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Imagine that your country is preparing for an outbreak of an unusual disease that is expected 
to kill 600 people. Two alternative programs to combat the disease have been proposed. 
Scientific estimates of the consequences of the programs are on your sheet of paper: 





Positive Framing
If Program A is adopted, exactly 200 people will be saved. 
If Program B is adopted, there is a 1 in 3 probability that all 600 
people will be saved and a 2 in 3 probability that no one will be 
saved. 

Negative Framing
If Program C is adopted, exactly 400 people will die. 
If Program D is adopted, there is a 1 in 3 probability that no one 
will die and a 2 in 3 probability that all 600 will die. 

A = C and  B = D

Imagine that your country is preparing for an outbreak of an unusual disease that is expected 
to kill 600 people. Two alternative programs to combat the disease have been proposed. 
Scientific estimates of the consequences of the programs are on your sheet of paper: 



Human Behavior, Policies & Programs

Environmental problems are human problems. Changing 

environmental outcomes is about changing human behavior



Changing Environmental Outcomes is about Changing Human 
Behavior



CBEAR Goals 

Bring insights from the behavioral 
sciences to agri-environmental 
programs

Create a culture of  experimentation 
in agri-environmental programs



Ongoing Field Experiments

• Citizen willingness to act politically and financially for environmental 

goals

• Farmer willingness to accept conservation practices

• Adoption of more efficient technology to reduce input use

• Community monitoring and reporting to improve environmental 

indicators

• Announced vs surprise regulatory inspections to improve LT compliance

• Social comparisons to reduce point source pollution



34%

27%

22%

Lab vs Field Performance

Anticipated vs Actual Installation Success

11%
13%

Uses Unaffected by Efficiency20%

Experimental Estimate 
{95%CI: 7%-14%}

Dis-adoption

Unanticipated Behavioral Responses

Engineering Estimate
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Alpizar, Bernedo, and Ferraro, unpublished



Greater irrigation efficiency = 20% reduction?



Greater efficiency = more water used

Adoption of drop-nozzle irrigation increased groundwater 

extraction. Why?  
Farmers 
expanded area 
irrigated and 
changed 
crops.
Pfeiffer & Lin, 2013



We run 1000s 

of uncontrolled 

experiments 

every year. 



MINDSPACE



Default Starting Bid in Auction

100

0

Farm operators bidding on conservation contracts (e.g., riparian buffers, 
remove abandoned poultry houses, feral hog trapping systems)

(Ferraro and Messer, unpublished)



100

0

Bids 10 percentage points higher if assigned 100% starting bid. 

Equivalent to forgoing ~USD 1400

(Ferraro and Messer, unpublished)

Default Starting Bid in Auction



Incentives: how they are presented matters

Up to 50 actions you can perform.

• Gain-Frame Contract: “Start with $0. For every action you perform, you 

receive $100.”

• Loss-Frame Contract: “Start with $5000. For every action you do not 

perform, you lose $100.”

If losses are weighed more heavily than equivalent gains by many people, 

then Loss-Frame Contract will induce greater total effort.



Incentives: how they are presented matters

Randomized controlled trials imply:

• People exert more effort with loss-frame contracts (1%-6% 

more effort).

• They exert more effort even when they know that the loss-

frame contract induces more effort in people, on average.



(1) People respond less to a sales tax 

reduction or rebate than equal reduction in offered 

price

(2) People discount tax credits and rebates 

because they must apply for them (28% of 

California PHEV/BEV buyers failed to apply for 

rebate in first four years of market). 

Incentives: how they are presented matters



MINDSPACE







Behavioral Insights: The Knowns
• A credible, growing evidence base: interventions inspired by behavioral 

sciences can change policy-relevant behaviors. 

• Often inexpensive implementation, which implies that even if their 
behavioral impacts are small, they can be cost-effective.

• Often no new legislation or rules needed.

• Often easy to pilot in inexpensive randomized controlled trials, which makes 
it much easier to evaluate effectiveness and thus build a solid evidence base 
regarding what works and under what conditions.



American Economic Review (May, June, July 2015)  
>24 articles related to behavioral economics

Revealed preferences, rational inattention and costly 
information acquisition…..Government policy and time-
inconsistent voters……Behavioral economics and public 
policy: a pragmatic perspective…..Twenty years of present 
bias…..Behavioral economics and 
neuroeconomics…..Behavioral economics in the classroom

Governments Create Units 
to Apply Behavioral 
Economics

Behavioural Insights Team
(UK)

Behavioural Insights Unit 
(New South Wales)

Social and Behavioral 
Sciences Team (US)

Washington DC, NYC, 
Chicago….and more every 
month



MINDSPACE



Defaults Choices Matter

• Defaults: settings or choices that apply to individuals who 

do not take active steps to change them.

• People are more likely to choose a default than if the same 

option had to be actively chosen.

• Attraction of defaults: They can affect behavior while 

maintaining freedom of choice and hence respect for 

different preferences.





Do Defaults Choices Matter for Ecosystem 
Service Provisioning?

• More and better practices implemented if the default starting value is set 

of all conservation practices for which a parcel is eligible, with producers 

removing practices they did not want from the list?

• Recommend an acreage enrollment (e.g., 75% of eligible acres) instead of 

asking “how many acres would you like to sign up?”



Complexity Reduces Participation

College Financial Aid
- Over $120 billion for more 

than 12 million students each 
year

- Assistance with completion can 
increase college enrollment

- Can now import tax data; 
efforts to reduce length; online 
form includes skip logic



Social Comparisons: people care about others’ actions
Do polluters?



Questions?



MINDSPACE

Survey 1300 Iowa farmers (Arbuckle et al. 2013)
% “Somewhat or Strongly Trust” as Source of Info on Climate Change

Scientists: 45%                                                   [strongly distrust: 6 %]
Farm Groups: 40%                                              [strongly distrust: 4%]

Government agencies: 23%                               [strongly distrust: 18%]
Environmental NGOs: 18%                                 [strongly distrust: 29%]

News media: 9%                                                  [strongly distrust: 30%]



Climate change outreach mitigation 
experiment



Climate change outreach mitigation 
experiment



Climate change outreach mitigation 
experiment
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