Journal, 14(1): 138–148. 
https://doi.org/10.4013/sdrj.2021.141.12.

Intervention



Data “But understanding and making sense 
of the data, with an actual human 
perspective, is the first step in designing 
behavioural interventions. This involves 
a multi-disciplinary approach, and 
critical judgement, to defining THE 
problem within a set of many problems.”

Faisal Naru

are not 
objective 
(or always 
quantitative).

Behavioral Design 2021 State of the Field
https://medium.com/behavior-design-hub/behavioral-design-2021-c46c5b8221b3
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Behavior change: 
Adopt new clean 
water behaviors

• Neutral stance
• Elides bottled water costs 
• Narrative of responsibility

Systemic inequity: 
Vulnerable population 
poisoned by water

• Villains and victims
• Cost savings drove crisis 
• Narrative of power/distrust



Urban Indian Health Institute (2021). Data Genocide of American Indians and 
Alaska Natives in COVID-19 Data. Seattle, WA: Urban Indian Health Institute.D+

THE UNITED STATES 
OVERALL GRADE
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Solving 
problems or 
identifying 
opportunities

From S. Reid & R. Schmidt (2018) A New Model 
for Behavioral Design, behavioralscientist.org

Design-led, 
informed by 

behavioral 
insights



The accidental field experiment 
of Covid-19 displayed both the 
potential and limitations of 
behavioral design when solving 
for real-world complexity.
Creating effective, sticky solutions needs both 
strong analysis—behavioral science’s center of 
gravity—and synthesis—design’s superpower—to 
envision not just what works based on what we 
know from the past but new opportunities about 
what could be.



infrastructure” “…consumer choice models which work 
rather well under normal circumstances 
completely fall apart when we have sudden 
demand shocks (recall the sanitizer, facial 
masks, and even toilet paper shortages)… 
[and] that behavioural design which works 
perfectly well in developed countries (e.g., 
20-second handwashing advice) is useless 
in the developing world (e.g., where water is 
in short supply).”

Ganna Progrebna

“Choice

may be as 
important 
as choice 
architecture

Behavioral Design 2021 State of the Field
https://medium.com/behavior-design-hub/behavioral-design-2021-c46c5b8221b3



Behavioral science Behavioral systems design

Context Conditions
Users Agents
Behavior Interactions



trans-
disciplinarity:

“…self-recognized communities promoting 
methodological rigor and scientific 
standards to distinguish true behavioural
science from the rest. But I see there is a 
risk to amplify a self-centred view and to 
freeze look-alike practices. We should 
take care of not creating a small world 
looking at his self-reflection.”

Richard Bordenave

Achieving

who is invited 
to the table?

Behavioral Design 2021 State of the Field
https://medium.com/behavior-design-hub/behavioral-design-2021-c46c5b8221b3



Novelty

Flavor 
of the 
month

Silver 
bullet

Increased 
clarity of 
value

Initial 
integration

Capability 
development

Democratization

Who gets included?
What does “good” 
look like?
When is genuine 
expertise essential?







Expanding the Territory 
of Behavioral Design 
Systems Design and Foresight

schmidt@id.iit.edu
@ruthkschmidt

mailto:schmidt@id.iit.edu

