
Can behavioral insights (BI) 
rise to meet public policy 
challenges?

Katherine L. Milkman, Ph.D.
James G. Dinan Professor
The Wharton School of The University of Pennsylvania
Co-Director of the Behavior Change for Good Initiative



Two types of tools for addressing 
policy challenges

• Economic Insights (EI) change 
tangible costs/benefits (leverage 
incentives, bans, or the provision of 
pertinent new information)

• Behavioral Insights (BI) change 
psychological but not economic 
consequences (address impatience, 
forgetfulness, the need for belonging, 
etc.)



For example…

Madrian and Shea (2001)

Check here to enroll in the 
company’s 401(k) plan

Check here to opt out of 
the company’s 401(k) plan

76% increase in 
enrollment



For example…

Milkman, Beshears, Choi and Madrian (2011)

12% increase in 
vaccinations



Hundreds of BI units are operating 
globally, many in govts

www.behavioralteams.com

(Thaler and Sunstein, 2008)



DellaVigna and Linos (2022)

The average effects of govt BI units’ 
interventions aren’t huge (1.39 pp, or 8%)



But leveraging BI to promote policy 
goals is *very* cost effective…

Benartzi et al. (2017)



But leveraging BI to promote policy 
goals is *very* cost effective…

Benartzi et al. (2017)



How can we efficiently assess which 
behavioral insights are most useful?

Megastudy

Traditional Field Experiment

Milkman et al. (2021); Duckworth and Milkman (2022)

A megastudy is a very large field experiment in which many smaller, 
sub-experiments are run synchronously with the same dependent 
variable



Two megastudies testing the best 
vaccination messaging in fall ‘20
Patients with doctor’s 
appointments (N=47,306)

Tested 19 different text-
messaging strategies

Sample of What Was Tested
• “Here’s a joke about the flu”
• “Get a shot to protect other 

people”
• “A shot has been reserved for 

you”

Pharmacy patients
(N=689,693)

Tested 22 different text 
messaging strategies

Sample of What Was Tested
• “Commit to getting a flu shot”
• “More Americans are getting flu 

shots than in the past”
• “A shot is waiting for you”

Milkman et al. (2021; 2022)



39% 41% 43% 45% 47% 49%

Getting a flu shot is an easy way to be healthy (1 text: 6 pm, 1 d pre-appt)

Share a joke about the flu (1 text: 6 pm, 1 d pre-appt)

Reply to receive the flu shot (1 text: 6 pm, 1 d pre-appt)

Protect a vulnerable loved one by getting a flu shot (2 texts: 6 pm, 3 d + 1 hr pre-appt)

Protect others by getting a flu shot (2 texts: 24 hr + 15 m pre-appt)

Beat the flu shot rate in another region (2 texts: 6 pm, 3 d + 1 hr pre-appt)

Vivid video about getting the flu (2 texts: 6 pm, 3 d + 1 d pre-appt)

Protect yourself by getting a flu shot (2 texts: 24 hr + 15 m pre-appt)

Video about importance of exercise (2 texts: 6 pm, 3 d + 1 d pre-appt)

Easy health behavior quiz (1 text: 6 pm, 1 d pre-appt)

Dedicate your flu shot to a loved one (2 texts: 6 pm, 3 d + 1 hr pre-appt)

Improve the flu shot rate in your region (2 texts: 6 pm, 3 d + 1 hr pre-appt)

Remember to ask for your flu shot (1 text: 6 pm, 1 d pre-appt)

Hard health behavior quiz (1 text: 6 pm, 1 d pre-appt)

Don't forget to get a flu shot (2 texts: 6 pm, 3 d + 1 hr pre-appt)

Video about getting the flu (2 texts: 6 pm, 3 d + 1 d pre-appt)

Reply to receive the flu shot reserved for you (1 text: 6 pm, 1 d pre-appt)

Flu shot reserved for you (2 texts: 72 hr + 15 m pre-appt)

Flu shot reserved for you (2 texts: 72 hr + 24 hr pre-appt)

Did we increase vaccination rates at 
doctor’s appointments? (N=47,306)

whiskers depict +/-95% CIs

baseline (41.8% vaccinated)

Regression-Estimated % of Patients Vaccinated

46.4%A flu vaccine has been reserved for 
you.

Dedicate your flu shot to a loved 
one.

Protect others by getting a flu 
shot.

Share a joke about the flu.



29% 30% 31% 32% 33% 34%

Think about risk of catching the flu at specific locations (1 text)
People who get flu shots are healthier, wealthier, more educated (1 text)

Do others a favor by getting the flu shot (2 texts: initial text + 2 hr later)
Do yourself a favor by getting the flu shot (2 texts: initial text + 2 hr later)

Think about risk of catching the flu (1 text)
Get a flu shot to avoid getting sick, reminder of previous sickness (1 text)

Get a flu shot to avoid getting sick (1 text)
People who get flu shots are less likely to get the flu (1 text)

Share a joke about the flu (1 text)
Receive a joke about the flu (1 text)

45% of Americans get the flu shot, more than in the past (2 texts: initial…
Protect others by getting a flu shot (2 texts: initial text + 3 d later)

Commit to getting flu shot (2 texts: initial text + 3 d later)
Get a flu shot to avoid getting the flu or spreading it to others (2 texts:…

Protect yourself by getting a flu shot (2 texts: initial text + 3 d later)
Protect yourself & avoid unnecessary COVID-19 exposure (2 texts: initial…
More Americans are getting flu shot than in the past (2 texts: initial text…

Come back & get your flu shot (1 text)
Protect others & avoid unnecessary COVID-19 exposure (2 texts: initial…

Reminder to get a flu shot (2 texts: initial text + 3 d later)
Flu shot waiting for you, encourage others to get flu shot (3 texts: initial…

Flu shot waiting for you (2 texts: initial text + 3 d later)

Regression-Estimated % of Patients Vaccinatedwhiskers depict +/-95% CIs

A flu shot is waiting for you at Walmart.

More Americans are getting flu shots 
than in the past.

Commit to getting a flu shot.

Do others a favor by getting the flu shot.

baseline (29.4% 
vaccinated)

32.3%

Did we increase vaccination rates at 
pharmacies? (N=689,693)



The power of ownership language 
extended to COVID-19 vax take-up

The…[text] reminder had a 
greater effect when it was 
designed to make participants 
feel ownership of the vaccine 
dose.

Dai, Saccardo et al. (2021)



How do free rides and text reminders affect 
COVID-19 vaccination decisions?

Milkman et al. (2023). How do free rides and text reminders affect COVID-19 vaccination decisions? A 3.5-million 
person megastudy with pharmacy patients. Working Paper.



5.00% 5.50% 6.00% 6.50% 7.00%
Regression-Estimated % of Patients 

Boosted 

Did we increase booster rates?

whiskers depict +/-95% CIs

Updated COVID boosters are recommended 
to help prevent infection & severe illness.  
Your booster is waiting for you.  

A free ride to and from the pharmacy has 
been reserved for your booster 
appointment.

Many find it helps to make a plan. Would 
Tuesday at 2:00 PM at 123 Main Street 
work?

baseline
(5.09% vaccinated)

100% of 
treatments 
outperform 
baseline 
control at 
p < 0.05

6.29%

CDC data show significant current COVID 
transmission in Philadelphia County. 
Infection rates are in the top 30% in the US.

Here are some important facts about why 
boosters are recommended: www.CDC.gov

Experts and 
laypeople 

predicted this 
would be the top 

performer



Conclusions

 Behavioral insights can help address pressing 
policy challenges

 Behavioral insights are cost effective to use

Megastudies are useful for identifying the 
best BIs (and EIs) for solving policy problems
– More such tests in government would be valuable
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