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Abstract
Worldwide, scholars and public institutions are embracing behavioural insights to improve public policy. Multiple frameworks 
exist to describe the integration of behavioural insights into policy, and behavioural insights teams (BITs) have specialised 
in this. Yet, it often remains unclear how these frameworks can be applied and by whom. Here, we describe and discuss a 
comprehensive framework that describes who does what and when to integrate behavioural insights into policy. The frame-
work is informed by relevant literature, theorising, and experience with one BIT, the Behavioural Insights Group Rotterdam. 
We discuss how the framework helps to overcome some challenges associated with integrating behavioural insights into 
policy (an overreliance on randomised control trials, a limited understanding of context, threats to good scientific practice, 
and bounded rationality of individuals applying behavioural insights).
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Worldwide, scholars and public institutions are acknowl-
edging that a better understanding of human behaviour can 
improve public policy (e.g., Executive Order No. 13707, 
2015; Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy, 
2014; World Bank, 2015). Drawing from research in the 
behavioural sciences, scholars and public institutions aim 
to understand why humans behave as they do and use these 
behavioural insights (BIs) to develop, test, and implement 
behavioural solutions for policy issues. Here, BIs refer to an 
understanding of behavioural determinants as well as how 
behaviour may be changed. The publication of the book 
Nudge (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008) can be seen as a renewed 
starting point and catalyst for the worldwide interest in 
the integration of BIs into public policy (Whitehead et al., 
2018). This integration often includes the use of nudges: 
small and seemingly irrelevant changes in choice contexts 
that exploit behavioural automatisms such as biases, habits, 
and heuristics to programme behaviour (Thaler & Sunstein, 
2008). To illustrate, BIs have been used to increase the rate 
of organ donors by changing from opt-in to opt-out defaults 

(Johnson & Goldstein, 2003), and to improve tax compliance 
by communicating social norms (“nine out of ten people pay 
their tax on time”; Hallsworth et al., 2017, p. 16).

Public institutions often employ so-called behavioural 
insights teams (BITs) as a centralised way of integrating 
BIs into public policy (as “public sector innovation labs”; 
McGann et al., 2018). These teams typically combine behav-
ioural research and policy expertise to address policy issues 
with a behavioural dimension on a case-by-case basis (John 
& Stoker, 2019; Strassheim et al., 2015). BITs are often 
modelled after the first BIT which was set up within the 
United Kingdom Cabinet Office in 2010 (John, 2014). By 
now, several hundred BITs exist around the globe at various 
institutions (Afif et al., 2018; Manning et al., 2020; OECD, 
2017). So far, little is known about the effectiveness of those 
teams, but evidence shows that interventions designed by 
BITs can result in effective policy changes (Benartzi et al., 
2017; DellaVigna & Linos, 2020; Hummel & Maedche, 
2019; Szaszi et al., 2018). Applying BIs in practice often 
goes hand in hand with a strong commitment to evidence-
based practices of policy making and employing scientific 
methods to trial interventions (Einfeld, 2019; Haynes et al., 
2012; John, 2014).

Multiple frameworks describe the integration of BIs into 
public policy. They have in common that they inform read-
ers about what should be done for the successful integration 
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of BIs and when it needs to be done. Illustrative and popu-
lar examples are the “easy, attractive, social, and timely” 
(EAST) formula developed by the BIT (2014) in the United 
Kingdom and the “behaviour, analysis, strategy, interven-
tion, and change” (BASIC) step-by-step process developed 
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD, 2019). EAST answers the what-question by 
summarising the notion that to promote a target behaviour, 
interventions should make the behaviour easy to perform, 
appear attractive, be encouraged by the social environment, 
and stimulated in a timely manner. BASIC answers the 
when-question by prescribing a sequence of steps that lead 
to the integration of BIs. Namely, identification of a target 
behaviour, analysis of this behaviour, identification of behav-
iour change strategies, testing of interventions, and imple-
mentation of effective interventions to achieve change. Yet, 
these existing frameworks fall short to answer who needs to 
be involved in the integration, and the process of bringing it 
all together. Relatedly, there is little research on how BITs 
operate and use those frameworks (Ball & Head, 2021). As 
a consequence, practitioners are often left wondering who 
should do what and when for the successful integration of 
BIs into policy. This paper aims to overcome this shortcom-
ing by introducing a more comprehensive framework.

This framework relates to implementation science (e.g., 
Nilsen, 2015; Ogden & Fixsen, 2014) because it relies on 
evidence-based practices and their uptake in policy practice. 
Specifically, it can be interpreted as a determinant frame-
work as well as a process model which outlines implemen-
tation steps. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first 
attempt to bridge implementation science and the emerging 
field of behavioural public policy.

We believe this study to be relevant for BIs practitioners, 
as well as scholars interested in behavioural public policy 
and behavioural public administration because the frame-
work tackles some common challenges associated with the 
integration of BIs into policy that we summarise below.

BIs Challenges

Based on the literature we identify four challenges associ-
ated with the integration of BIs into policy: (1) an overreli-
ance on randomised control trials; (2) a limited understand-
ing of context; (3) threats to good scientific practice; and (4) 
bounded rationality of professionals applying BIs. Strategies 
for overcoming the challenges are described when present-
ing the framework and in the Discussion.

Overreliance on Randomised Control Trials

From early on, the integration of BIs into policy within BITs 
has been coupled with the use of randomised control trials 

(RCTs) to build up knowledge about what works (Einfeld, 
2019; Halpern & Mason, 2015; John, 2014). The coupling 
implied for some BITs that they would only conduct projects 
where a RCT was possible (Ball & Head, 2021). However, 
there is increasing recognition that integrating BIs into pol-
icy is not conditioned on RCTs and that the scope of inte-
grating BIs increases once BITs also embrace other evalu-
ative methods (Ball & Head, 2021; Einfeld, 2019; Ewert & 
Loer, 2021). Relatedly, an overreliance on RCTs has been 
associated with an insufficient appreciation of local and 
contextual factors affecting effectiveness of interventions 
(Pearce & Raman, 2014) which in turn limits the capac-
ity of BITs to learn about working mechanisms and tailor 
interventions. 

Limited Understanding of Context

Behaviour is embedded in and contingent on various lev-
els of context reaching from the immediate material and 
social context to larger social structures, as well as historic 
and developmental dynamics (e.g,. Bronfenbrenner, 1977). 
However, current practices of integrating BIs into policy 
tend to simplify or neglect contextual features that are more 
remote in space and time (e.g,. early childhood, institutional 
contexts) for the analysis of behaviour, efforts to change it, 
and evaluations of interventions. Based on over 100 inter-
views with BIs experts, Whitehead and colleagues (2017, 
2018) conclude that the neglect stems from an overreliance 
on knowledge and methods from behavioural economics 
instead of other relevant disciplines embracing broader 
understandings of context, such as sociology and geogra-
phy. In a similar vein, Muramatsu and Barbieri (2017) argue 
that interventions should not be based on overgeneralisations 
but be made on a case-specific basis, integrating for instance 
knowledge from practice. In addition, multiple authors have 
highlighted the importance of diagnostic research to develop 
interventions that are tailored to their contexts (e.g., Hauser 
et al., 2018; Meder et al, 2018; Strassheim, 2019; Weaver, 
2015).

Threats to Good Scientific Practice

Bolton and Newell (2017) have outlined five threats to good 
scientific practice for BITs. These threats stem from the cul-
ture of public institutions and include the following: (1) the 
pressure to develop effective solutions at low-cost; (2) the 
pressure to generate quick results and meeting deadlines; 
(3) inappropriate power assertions corrupting public policy 
or science; (4) difficulties to meet open science standards; 
and (5) limitations related to adequate operationalisations 
and good research designs. The last two threats have also 
been highlighted by the BIT in the United Kingdom (Sand-
ers et al., 2018). In addition, several authors have highlighted 
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the poor quality of reporting of trials executed by BITs (e.g., 
Cotterill et al., 2021; Osman et al., 2018).

Bounded Rationality of BIs Professionals

Integrating BIs into policy is often presented as an effort 
to stimulate rational behaviour that compensates for the 
bounded rationality of individuals (i.e., the notion that 
decision-making is impaired by limited cognitive capacities; 
Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Yet, this has provoked scepticism 
concerning the capacity to steer rational behaviour when 
those steering it are not fully rational themselves (Lodge 
& Wegrich, 2016; Thomas, 2019). Indeed, individual per-
sonality traits, cue-taking, fast and intuitive thinking, and 
emotions were said to limit the potential for rational policy 
design (Nørgaard, 2018). In addition, the straightforward and 
rational design processes propagated by BITs were found 
to be adapted and subjected to organisational logics when 
introduced to policy practice (Feitsma, 2020) further feed-
ing the scepticism concerning the capacity of BITs to act 
rational.

Comprehensive Integration Framework

Our comprehensive framework for the integration of BIs into 
policy making and policy implementation aims to overcome  
the challenges. The framework describes the ingredients 
required for the integration and the procedure for combining 
these ingredients. Following the presentation of the frame-
work, we illustrate how it was put to practice within one BIT, 
the Behavioural Insights Group Rotterdam.

Development of the Framework

The framework was developed in an iterative process of con-
sulting relevant literature, theorising, and practical experi-
ence. Initially, the then available literature about BIs and 
BITs (e.g., Ames & Hiscox, 2016; BIT, 2014; Congdon & 
Shankar, 2015; Halpern, 2015; Halpern & Sanders, 2016; 
Haynes et al., 2012; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008) was used 
eclectically to theorise a preliminary framework. Thaler and 
Sunstein (2008) can be seen as a groundwork highlighting 
the importance of avoiding misconceptions about behaviour 
when formulating or implementing policy. To overcome 
such misconceptions, the idea of using a linear and rational 
procedure for integrating BIs into policy was based on the 
procedures of other BITs (Ames & Hiscox, 2016; BIT, 
2014). A focus on generating evidence and conducting tri-
als was taken from other BITs as well (Congdon & Shankar, 
2015; Haynes et al., 2012), however, it was complemented 
with a pragmatic perspective employing different evaluative 
methods (Morgan, 2007, 2014). The framework then guided 

more than three years of practical experience within one 
BIT, the Behavioural Insights Group Rotterdam (BIG’R), 
during which the framework was regularly discussed with 
BIG’R members and updated.

Ingredients

We differentiate between the ingredients behavioural 
research, policy expertise, and collaboration efforts. Com-
petences needed for behavioural research and policy exper-
tise are associated with different professions and individu-
als, making collaboration efforts to stimulate interaction 
and coordination between them a necessity. Integrating 
knowledge from behavioural research and policy expertise 
helps to overcome a limited understanding of context. The 
ingredients are displayed in Fig. 1.

Behavioural Research

To address policy issues using BIs, such issues need to be 
translated and reframed as behaviour change tasks (e.g., “too 
much energy is produced” to “individuals shower too long 
and hot”). This requires an understanding of what consti-
tutes behaviour, the identification of target behaviours that 
underly policy issues, and behavioural terminology (Olejnic-
zak et al., 2020). Inherently linked to this is the conduction 
of diagnostic research to better understand the target behav-
iour, its determinants, and its context utilising local knowl-
edge. Bringing about behaviour change also requires knowl-
edge about robust behaviour change techniques that likely 
work in the respective context and can guide the design of 
interventions. Some of these techniques are popularised in 
frameworks like EAST (BIT, 2014). However, these frame-
works rarely explain when which technique works, mak-
ing expert behavioural knowledge a necessity to choose or 
design interventions on a case-by-case basis.

Similar to interventions, the evaluation of interventions 
needs to be adjusted to their context and take into account 
practical research constraints (e.g., limited resources, access 
to participants). As practical constraints can determine 
what kind of evaluation research is feasible, a pragmatic 
approach to research (Morgan, 2007, 2014) using multiple 
methods allows one to adjust the research to its context and 
overcome the overreliance on RCTs to evaluate interven-
tions. In the context of BITs, research is often contingent 
on public servants for its support and assistance (e.g., entry 
to the field and assistance with data collection). Whatever 
research conducted, it should adhere to criteria for good 
scientific practice and research protocols of the public insti-
tution employing the BIT. Adherence to these criteria and 
protocols requires scientific training and expert knowledge 
(i.e., professional researchers) as well as independence of 
researchers, peer supervision, and quality control of the 
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conducted research. Therefore, BITs need to have an organi-
sational mandate to enforce and ensure adherence to these 
criteria and protocols.

Policy Expertise

Integrating BIs into policy requires expertise from policy for 
various reasons. Specifically, policy expertise is required to 
identify and select policy issues with a behavioural dimen-
sion of societal and administrative relevance. These issues 
need to be associated with distinct target behaviours to 
reframe the issues as a behavioural change task. Once issues 
have been selected, policy expertise (e.g., from front-line 
workers, policy advisors) helps to identify relevant stake-
holders of issues to ensure their adequate involvement. 
Policy expertise and stakeholder input together help to 
better understand the context of target behaviours to tailor 
interventions, and take into account the local policy and 
administrative landscape when conducting research and 
testing interventions. Moreover, practitioners’ knowledge 
often helps to avoid common mistakes and learn from ear-
lier attempts to change the behaviour (Halpern & Sanders, 
2016).

Ultimately, results from intervention evaluations need 
to feed into the design of actionable policy proposals. 
For this, behavioural research needs to be translated and 
embedded in the local administrative and policy landscape 

(Feitsma, 2019). Only thereafter, can effective interventions 
be implemented using adequate policy tools to enable and 
maintain behaviour change (Michie et al., 2011). For this, 
policy expertise is required to secure an administrative man-
date and support (e.g., budget) and advise throughout the 
implementation process. The former includes advocating 
for the integration of BIs in general and the implementation 
of policy proposals in particular, both using strategies of 
policy entrepreneurs (e.g., selling the effectiveness of behav-
ioural interventions, identifying policy issues of political 
importance; Huitema & Meijerink, 2010). To maximise the 
impact of policy proposals, policy expertise can identify 
opportunities for transfer as well as upscaling of propos-
als. Similarly to the behavioural research ingredient, policy 
expertise requires supervision and quality control of outputs 
(e.g., policy proposals).

Collaboration Efforts

As a third ingredient, collaboration efforts are needed to 
combine behavioural research and policy expertise (Halpern 
& Sanders, 2016). This ingredient encompasses strategic 
direction, management, communicative skills and mutual 
understanding, mediation, and a standardised working 
method. Concerning the first, strategic direction establishes 
goals and how to achieve them. For instance, in its early days 
the BIT in the United Kingdom focussed on “quick wins” 

Fig. 1  Framework for integrating BIs into policy
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where minor changes promised to produce obvious revenues 
or savings to get political buy in and support (Halpern, 2015; 
Sanders et al., 2018). Such a strategy ensures that differ-
ent team members work towards a shared goal. Second, the 
team, its people, budget, and stakeholders need to be man-
aged actively. This task combines the delivery of research 
projects with a focus on public management and requires 
“publicly engaged research managers”, with important skills 
such as “diplomacy and negotiation” (Dunleavy et al., 2019).

Information does not flow between scientists and pub-
lic servants in a linear and straightforward manner. It first 
needs to be translated and contextualised (Feitsma, 2019). 
Consequently, as a third aspect of collaboration efforts, 
members of BITs are required to possess strong communi-
cation skills and a basic understanding of both science and 
policy. In case of disagreements and conflicts (e.g., con-
cerning timeframes), it may even require mediation between 
researchers and policy experts, or a shared authority that 
can be consulted. At the BIT of the Australian Government 
for instance, there was a dual management with a Research 
Director and a Managing Director more embedded in the 
policy context as a shared authority (Ball et al., 2017). 
Involving both behavioural research and policy expertise 
assures that experiments are “co-produced” (Voß & Simons, 
2018) aiming to solve local policy problems rather than 
translating abstract knowledge to fit generalised problem 
definitions (Gibbons et al., 1994). Finally, a standardised 
procedure or working method that instructs researchers and 
policy experts can ease collaboration. Such a procedure is 
outlined in the following section. It also helps to overcome 
the bounded rationality of BIs professionals because it pro-
vides a systematic approach to first explore a policy issue 
before proceeding to solutions.

Procedure

The procedure specifies how the ingredients from the frame-
work are to be combined. It encompasses four separate 
phases that together form a logical and temporal sequence 
where the results from earlier phases feed into later ones 
(see Fig. 1). To be more precise, it prescribes a sequence 
of (1) policy issue selection; (2) efforts to understand the 
underlying behaviour; (3) design of policy proposals, and 
(4) implementation and evaluation.

Policy Issue Selection

The objective of the policy issue selection phase is to 
select adequate policy issues. As mentioned above, a 
BIT’s strategy may have a significant impact on which 
policy issues are selected. For the selection, a snapshot of 
the policy landscape related to a policy issue is needed to 

judge its relevance. Moreover, an initial reflection on the 
behaviour, its plausible determinants, and its context are 
required to judge the potential to effectively change the 
behaviour. In most cases, there will be multiple behaviours 
underlying a policy issue and BITs will need to focus on 
a small number of them given available resources. Fur-
man (2016) has argued that starting with a policy issue 
(rather than starting with BIs and then looking for a suit-
able policy issue) holds the potential for BIs to play a more 
important role in public policy.

The use of the framework presumes the willingness of 
public servants to collaborate. The Australian BIT ensured 
this willingness by co-funding from project partners which 
“encouraged a stronger sense of engagement” (Ball et al., 
2017). Ensuring buy-in from public servants and their sup-
port (e.g., financially) is thus of high importance espe-
cially since structural long-term partnerships, and equal-
ity and reciprocity between partners were found to ease 
implementation (e.g., Ansell et al., 2017; Torfing, 2019).

Exploration

The objective of the exploration phase is to reach an 
updated understanding of the policy issue by integrating 
BIs into this understanding. Research has shown that pub-
lic servants sometimes use wrongful assumptions when 
making inferences about behaviour (Hall et  al., 2014; 
Howlett, 2018) and, in addition, that problem definitions 
based on singular perspectives increase the likelihood 
of solving wrong problems or non-problems (Kilman & 
Mitroff, 1979). During this phase, diagnostic behavioural 
research is hence employed making use of various data 
sources (e.g., observations, interviews) to better under-
stand the target behaviour. To integrate findings from this 
diagnostic research with policy expertise, findings are 
validated collaboratively. This step helps to overcome the 
bounded rationality of BITs using collective scrutiny.

The diagnostic purpose of this phase overlaps largely 
with, for instance, the Diagnosis step from the guidelines 
of the Australian BIT (Ames & Hiscox, 2016) and the 
Analysis step from BASIC (OECD, 2019). In contrast 
to both, the framework does not anticipate any behav-
ioural determinants or prescribe how to analyse behav-
iour. This way it can accommodate various behavioural 
determinants (e.g., choice related, sociological) opening 
up a large solution space that targets various determi-
nants. To survey this solution space, BITs can use an 
analytical approach addressing relevant determinants or 
a designerly approach using participative and creative 
techniques to generate novel intervention ideas (for a 
discussion of both approaches see Einfeld & Blomkamp, 
forthcoming).
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Design and Report

The objective of the design and report phase is to design 
policy proposals that include behavioural interventions and 
to report research findings. Note, that the first objective is 
located in the policy sphere implying a responsibility of the 
BIT that goes beyond the delivery of behavioural interven-
tions alone (Congdon & Shankar, 2015; Hansen, 2018). 
Rather, interventions need to be translated into policy pro-
posals which are embedded in the institution’s policy and 
administrative landscape. The literature on knowledge uti-
lisation has identified abstractness as an important barrier 
for successful utilisation (Rich, 1997). As such, translating 
interventions to actionable policy proposals is thought to 
increase the likelihood that decision-makers adopt such pro-
posals compared to a situation where technical evaluations 
of interventions would be shared (Mead, 2015).

To translate interventions into policy proposals, the 
best intervention ideas from the exploration phase must be 
selected. To address the policy issue, the selected interven-
tions should have the potential to not only affect the target 
behaviour (i.e., statistical relevance) but also have practi-
cally meaningful effects on policy outcomes (i.e., clinical 
significance). In addition, BITs may use other relevant cri-
teria such as affordability, practicability, cost-effectiveness, 
acceptance, side-effects, and equity (Michie et al., 2011).

With many BITs committed to a scientific agenda and 
evidence-based practices, they often trial some of their inter-
ventions in the field (Haynes et al., 2012). As a consequence, 
a differentiation can be made between policy proposals that 
are informed by such field trials (“behaviourally-tested”) 
and those that are informed by a review of pre-existing evi-
dence (“behaviourally-informed”; Lourenço et al., 2016, pp. 
15–16). For a proper reporting of trials, BITs can publish 
in peer-reviewed academic journals and/or use standardised 
reporting checklists (Cotterill et al., 2021). For this, it is 
important that publishing decisions and methodological 
choices are untouched by unqualified interests (e.g., politi-
cal) and that conduction of the research is supervised by 
independent researchers.

Implementation and Evaluation

The objective of the implementation and evaluation phase 
is twofold. The first objective is to achieve implementation 
of policy proposals produced during the design and report 
phase. Acknowledging that implementation is not a one-
time event (e.g., sharing the policy proposal), BITs need to 
support and stimulate an implementation process (Ogden 
& Fixsen, 2014). For instance, they may need to compete 
for the attention of decision-makers or advice on adapta-
tions of the proposal. As mentioned earlier, implementa-
tion can be improved by collaborating with stakeholders 

from early on and relying on the strategies of policy entre-
preneurs. Moreover, BITs may actively look for transfer 
and scaling opportunities. It is beneficial for implementa-
tion when the same individuals continue to be involved 
during this phase, because they tend to have developed an 
understanding of the negotiables and non-negotiables for 
successful scaling (Al-Ubaydli et al., 2021).

The second objective of this phase is to evaluate how 
the policy issue had been addressed (i.e., a process evalu-
ation) and how policy was affected (i.e., an outcome evalu-
ation). Conducting such evaluations in a formative way 
(i.e., informing development) can help BITs to learn and 
adapt over time. This is important since many new BITs 
are likely to initially follow popular role models of inte-
grating BIs into policy which, however, often need adjust-
ments when introduced to practice (Feitsma, 2019, 2020). 
Hence, evaluation and active learning can stimulate a pro-
cess of diversification where BITs adapt to their contexts.

Illustration of the Framework

As mentioned before, the framework originates in part 
from the authors’ experience with BIG’R. BIG’R was a 
collaboration between the Erasmus University Rotterdam 
and the municipality of Rotterdam with both institutions 
acting as equal partners (i.e., a “boundary organisation”; 
Guston, 2001). All authors were BIG’R members for at 
least one year as university researchers or the academic 
head. In the following, we illustrate how the framework 
was used within BIG’R. Specifically, we discuss how dif-
ferent job functions provided the ingredients for the frame-
work and how the BIG’R working method relates to the 
four phases of the procedure for combining the ingredi-
ents. In addition, we refer the reader to the supplemen-
tary material for a description of how the framework was 
applied to one policy issue.

Ingredients: The BIG’R Job Functions

The BIG’R job functions that were relevant for the frame-
work were the BIG’R management, case proposers, munici-
pality and university researchers, and policy domain advi-
sors. To address policy issues on a case-by-case basis, 
representatives from these functions except the BIG’R man-
agement collaborated in so-called policy case teams. Each 
team consisted of at least two professionals contributing 
policy expertise (the case proposer and the policy domain 
advisor) and two researchers who provided checks and bal-
ances that could help neutralise the threats from inappropri-
ate power assertions corrupting public policy or science.
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BIG’R Management

The BIG’R management consisted of the municipal project 
leader and the academic head. The former was an expe-
rienced project leader from the municipality and the lat-
ter a behavioural science professor experienced with field 
research. This way, the management was able to combine 
the technical and conceptual knowledge (Katz, 1955) from 
science and policy that was needed for the selection of 
policy issues, supervision of BIG’R members, and quality 
control. The BIG’R management also served as a shared 
authority for all BIG’R members. By managing the budget, 
interaction with stakeholders (e.g., municipality alderman), 
and operations, the management contributed collaboration 
efforts, especially since it made many decisions employing 
a participatory rather than a top-down approach. In practice 
this meant that daily operations were discussed and coordi-
nated during a weekly meeting with representatives from all 
BIG’R functions.

The management also determined the strategy of BIG’R. 
Specifically, it set an emphasis on innovation and setting 
up BIG’R for the first two years, learning how to integrate 
BIs into policy; and a more production and implementa-
tion focussed working mode for the following two years. 
Importantly, the academic head as part of the management 
had the authority to create a proper research environment so 
that threats to good scientific practice could be overcome.

Case Proposer

Any Rotterdam public servant could become a case proposer 
by submitting a policy issue with a behavioural dimension 
that was approved by the BIG’R management. To facilitate 
later implementation, BIG’R ensured at the start that propos-
ers had the mandate and resources for addressing the policy 
issue (e.g., budget). The collaboration with BIG’R was free 
for case proposers, however. The case proposers sensing a 
problem and initiating the policy case ensured their willing-
ness to collaborate.

Case proposers were important members of policy case 
teams attending meetings and contributing their experience 
and knowledge about the policy issue, including knowledge 
about relevant stakeholders. Typically, case proposers had 
several years of experience with their position and hence 
the policy issue. This way, the close collaboration with case 
proposers helped to overcome the challenge of a limited 
understanding of context. Indeed, from our experience regu-
lar interactions were a necessity for the successful comple-
tion of policy cases. If the policy case team conducted field 
research, case proposers identified practical research con-
straints (e.g., sample size limitations) and provided research 
support (e.g., obtaining informed consent).

Researchers

BIG’R employed university researchers as well as research-
ers seconded from the municipality’s research department. 
All researchers had at least a university degree in a social 
and behavioural science discipline (e.g., psychology, public 
health, economics, pedagogy) and were trained in qualita-
tive and quantitative methods. Both types of researchers col-
laborated on shared research tasks (i.e., diagnostic research, 
intervention design, intervention evaluation) providing 
checks and balances. Municipality researchers were in addi-
tion responsible for writing policy proposals and other tasks 
more in the interest of the municipality, particularly contrib-
uting knowledge from municipality research and ensuring 
adherence to municipality research protocols. University 
researchers were responsible for scientific tasks, particularly 
contributing scientific knowledge and expertise, meeting the 
criteria of good scientific practice, and publishing findings 
in peer-reviewed journals. In an attempt to overcome threats 
to good scientific practice, their professional responsibilities 
were with the university only. They were regular members of 
their department and subjected to the departmental hierarchy 
and regulations. However, as they regularly worked at and 
with the municipality, their research can be described as 
“embedded research” (Ward et al., 2021).

Policy Domain Advisor

The municipality administration encompassed seven sub-
divisions focussing on relevant aspects of Dutch local gov-
ernments (e.g., work and income, urban development). In 
acknowledging the scattered nature of knowledge (Mura-
matsu & Barbieri, 2017), BIG’R recruited one public servant 
from each of the seven subdivisions to become a part-time 
policy domain advisor (PDA) for BIG’R providing special-
ised policy expertise. At the same time, all PDAs continued 
with their work (e.g., as legal consultant) within their subdi-
visions to maintain their network and information channels. 
From there, PDAs recruited case proposers and identified 
relevant policy issues that could be addressed by BIG’R.

PDAs stood in-between case proposers and researchers, 
mediating between them to integrate needs from research 
and policy. They can be described as knowledge brokers 
(Feitsma, 2019) with a strong focus on bridging, translat-
ing, and facilitating. This way, they helped contextualising 
both the research and policy proposals in the current policy 
and administrative landscape whilst also being responsible 
for writing policy proposals. The focus of PDAs was more 
process-oriented and to ensure the progress of policy cases. 
This required project management competencies (e.g., coor-
dination and planning). In addition, PDAs identified practi-
cal research constraints and provided research support when 
needed.
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PDAs can be described as policy entrepreneurs aiming to 
achieve policy change within their policy domains. Specifi-
cally, they advocated the implementation of BIG’R policy 
proposals and the application of BIs in general. For instance, 
they gave presentations at municipality fairs or informed the 
senior management about BIG’R. Importantly, describing 
PDAs as policy entrepreneurs adds the notion of a promo-
tional self-interest to the rather neutral image of the knowl-
edge broker. We believe this aspect to be important for a 
BIT to achieve change (for an illustration see John, 2014).

Procedure: The BIG’R Working Method

The BIG’R working method equipped the four phases of 
the framework with distinct steps to be carried out and 
embedded the framework in the administrative context of 
the municipality.

After a Rotterdam public servant had proposed a policy 
issue, a BIG’R researcher and the PDA, whose subdivision 
the issue concerned, interviewed the case proposer and con-
ducted desk research to fill in a submission form (see supple-
mentary material) that provided a snapshot of the behaviour, 
its plausible determinants, its context, and its relevance. The 
form served as input for the BIG’R management to select 
policy cases based on their societal, administrative, and sci-
entific relevance. The latter aspect was important because 
BIG’R aimed to publish its findings in academic journals.

Starting with a policy issue rather than a specific BI 
allowed BIG’R to address a diverse set of policy issues 
from various stages of the policy cycle (e.g., ex-ante policy 
appraisal, policy design, policy implementation) and with 
differing scopes (e.g., one-off behaviours, culture change, 
intergroup behaviours). Some of them were underexplored 
by behavioural sciences, such as individuals disposing fat 
and oil into the sewage system causing expensive blockings 
(e.g., Mattsson et al., 2014). Yet, requiring case proposers as 
a starting point meant that most policy issues related to the 
micro level from proposers’ individual responsibilities (e.g., 
improving a specific letter) rather than the macro level (e.g., 
improving general municipal communication).

At the start of the exploration phase, what was known 
about the target behaviour was largely based on the case 
proposer as an informant. Diagnostic research was therefore 
often necessary to reach an updated understanding of the 
policy issue that integrated BIs. For this, BIG’R reviewed 
the related literature and often conducted field observations 
and/or interviewed various stakeholders. To summarise the 
updated understanding, the policy case teams used different 
visualisations and descriptions on a case-by-case basis (e.g., 
user journeys and fuzzy cognitive maps; Kosko, 1986). The 
fact that BIG’R identified cultural and sociological deter-
minants for multiple cases illustrates that anticipating only 
choice related determinants can limit the understanding of 

target behaviours. For instance, when investigating the ille-
gal use of fireworks in a football stadium, BIG’R identified 
cultural norms and values as major determinants that could 
hardly be changed using a behaviour change approach (Mer-
kelbach et al., 2021).

The face validity of this understanding and the prospects 
of a behavioural solution were in most cases then validated 
during a brainstorming session with other BIG’R members 
and relevant stakeholders. For one case, the understanding 
was judged insufficient to proceed during such a session, 
illustrating that this step helped to overcome the bounded 
rationality of BIs professionals. In addition, brainstorming 
sessions served to generate novel intervention ideas and to 
improve interventions known from the literature or prac-
tice. To stimulate creativity during the sessions, participants 
were primed (Rietzschel et al., 2007) using common BIs. 
In practice this could mean that they were asked to think 
of solutions making the target behaviour easier (the “e” in 
EAST; BIT, 2014).

Policy case teams selected interventions to be included 
in policy proposals afterwards based on their feasibility 
(e.g., financial, acceptance) as well as believed effective-
ness. Although BIG’R did not pre-commit to any type of 
interventions, in practice the policy proposals often included 
nudges (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Beyond nudges, BIG’R 
for instance suggested a participatory programme to define 
a code of conduct for the use of electric charging stations 
(see supplementary material). Whenever possible, BIG’R 
tested (some aspects of) the proposed interventions in the 
field using both quantitative and qualitative methods (e.g., 
Dewies et al., 2021).

Policy proposals were presented and discussed with case 
proposers and other relevant municipality decision-makers 
to address open questions and ease implementation. How-
ever, it was a learning process for BIG’R to prepare pol-
icy proposals rather than technical research reports. In the 
end, proposals sometimes took the format of infographic-
like summaries because from our experience case propos-
ers demonstrated little interest in technical aspects of the 
research, plausibly because most case proposers had not 
received science training to understand and scrutinise the 
research. This meant that in practice, case proposers relied 
on authority-based rather than evidence-based policy mak-
ing (Mendel, 2018).

In addition to policy proposals, the university researchers 
aimed to report findings in peer-reviewed academic journals. 
Importantly, the university and the municipality confirmed 
that methodological choices and publishing decisions would 
be the responsibility of the university to overcome threats to 
good scientific practice. The municipality and the university 
also agreed on a formal framework for sharing data between 
the two institutions that included the right to publish anony-
mous data.
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It was beneficial for the implementation of policy 
proposals that BIG’R was embedded in the municipality 
administration, and that PDAs could approach proposers 
naturally after the proposal had been shared. Moreover, 
PDAs held a legitimate position for advocating the use of 
BIG’R proposals within their subdivision. PDAs hence 
acted as policy entrepreneurs during this phase. Ideally, 
they became part of “implementation teams” and identi-
fied opportunities for upscaling. Researchers conducting 
the original research could easily be consulted for this by 
the PDAs if needed.

To evaluate the BIG’R working method, the process 
as well as the outcomes were systematically evaluated on 
a case-by-case basis (for a research plan see https:// osf. 
io/ f3av9). Specifically, policy case team members were 
invited to fill in questionnaires covering process aspects 
of the collaboration (e.g., satisfaction with the collabora-
tion and the policy proposal) and case proposers were 
interviewed to investigate the degree of implementation 
of policy proposals. However, this evaluation was more 
summative (i.e., informing assessment) than formative as 
it took place during the last year of BIG’R.

Discussion

This paper offers a framework for integrating BIs into the 
making and implementation of public policy. The framework 
is depicted in Fig. 1 and describes the what, when, and who 
of integrating BIs into public policy. We believe that the 
framework is more complete than earlier frameworks which 
often lack descriptions of actors in the integration. Moreo-
ver, the framework incorporates ways to overcome four com-
mon challenges associated with the integration of BIs that 
we discuss below (for a summary see Table 1).

However, as the framework is closely related to our 
experience and practice within BIG’R, we note that the 
framework is a solution but not necessarily the solution 
to overcome these challenges. Future applications of the 
framework likely require some adaptations. As an example, 
BIG’R differed from other BITs because it was run by both 
government and academia. Most other BITs are run by either 
of these institutions. For instance, BITs run by government 
likely choose different projects because they can disregard 
their scientific relevance, and they likely focus more on 
using BIs rather than generating novel BIs by trialling them 
in the field. We hence consider the university partnership 
key for important aspects of the framework.

Table 1  Challenges and solutions for integrating BIs into policy

Challenges Solutions Strengths Weaknesses

Overreliance on RCTs limits the 
scope of applying BIs

Pragmatic approach to research 
with no a priori choice of 
research methods

BITs select research methods on a 
case-by-case basis

Broadening the scope for applying 
BIs

Enabling more realistic evalua-
tions of interventions

Increased efforts to construct and 
make methodological choices

Researchers are required to be 
methodological generalists

A limited understanding of con-
text limits effective intervention 
design, tailoring, and evaluation

Standard involvement of policy 
experts and practitioners

Diverse disciplinary backgrounds
No a priori framework for inter-

preting behaviour and changing 
it

Contextualised intervention devel-
opment and evaluation

Production of contextualised 
policy proposals

Expanding the range of interven-
tions

Increased efforts to investigate 
theories, research findings, and 
behaviour

Threats to good scientific practice 
are likely within BITs

Researchers as part of the man-
agement

Independence of researchers
Formal agreement about data 

sharing practices, methodo-
logical choices, and publishing 
decisions

Working in teams to provide 
checks and balances

Integrity of researchers remains 
intact

Open science practices are 
enabled

Increased bureaucracy and obliga-
tions

Bounded rationality of BIs profes-
sionals limit the potential to 
stimulate rational behaviour

Working in teams and with stake-
holders to provide checks and 
balances

BIs as an additional perspective
A standard procedure for policy 

issues

Enhanced problem-solving capac-
ity

Requires extra investments
Increased potential for human error 

and biases

https://osf.io/f3av9
https://osf.io/f3av9
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Overcoming an Overreliance on RCTs

The framework allows BITs to embrace various research 
methods. It does not deterministically lead to the planning 
and execution of RCTs, but encourages users to reflect on 
their methodological choices on a case-by-case-basis. Ewert 
(2020), and Ewert and Loer (2021) have recently argued for 
such a methodological diversification in the field of behav-
ioural public policy. In fact, BIG’R conducted multiple cases 
where RCTs were not feasible or inadequate. This strength 
came, however, at a cost. First, it required increased efforts 
in terms of time and interaction for policy case team mem-
bers to explore and choose research options. In addition, 
the framework required the researchers to be methodologi-
cal generalists rather than RCTs specialists. We believe, 
however, that compared to a situation when only RCTs are 
used, opening a debate about the most adequate research 
method(s) leads to more informed and better methodologi-
cal choices.

Overcoming a Limited Understanding of Context

From our experience with BIG’R, several features of the 
framework can help to overcome limited understandings 
of context, enabling the contextualised development and 
testing of interventions and writing of policy proposals. 
Importantly, the framework does not entail any (discipli-
nary) assumptions regarding how to interpret behaviour 
and how to change it. Earlier frameworks tend to anticipate 
specific behavioural determinants, namely choice related 
determinants on the micro level (e.g., food ordering), whilst 
excluding others, namely structural ones on the macro level 
(e.g., presence and dispersion of fast food restaurants). This 
neglection also means pre-committing to interventions that 
so far have dominated the integration of BIs into policy. 
In contrast to that, the framework presented here encour-
ages the integration of divergent perspectives and sorts of 
knowledge from different disciplines. To illustrate, within 
BIG’R the case proposer typically contributed practition-
er’s knowledge, the PDA typically contributed local policy 
knowledge, the municipal researcher contributed findings 
from local research, and the university researchers mainly 
contributed the BIs knowledge and expertise. In practice, it 
required, however, significant efforts to survey and integrate 
theories, research findings, and various perspectives on a 
case-by-case basis.

Overcoming Threats to Good Scientific Practice

Our framework contains multiple aspects that may help 
to overcome threats to good scientific practice. First, to 
strengthen the integrity and position of researchers, the 
framework assumes independence of researchers and an 

organisational mandate to enforce adherence to criteria of 
good scientific practice. Within BIG’R, the management 
possessed the mandate to create an adequate research envi-
ronment as well as the knowledge that was required for that. 
Independence further means that methodological choices 
and publishing decisions for academic articles remain with 
researchers. Within BIG’R, professional liabilities of uni-
versity researchers were with the university only which 
strengthened their position in relation to the municipality 
and policy practice. A disadvantage of being rigorous about 
scientific practices may be seen in the fact that all research 
becomes subject to scientific obligations. Within BIG’R for 
instance, requirements from the university for informed con-
sents were often stricter than those from the municipality, 
and all empirical research had to be approved by the univer-
sity’s ethics committee which sometimes caused short delays 
in the execution of policy cases. The fact that science slowed 
down some policy cases can be interpreted, however, as a 
confirmation that science was not subordinated to municipal 
deadlines. Some obligations were, however, directly linked 
to positive outcomes. For instance, the obligations associ-
ated with scientific reporting and academic peer-review 
plausibly improved the reporting and evaluation of trials.

Formal agreements about data sharing practices enable 
open science practices (e.g., publication of anonymised data 
sets) to become a routine. Yet, for BIG’R a considerable 
amount of effort was needed to draft those agreements even 
with the help of legal experts from both institutions. Moreo-
ver, following the agreements caused some extra bureau-
cracy because forms needed to be filled in and approved by 
the management for each data sharing event. Some decisions 
related to good scientific practice still needed to be made on 
a case-by-case basis though, for instance decisions related 
to experimental designs.

Overcoming Bounded Rationality

With the lack of both a standard research methodology and 
no a priori assumptions about how to interpret and change 
behaviour, the framework deliberately shifts responsibility 
to team level decision-making. As a result, it can be said to 
increase the potential for human error and biases, and the 
risks related to bounded rationality (i.e., decision-making 
being impaired by limited cognitive capacities). In practice, 
however, following the framework means that policy issues 
are investigated from a behavioural perspective as an addi-
tion to the standard approach. Rather than fully adopting the 
policy issue and addressing it with an exclusive focus on BIs, 
BIs are integrated with existing knowledge and experience 
concerning the policy issue. For BIG’R this meant that the 
administrative responsibility for the policy issue remained 
with the case proposer. Rather than the proposer addressing 
the policy issue in a standard approach, the BIG’R resources 
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became available to scrutinise that standard approach, aim-
ing for an approach that integrated BIs. We hypothesise that 
this enhanced the problem-solving capacity of the munici-
pality locally (Gray, 2000; Rogers & Weber, 2010), and that 
the risks associated with rationally bounded public servants 
were lowered. However, this required making use of the 
resources invested in BIG’R.

Comparison With Implementation Science 
Frameworks

As the framework serves the implementation of evidence-
based practices that are informed by BIs, the framework 
becomes available for a comparison with established and 
more general implementation frameworks (i.e.,  Dam-
schroder et al., 2009; Fixsen et al., 2005). Admittedly, the 
framework lacks specificity and scope in comparison to 
those frameworks. Nevertheless, we believe the framework 
to be a valuable contribution because BITs possess a unique 
position at the science-policy nexus (Mukherjee & Giest, 
2020; Strassheim, 2019) which plausibly requires them to 
utilise specialised frameworks. Borrowing terminology from 
the Active Implementation Frameworks (Fixsen et al., 2005), 
at least within BIG’R, “structural features for implemen-
tation” (i.e., creating dedicated implementation teams and 
developing implementation plans) were almost absent and 
dependent on processes stimulated by BIG’R or case pro-
posers. A comparison with the Consolidated Framework for 
Implementation Research (Damschroder et al., 2009) points 
moreover to a lack of dedicated efforts to attract and involve 
appropriate individuals for implementation (e.g., opinion 
leaders, champions). This was different for the BIT in the 
United Kingdom for instance, which was located at the Cabi-
net Office and in comparison to BIG’R could more easily 
capitalise on its political support to achieve implementa-
tion (John, 2014; Lourenço et al., 2016). BIG’R deliberately 
aimed to stay away from political dynamics or affiliations 
to ensure its continued existence. However, this may have 
weakened its position for achieving implementation. Future 
use of the framework should take these aspects into account 
by for instance focussing on politically relevant policy 
issues.

Conclusion

The popular standard models of applying BIs propagated 
through the book Nudge (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008) and the 
BIT in the United Kingdom do not consider all relevant 
aspects of integrating BIs into public policy. Therefore, we 
developed a comprehensive framework that deviates from 
current models to overcome important challenges associ-
ated with integrating BIs into public policy, contributing to a 

recent phase of diversification in BIs integration (Strassheim, 
2021). The framework offers more freedom for methodo-
logical choices, encourages and strengthens good scientific 
practice, incorporates a broad understanding of context, and 
improves the potential for rational decision-making.
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