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A Practitioner Reflects: Applying 
Behavioral Science to Social Services 

Nancy Forgue 
Behavioral Liaison 

Testing behavioral science innovations in human services programs requires a strong partnership between 
researchers and practitioners. This Behavioral Buzz spotlights how collaboration happened in one county 
and how designating a “Behavioral Liaison” with deep roots in the program benefitted both the research 
process and the agency. 

The Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency – Next Generation (BIAS-NG) project is designing 
and testing program improvements with partners in Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), child 
welfare, and Head Start agencies across the country. We recently concluded the project’s first two tests, 
using behavioral science to address client engagement in Monroe County, New York. The research team is 
analyzing whether redesigning both appointment reminders and an orientation session led to increased 
client attendance at required TANF program activities. 

Monroe County’s Department of Financial Assistance rose to the challenge of innovating using behavioral 
science. Not only did they work with the BIAS-NG research team every step of the way, but they also 
designated a Behavioral Liaison, someone who could coordinate across the practitioner and research 
teams to better bring together the different types of expertise needed. Nancy Forgue, recently retired 
Deputy Commissioner of Human Services (and a Monroe County employee for over 30 years), was an ideal 
person to fill this role. 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/behavioral-interventions-to-advance-self-sufficiency-bias-next-generation-2015-2022
https://www.mdrc.org/behavioral-buzz-newsletter-archive


          
               

  

        
  

         
            

        
            

 
  

            
  

          
            

              
         

               
  

  
      

  
        

          
           

      
  

     
          

     
  

      
  

             
          
           

           
           

     
  

          
  

      
          

       
         

          
     

We asked Nancy to give us an insider’s view of her unique role and reflect on the successes and surprises of 
working on a behavioral science project after a long career in human services leadership. Below is an email 
conversation with Nancy. 

BIAS-NG: How does your role as a BIAS-NG Behavioral Liaison Work? 

Nancy: My goal is to link the research staff from the BIAS-NG team and the social services staff from 
Monroe County and New York State. To accomplish this, my activities included regularly checking in with 
both practitioner and researcher stakeholders; weekly site visits to the county offices during the study to 
check on the BIAS-NG activities; and coordinating across the people and numbers between the county and 
state data systems. 

BIAS-NG: What do you think were some of the benefits to the project of having a Behavioral Liaison? 

Nancy: In addition to helping ensure the randomization process went smoothly and that the intervention 
was delivered as planned, coordinating between the county and the state was a big role. The Monroe 
County and New York State data systems both capture key data but do not “talk” to one another! For 
example, attendance at the TANF work assignment meeting is captured by a county system while 
attendance at the work assignment is captured by a state system, and both data points are needed to 
evaluate client actions. 

BIAS-NG: What have you learned about behavioral science through BIAS-NG? 

Nancy: You don’t know what you don’t know! Often case workers are so familiar with their process that 
they assume their clients are as well. This familiarity sometimes leads to assumptions about the causes 
and intentions of client behavior. The diagnosis and design process allows case workers and others to 
learn new things and review the process from the client perspective. 

Also, anyone can use behavioral science methods to better diagnose a problem and design potential 
interventions. Process mapping, for example, is a great tool to capture client perspectives and helps staff 
better understand how clients experience all the required steps. 

BIAS-NG: What surprised you most about working on BIAS-NG? 

Nancy: As outsiders, the BIAS-NG research team acted as a kind of mirror, asking questions that motivated 
the county to seek client perspectives and use data rather than our default beliefs. For example, the BIAS-
NG team suggested better ways to interview clients to encourage a more open dialogue. Throughout my 
career, I held a general sense that clients distrust the social services staff and believe staff are trying to 
“catch” them doing something wrong. In fact, most clients I talked to reported that they valued the help 
and felt the staff were professional and caring. 

BIAS-NG: What’s next for the county, now that the current tests have concluded? 

Nancy: From their introduction to the BIAS-NG study, Monroe embraced learning more about process 
changes that do not have to be monumental, expensive, or cumbersome to make an impact. The county is 
expanding the use of text messaging reminders and behaviorally informed letters to other program areas, 
such as appointment reminders for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) program. 
Monroe is also helping the City of Rochester review their client communications to improve participation in 
the city’s financial counseling program! 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/nudging-change-human-services-final-report-behavioral-interventions-advance-self
https://cabs.mdrc.org/our-approach/cabs-approach/diagnose/part-1-introduction-role-mapping-social-service-innovation


  
      

  
            

         
            

        
       

         
  

       
  

  
          

           
          

        
       
   

  

  
 

  

         
            

        
   

          
  

      
  

  
      

             
  

  
           
      

  

BIAS-NG: How have you applied what you learned in BIAS-NG to other TANF challenges? 

Nancy: I applied a behavioral diagnosis and design approach to the challenge of getting clients to provide 
on-time information to recertify their benefits. I reviewed available data, like reasons for case closures, 
plus met with staff and clients to create process maps from different perspectives. This diagnosis revealed 
behavioral barriers for clients, like not understanding what information they needed to provide and by 
when. To identify potential solutions, clients were asked what might help. Also, staff brainstormed ideas to 
address behavioral barriers, like adding client reminders or new waiting room tools like posters or videos. 

BIAS-NG: What are a few specific things that you think behavioral science could help human services 
programs achieve? 

Nancy: Behavioral science can help human services practitioners move beyond the realm of regulations 
and into a mindset of program design that is intentional, realistic, and supportive of overcoming client 
barriers. Nationwide, there’s a broad spectrum of beliefs around human services programming. Employing 
behavioral science principles could help human services achieve their main objectives: to empower clients 
and ultimately reduce their need for public benefits, while ensuring that benefits are available to those 
who need and qualify for them. 

Coming Soon: New Evidence from BIAS-NG 
Randomized Controlled Trials 

In 2021, look for the first BIAS-NG publication describing the effects of the two behaviorally informed tests 
at the Monroe County TANF office, which the project undertook with Nancy Forgue’s assistance. To 
improve client attendance, the county redesigned both the orientation to a work-based internship and 
client outreach to key meetings. 
Stay tuned for new learning and research from BIAS-NG partners across the country in TANF, child welfare, 
and Head Start. 

Want to learn more? We want to hear from you! Contact cabs@mdrc.org. 

News and Resources 
Check out this video of Nancy and BIAS-NG team members discussing their experiences applying 
behavioral insights to social services at the Virtual Research and Evaluation Conference on Self-Sufficiency 
(RECS) 2020 conference. 

The country continues to face challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In case you missed it, check 
out Five Evidence-Based Behavioral Science Practices for Social Services Agencies During COVID-19. 

mailto:cabs@mdrc.org
https://player.vimeo.com/video/486169545
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/behavioral-buzz-april-2020-five-evidence-based-behavioral-science-practices-for-social-services-agencies-during-covid-19
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