
  -

 
 

-

THE POWER OF PROMPTS
 
Using Behavioral Insights 

to Encourage People 
to Participate 

OPRE Report 2015 75
 

August 2015 

BIAS BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTIONS TO ADVANCE SELF SUFFICIENCY 



 

 
 

 

 
 

 

THE POWER OF PROMPTS 
Using Behavioral Insights to 
Encourage People to Participate 

OPRE Report 2015-75 
August 2015 

Authors: Nadine Dechausay, Caitlin Anzelone, Leigh Reardon 

Submitted to: Emily Schmitt, Project Officer 
Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation 
Administration for Children and Families 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

Project Director: Lashawn Richburg-Hayes, MDRC 
16 East 34th Street 
New York, NY 10016 

Contract Number: HHS-P23320095644WC-23337002T 

This report is in the public domain. Permission to reproduce is not necessary. 

Suggested citation: Dechausay, Nadine, Caitlin Anzelone, Leigh Reardon (2015). The Power of Prompts: 
Using Behavioral Insights to Encourage People to Participate. OPRE Report 2015-75. Washington, DC: 
Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services. 

Disclaimer: 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 report and other reports sponsored by the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation are available 
at www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre. 

www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre


Funders 


MDRC is conducting the Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency 
(BIAS) project under a contract with the Office of Planning, Research and 
Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, in the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services (HHS), funded by HHS under a competitive 
award, Contract No. HHS-P23320095644WC-23337002T. The project officer is 
Emily Schmitt. 

The findings and conclusions in this report do not necessarily represent 
the official positions or policies of HHS. 

Dissemination of MDRC publications is supported by the following 
funders that help finance MDRC’s public policy outreach and expanding 
efforts to communicate the results and implications of our work to 
policymakers, practitioners, and others: The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation, The Edna McConnell 
Clark Foundation, Ford Foundation, The George Gund Foundation, Daniel and 
Corinne Goldman, The Harry and Jeanette Weinberg Foundation, Inc., The 
JBP Foundation, The Joyce Foundation, The Kresge Foundation, Laura and 
John Arnold Foundation, Sandler Foundation, and The Starr Foundation. 

In addition, earnings from the MDRC Endowment help sustain our 
dissemination efforts. Contributors to the MDRC Endowment include Alcoa 
Foundation, The Ambrose Monell Foundation, Anheuser-Busch Foundation, 
Bristol-Myers Squibb Foundation, Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, Ford 
Foundation, The George Gund Foundation, The Grable Foundation, The 
Lizabeth and Frank Newman Charitable Foundation, The New York Times 
Company Foundation, Jan Nicholson, Paul H. O’Neill Charitable Foundation, 
John S. Reed, Sandler Foundation, and The Stupski Family Fund, as well as 
other individual contributors. 

For information about MDRC and copies of our publications, see our website: 
www.mdrc.org. 

http:www.mdrc.org


 

 

acknowledgments 

The authors would like to thank Emily Schmitt, Amanda Benton, and 
Naomi Goldstein at the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation of the 
Administration for Children and Families for their insightful comments and 
feedback on this report. 

Launching this study was truly a collaborative effort that could not 
have been achieved without several amazing partners. We thank the many 
Food Bank for New York City staff members who assisted in making this 
study possible, including German Tejeda, Arlene Sabdull, Celeste Bryant, 
Dominique Jones, Jorge Loaiza Páez, and the Call Center staff. A special 
thank you goes to Clay Voorhees at Michigan State University for sharing his 
expertise and for his assistance in developing the interventions. Lawrence 
Katz of Harvard University, Dayanand Manoli of The University of Texas 
at Austin, and Amy Brown of the Ford Foundation also provided valuable 
insights during the design of the study. 

We are also grateful to the many MDRC staff members who provided 
guidance and feedback throughout the study. David Butler provided critical 
and insightful guidance in developing the interventions. We thank the 
Paycheck Plus Demonstration team, including Cynthia Miller, Caroline 
Schultz, Alexandra Bernardi, Jennifer Uribe, and Hannah Dalporto, who 
assisted us with the operationalization and implementation; and Gilda 
Azurdia and Shafat Alam, who provided crucial information to implement 
the study, as well as processed and analyzed the data. We also thank Marie-
Andree Somers and Dan Cullinan of MDRC, who provided methodological 
expertise, and Farhana Hossain, who assisted with the design of the 
intervention materials. 

Lashawn Richburg-Hayes, Gordon Berlin, Jim Riccio, John Martinez, 
Barbara Goldman, John Hutchins, Alex Mayer, Asaph Glosser, Joshua 
Malbin, and Patrick Landers of MDRC reviewed early drafts of the report and 
offered helpful critiques throughout the writing process. We thank Kelsey 
Patterson for skillfully coordinating the production of this report. We also 
thank the publications staff for their assistance, especially Christopher 
Boland, who edited the report, and Carolyn Thomas, who prepared it for 
publication. 

The Authors 

The Power of Prompts iii 



 

 executive
 
summary
 

The Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency (BIAS) project is the first major opportunity 
to use a behavioral economics lens to examine programs that serve poor and vulnerable people in the 
United States. Sponsored by the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation of the Administration for 
Children and Families in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and led by MDRC, the 
project applies behavioral insights to issues related to the operations, implementation, and efficacy of 
social service programs and policies. The goal is to learn how tools from behavioral science can be used 
to deliver programs more effectively and, ultimately, to improve the well-being of low-income children, 
adults, and families. 

This report presents findings from behavioral interventions designed to increase the number of par
ticipants who attended an informational meeting about a program they enrolled in called the Paycheck 
Plus Demonstration. The Paycheck Plus Demonstration is evaluating whether offering single New Yorkers 
a generous earnings supplement on top of the existing earned income tax credit (EITC) improves their 
economic well-being and encourages employment. Eligible participants qualify to receive up to $2,000 
a year for three years if they work, earn wages within an income cap, and file taxes. Enrollment into 
the program took place in late 2013 and early 2014. Since participants enrolled about a year before they 
could receive their first bonus payment (in the spring of 2015), Paycheck Plus program operators invited 
them to a meeting to remind them of the program’s benefits, review its participation requirements, and 
encourage them to find work or to continue working if they were already employed. The meeting was 
optional and there was a $50 incentive to encourage attendance. 

Program operators anticipated that many participants would not attend the meeting, even when 
they explained the purpose and offered a monetary incentive. The central question for this BIAS inter
vention is whether behavioral techniques can be used to increase the attendance rate. Using a process 
called behavioral diagnosis and design, the team collected quantitative and qualitative data about the 
EITC and Paycheck Plus programs, and spoke to participants, administrators, and experts. To identify 
areas where bottlenecks may have occurred, the BIAS team mapped the steps participants needed to 
take to complete a meeting and hypothesized behavioral reasons for not attending. 

The first round of experimentation started in March 2014 and lasted one month. The BIAS team 
designed two types of postcards: one meant to reflect a typical message that program operators would 
have produced in the absence of a BIAS intervention (the “standard” version), and one that incorporated 
concepts from behavioral economics (defined in Appendix Table A.1), including implementation prompt
ing, loss aversion, and prominent deadlines (the “behavioral” version). Additionally, half of the partici
pants were sent text messages. The study contained four research groups. Group 1 was sent only behav
ioral postcards, and Group 2 was sent behavioral postcards and behavioral text messages. Group 3 was 
sent only standard postcards, and Group 4 was sent standard postcards and standard text messages. 

Figure ES.1 shows the overall effect of using any type of behavioral messaging (Group 1 and Group 
2), compared with using any type of standard messaging (Group 3 and Group 4). Behavioral messaging 
led to a 7 percentage point increase in meeting attendance (over a base of 18.5 percent), compared with 
standard messaging. 
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FIGURE ES.1
 
IMPACT OF BEHAVIORAL MESSAGING, ROUND 1
 

PAYCHECK PLUS 

25.6 

Percentage of 
sample 

attending an 
informal 
meeting 

18.5 
 7.1*** 

Standard messaging Behavioral messaging 

NOTE: Statistical significance levels are indicated as: * = 10 percent; ** = 5 percent; and *** = 1 percent.

Figure ES.2 presents a further breakdown by each research group. The strongest outcomes were 
found for the group that was sent both behavioral postcards and behavioral text messages. Employing 
the highest-intensity outreach — sending both behavioral postcards and behavioral texts — resulted in 
28.5 percent of the Group 2 sample participating, compared with 16.5 percent who participated in the 
postcards-only group. As a result, the highest intensity outreach improved response by 12 percentage 
points (or 73 percent), when compared with the lightest touch, sending only standard postcards. Figure 
ES.2 also shows that sending text messages with postcards produced statistically significant impacts, 
compared with sending only postcards, regardless of the type of messaging. 

Behavioral messaging led to a large, statistically significant increase in the percentage of partici
pants who attended the meeting. Yet, the overall number of participants who responded to any outreach 
was still lower than the program operators desired, so the BIAS team immediately launched a second 
round of outreach to those who did not respond to the first. 

Based on a review of findings and feedback from a limited number of participants, the team pro
posed an intervention that aimed to significantly reduce hassle factors associated with in-person meet
ing participation by offering a phone conversation instead. 

Participants who did not attend a meeting during Round 1 were randomly assigned to one of two 
conditions: (1) meeting by phone, or (2) meeting in person. In light of the effectiveness of the behavioral 
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FIGURE ES.2 
IMPACTS BY RESEARCH GROUP, ROUND 1 
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NOTE: Statistical significance levels are indicated as: * = 10 percent; ** = 5 percent; and *** = 1 percent. 

principles used in Round 1, all participants in Round 2 received communications that were designed 
using behavioral concepts. This round included several different forms of outreach using all communica
tion channels for which the participant had provided contact information and consent — mail, e-mail, 
text, and robocalls. 

The second round of experimentation started in May 2014 and lasted six weeks. The findings 
showed that: 

•	 Launching a second round of outreach increased the total number of participants who at
tended a meeting; 655 participants responded to marketing in Round 1 and an additional 832 
participants responded to marketing in Round 2. 

•	 Participants in the phone group responded to the marketing materials more quickly than 
those in the in-person group, but this effect diminished as the deadline approached. 

•	 In the end, there was no statistically significant difference in response rates between the 
phone and in-person research groups. 

These behavioral experiments reinforce previous findings about the power of behavioral techniques, 
such as implementation prompts, multiple reminders, and highly publicized deadlines, in helping people 
to follow through on an action. At the same time, they demonstrate the challenge of engaging a low-
income, urban population in supplemental informational meetings, even when offered by phone. 
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