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Behavioral Economics 
§ Interdisciplinary field: psychology + economics + …
§ Differs from psychology: considers the contexts and 

institutions under which decisions are made
§ Differs from economics: uses more realistic and more 

complicated model for decision making
§ Overall: BE studies how the context of decisions interacts 

with our expanding understanding of human psychology

§ It is not based on “irrationality”
§ It is not about “controlling” behaviors



Behavioral vs. Traditional Economics

§ Traditional view of economics: 
§ have unlimited rationality and stable preferences
§ have absolute self-control
§ can do optimization effectively under all circumstance

§ BE challenge those: We are just human
§ have bounded rationality à not accurately processing all info 
§ have bounded willpower à not have absolute self-control 
§ have bounded selfishness à not max benefit for self always





§ Context: 
This is the menu of J.J. lunch 
order for tomorrow’s 
workshop working lunch time 
together
§ What is your choice?



§ Context: 
This is the menu of J.J. lunch 
order for your lunch break 
when you will eat alone
§ What is your choice?



§ Context: 
You had a long day at work. 
You picked up your kid from 
daycare and stopped by J.J. 
to order for you and your 
husband. You are trying to 
be careful with calories. You 
had 620 cal for BF and 550 
cal for lunch. You try to stay 
within 2,000 cal.

§ Now, what is your choice?



Implementation Research + BE = ?

Implementation 
Research

Implementation 
Research + BE

Designed to increase knowledge Designed to change the 
environment/context

Encourages stakeholder 
involvement but needs more 

efficient operation of how

Multilevel-incentivized systematic 
approach recognizing asymmetric 

information flow

RCT testing of whether or not IS 
work but lacks testing of 
mediation and pathways

Provide platform for developing 
statistical approaches that allow 

multilevel mediation analysis





Selected Concepts & Applications
§ The Power of Social Norms: 

§ People tend to behave in accordance with real or perceived 
social norms

§ Example: Pro-environmental behaviors uptake

Descriptive

Injunctive



Selected Concepts & Applications
§ Framing Effect: 

§ Present choices in a way that highlights the positive or 
negative aspects of the same decision, leading to changes in 
their relative attractiveness
ü risky choice framing
ü attribute framing 
ü goal framing

Substance use 
disorder treatment

Anxiety or mood 
disorder treatmentTargeting less stigmatized risk 

factors/disorders that are associated 
with main treatment goal



Selected Concepts & Applications
§ Status Quo Bias / Inertia

§ People tend to prefer for things to remain the same: tendency 
not to change behavior without strong incentives

§ Classic application: ‘opt-in’ vs. ‘opt-out’



Selected Concepts & Applications
§ Incentives: 

§ Something that motivates 
an individual to perform 
an action

§ They can help to create 
desirable and break 
undesirable habits

§ Upfront incentives can 
address present bias (i.e., 
focusing on immediate 
gratification)



How to Design Better IS Through BE?



Protocol Example
§ Project: motivating outpatient therapists to implement: 

valuing a team effort (organizational-level)
§ Participatory design approach:

ü 1st: innovation tournament among clinicians (end users) à
best ways for organizations to use incentives

ü 2nd: behavioral diagnosis process to refine ideas from 1st à
identify specific barriers impeding the use of EBP à IS

ü 3rd: discrete choice experiment to systematically elicit and 
quantify stakeholder’s preferences on how IS are designed 
and structured à quantify the extent to which specific 
design features are desired



Case Study Illustration



Puzzle: Is Help Not Needed?



Literature Summary

§ Four decades ago (Jeffery, 1978)
§ Mostly focused on Effectiveness and “Stick”
§ Short-term effectiveness that cannot be sustained
§ Few reported Representativeness and Reach
§ Arbitrarily set incentive arms with limited variations



“… many important questions about the use of 
incentives have not yet been clearly answered…” 

“…Major obstacles to sustained applications of 
incentive in weight control are funding sources 
and acceptance by those who might benefit.”

“Another important issue that has received almost no 
attention is whether financial incentives for weight 
control are useful at all in people who are not interested 
in losing weight.”

“…little or no research has been published 
to evaluate population reach…”



Why Reach is Unique Here?



Importance of Reach

§ Incentivize people into doing exercise first
§ The habits can be maintained after incentives are withdrawn
§ Crowding-Out (i.e., backfire)? 



Study Objectives
§ Answer: how can we get people into the program at the 

first place?

§ Examine: whether program acceptance differ across 
subgroups:
ü Obesity-vulnerable group: Black, low-income females
ü Intervention trials under-studied group: males

§ Investigate: how to better construct incentive arms for 
weight loss programs to achieve better population reach



Methods
§ Participatory Approach:

§ 1st: Focused group meetings to identify attributes and levels of 
incentive design

§ 2nd: Discrete choice experiment (DCE) to elicit and quantify 
individual preference towards incentive constructions

§ Policy-friendly ways to translate DCE results
§ Partial log-likelihoods and probability analysis
§ Form a synthetic population via cross-tabulation of NHANES



1st: Involving the End-Users

§ A two-hr listening sessions with 22 EFNEP program 
assistance and nutrition outreach instructors 
(Richmond, VA)

§ Four focus group meetings were 
held with DCE eligible 
participants (overweight/obese 
adults) recruited from Virginia 
Cooperative Extension and 
Carilion Clinic



2nd: DCE –
Program 
Description



2nd: DCE –
Incentive 
Description



2nd: DCE –
Incentive 
Attributes

Full-Factorial Design 
would need: 6 x 4^4 = 

1,536 unique combination

D-efficiency Design 
reduces to 96 pairs!



2nd: DCE –
Example 
Choice 
Question



2nd: DCE – Survey Implementation



DCE Results – Summary Statistics



DCE 
Results –
Random 
Parameter 
Logit



DCE Results – Average Preference Ranking
Full sample (100%) Obese (54%) Blacks (40%)

Low−income women (30%) Males (58%) Females (42%)
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Policy-Implication: Synthetic Subgroups



Policy-Implication: Is $ More Better?
National (100%) Obese (32%) Blacks (11%)

Low−income women (17%) Males (49%) Females (51%)
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Policy-Implication: Form of Payment?

National (100%) Obese (32%) Blacks (11%)

Low−income women (17%) Males (49%) Females (51%)
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Policy-Implication: More Choices
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Policy-Implication: More Choices

$576 
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Policy-Implication: One Choice

Pay 
More Or 
Not?
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Policy-Implication: Two Choices
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Conclusion
§ Population reach is important for closing disparity gap and 

improving cost-effectiveness
§ Preference heterogeneity towards incentives is significant 

across subgroups
§ Offering more than one incentive option will not only 

increase population reach but also reach more vulnerable 
subgroups

§ Two carefully subgroup-targeted options can achieve the 
largest gain in reach

§ Offering more options is better than paying more



THANK YOU!
wenyou@virginia.edu


