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Introduction  
The Behavioral Interventions Scholars (BIS) grant program supports dissertation research by advanced graduate students who are applying 
a behavioral economics or behavioral science lens to specific research questions relevant to social services programs and policies and other 
issues facing low-income and vulnerable families in the United States. As part of the Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation’s 
Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency research portfolio, these grants are intended to facilitate the completion of high-quality 
research projects that will add to the growing body of knowledge on effective behavioral interventions for Administration for Children and 
Families programs and populations. BIS also aims to build capacity in the research field to use behavioral science approaches in this area 
and to foster mentoring relationships between high-quality doctoral students and faculty members. 

The first round of BIS grants were awarded in 2017 to four grantees, the second round was awarded to one additional grantee in 2018, and 
three additional grantees received awards in the third round in 2019. Current projects (active in 2019-2020) are summarized in the below 
chart. 

BIS Grants Summary Chart 

GRANTEE INFORMATION PROJECT INFORMATION  
BIS Grantee Project Title Key Staff Key Research Questions or Project Goals Primary Methods Partner(s) 

Cornell 
University 
SC Johnson 
College of 
Business 

Evaluating 
Behavioral 
Effects of 
Sliding Scale 
Mechanisms 
on 
Participation 
in Assistance 
Programs: 
The Case of 
Meals on 
Wheels

Scholar: 
Anne Byrne 

Advisor: 
Dr. David Just 

1. Will an individual’s reservation price for 
Meals on Wheels services be impacted 
by: 
a. Whether or not the individual reports 

his or her income to the provider? 
b. Whether or not the individual is 

presented a price in the context of a 
sliding scale? 

c. Whether or not the individual is 
presented a price in the context of a 
sliding scale where he or she is 
placed in the lowest category, 

• This study will use Qualtrics to 
survey a national sample, with 
balanced representation of the 
Meals on Wheels target 
demographic: low-income 
seniors and disabled persons. 
The survey will include two 
stages: (1) an experimental 
portion and (2) general 
questions about barriers to 
access, including questions 
regarding price, stigma, access 

Foodnet Meals 
on Wheels, 
Tompkins 
County, NY 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/behavioral-interventions-to-advance-self-sufficiency-bias-research-portfolio
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indicating that he or she has been 
grouped with the poorest individuals? 

to transportation, and 
perceptions of quality. 

• A survey disseminated in year 1 
is expected to collect 
approximately 2,000 responses. 
Additional surveys may be 
disseminated in year 2.  

University of 
Chicago 
Harris School of 
Public Policy 

The MPACT 
Initiative: 
Using 
Behavioral 
Tools to 
Improve 
Children’s 
Early Math 
Skills 

Scholar:  
William Delgado 

Advisor: 
Dr. Ariel Kalil 

1. Does providing parents with information 
and math materials increase children's 
math skills? 

2. Does a behaviorally informed treatment 
designed to overcome present bias 
increase children's math skills? 

3. Are children’s math skills influenced by 
their peers? 

• The MPACT Initiative is a 12-
week intervention that will be 
assessed by an RCT (n=1,458). 

• The intervention measures 
children’s math skills through 
Woodcock-Johnson IV Applied 
Problems and Preschool Early 
Numeracy Scales at baseline, 
the end of the 12-week 
intervention, 6 months after the 
intervention, and 12 months 
after the intervention.  

• The project will also administer 
pre- and post-intervention  
surveys to parents.  

Head Start 
programs 
(community-
based or 
operated by 
Chicago Public 
Schools) 

Harvard 
University 
Graduate 
School of 
Education 

A Novel 
Approach to 
Professional 
Development 
for Early 
Childhood 
Educators 
and 
Caregivers 

Scholar:  
Emily Hanno  

Advisor: 
Dr. Stephanie 
Jones 

1. Does the Early Learning Study at 
Harvard (ELS@H) Bits intervention 
influence educator and caregiver 
knowledge, beliefs, or practices related 
to two potential high impact dimensions 
of quality (i.e., making transitions 
meaningful learning times and 
encouraging children’s language)? 

2. Does the efficacy of ELS@H Bits vary 
based on characteristics of the educator 
and caregiver or the early education and 
care setting? 

• The ELS@H Bits intervention is 
a randomly assigned, 
longitudinal study. 

• The efficacy of ELS@H Bits will 
be assessed using data from 
detailed observations conducted 
in early education and care 
settings. 

• A follow-up survey will collect 
information on educator and 
caregiver knowledge and beliefs 
related to the targeted practices. 

Saul Zaentz 
Early Education 
Initiative 
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University of 
Minnesota 
Humphrey 
School of Public 
Affairs 

Using 
Behavioral 
and Design 
Science to 
Reduce 
Administrative 
Burdens: 
Evidence 
from 
Minneapolis 
Public 
Housing 

Scholar:  
Weston Merrick 

Advisor:  
Dr. Jodi Sandfort 

1. In the case of Minneapolis Public 
Housing, what features of the social 
system contributed to the 1) current 
organizational choice architecture and 2) 
resident cognitive biases that are 
associated with negative housing 
outcomes? 

2. How do modifications to the choice 
architecture emerge and evolve over 
time through the application of a design-
based approach? 

3. What impact did the design-based 
intervention(s) have on eviction actions 
in Minneapolis Public Housing? 

4. What does combining the tools of 
behavioral and design science add to our 
understanding of reducing the 
administrative burdens of interacting with 
government? 

• The sample consists of 
Minneapolis Public Housing 
Authority (MPHA) residents, 
particularly those struggling to 
pay rent. MPHA sends regular 
notifications to the 6,500 
households in public housing 
units with around 800 monthly 
notifications for those that are 
behind on rent. Interventions 
may span multiple months. 

Minneapolis 
Public Housing 
Authority 
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Submitted to: 
Victoria Berk Kabak, Federal Project Officer 
Elaine Carpenter, Research Assistant 
Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation  
Administration for Children and Families 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

Research Support Team 
Dr. Kristin Abner, Project Manager 
Jackie Rhodes, Advisor 
Ryan Laychak, Research Analyst 
Colette Tano, Research Analyst 

ICF   
9300 Lee Highway 
Fairfax, VA 22031 

Contract number: HHSP233201500071 

The views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation, the 
Administration for Children and Families, or the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. This summary and other reports sponsored by the Office 
of Planning, Research, and Evaluation are available at https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/.  

Suggested citation: Tano, C., Laychak, R., Abner, K., & Rhodes, J. (2019). 2019-2020 Behavioral Interventions Scholars (BIS) Research Grants. 
Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services. 
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