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Summary 

Chapter 1, Article 2 of the Instrument of Government states that 
the personal, financial and cultural welfare of the individual shall be 
fundamental aims of public activity. Greater freedom of choice and 
self-service within the public sector at the same time mean greater 
demands on individuals to make informed decisions that increase 
their welfare. However, research shows that there are shortcomings 
in our individual ability to make good decisions, which is clear in 
how we make decisions that do not always benefit our own health 
in the long run or our personal finances. We perhaps do not save 
enough for our pensions, invest in funds with a low yield or stick 
with an expensive electricity provider although we have the 
intention to switch to a less expensive one. 

In addition, the inability to make good decisions can have a 
negative impact on both the individual and society as a whole. It 
could for example lead to a greater burden on medical care services, 
the environment and the social security systems. It may also 
become a priority for policy makers to compensate for the negative 
impact of shortcomings in individual choices. In summary, it could 
be argued that policy makers may be considered to have an interest 
in, and be responsible for, improving the conditions for individuals’ 
decision-making. 

Research in behavioural economics shows that not enough 
consideration has been given to how people actually make 
decisions, as many systems and regulatory frameworks assume that 
citizens are fully logical, informed or economically rational. 
Complicated choices that individuals face, complex regulations or 
cumbersome forms can then result in policies not having the 
desired effect and policy goals (e.g. more hours worked or a more 
even distribution of income) not being reached. Behavioural 
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economics has also contributed to greater insights into what kinds 
of behaviour can be expected in different situations.  

One type of behaviour that is well documented is status quo bias, 
i.e. the unwillingness to change decisions previously taken. This 
behaviour can be observed in the Swedish premium pension 
system, in that pension savers do not change their original choice 
of funds even when these funds have a lower yield than others over 
several years. Research also shows that the design of the default 
setting has an impact. In countries where individuals are 
automatically registered in the organ donor database, known as an 
‘opt-out system’, an average of 85 per cent of citizens donated their 
organs, whereas between 4 and 28 per cent donated their organs in 
countries with an ‘opt-in system’, such as Sweden.   

Research also shows that individuals tend to have preferences 
that are time inconsistent, i.e. I will start exercising tomorrow, but 
when tomorrow arrives I put it off again. When people choose 
between chocolate and fruit, studies have shown that most people 
choose fruit for themselves if the choice applies to what they will 
have next week. The opposite applies when the reward (i.e. fruit or 
chocolate) is immediate – then most people choose chocolate.   

Extensive research has also been carried out showing that we are 
affected by how others behave. For example, if there is already litter 
lying around, people will drop more litter. Information about your 
own electricity consumption being higher than your neighbours’ 
leads many people to reduce their electricity consumption. Using 
social norms can therefore be very effective when influencing 
people’s behaviour.  

Behavioural interventions 

There is a growing international interest in a policy tool known as 
‘nudging’, that is used to improve individuals’ decision-making. In 
this report, however, the term ‘behavioural interventions’ will be 
used instead, as it more clearly describes its purpose. The term 
‘behavioural interventions’ refers to small changes in the choice 
architecture with the aim of making it easier for individuals to 
make decisions that promote their own welfare and sometimes also 
that of the collective, without limiting their own freedom of 
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choice. Behavioural interventions are limited here to the public 
sector and are intended to influence people’s behaviour − not alter 
individuals’ values or opinions. 

One reason that behavioural interventions have created interest 
at policy level is that such interventions have the potential − 
alongside traditional policy instruments such as regulations and/or 
taxes − to help achieve policy goals (e.g. help reduce fossil fuel 
use).  

The appeal of applying behavioural interventions is that it can 
lead to a more efficient use of public resources, as many of the 
interventions are simple and can be implemented at a low cost. 
They may involve how default settings or forms are designed. 
Many behavioural interventions result in cost savings, but it can be 
noted that they do not necessarily have to lead to reduced 
expenditures. If policy measures become more accessible, it can in 
some cases lead to more people benefiting from welfare services, 
which in turn lead to an increase in expenditure.  

There is a growing interest in incorporating behavioural 
interventions in public policy. Behavioural insights teams have 
been established in over 50 countries, including the United 
Kingdom, Australia, the United States and Germany. The World 
Bank and the European Commission have also started activities 
with this focus. Although interest in behavioural interventions is 
growing, many of the teams are newly established and run on a 
small scale. However, experiences − not least from the UK − 
show a large number of examples of relatively minor and low cost 
interventions that have been able to make public policy more 
efficient.  

There are lessons to be learned from how other countries have 
chosen to organise their behavioural interventions. In the report, 
some relevant lessons to be learned for Sweden are described.  
Set clear goals  

One lesson to be learned from countries that have established 
behavioural interventions is that operational and clear objectives 
have been important for focusing activities. When the Behavioural 
Insights Team was set up in the UK, a clear target date was set for 
its work − if it could not demonstrate savings equivalent to ten 
times the cost of the team within two years, it would be closed 
down.   
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Contribute measurable results 

For the purpose of gaining endorsement for behavioural 
interventions and winning support within public administration, it 
is important to be able to show measurable results of the 
implemented initiatives. Behavioural interventions have e.g. been 
implemented in the UK to reduce the number of people dropping 
out of adult education. To motivate participants, weekly text 
messages were sent to them containing supportive and encouraging 
messages. Among the group included in the interventions, 
participation increased by 21 per cent, and 12 per cent more people 
completed their education.  

Build trust through transparency 

Transparency and openness in applying behavioural interventions 
probably improve the conditions for building trust in these 
endeavours. In the US and the UK, for example, experiences from 
various behavioural interventions are reported annually. 
Experiences from both successful projects and less successful 
projects are reported.  

Create a team with organisational support 

Finally, one of the lessons learned is that the organisation form in 
itself can be significant to how well behavioural interventions gain 
a foothold in the government administration. Initially, a clear 
responsibility to an appointed team for behavioural interventions 
can facilitate its function as a driving force for change. At the same 
time, support from and cooperation with line organisations is 
absolutely essential to the successful implementation of 
behavioural interventions.  

A framework for implementing behavioural interventions  

The report describes a simple analytical framework to guide the 
implementation of behavioural interventions. The reason for the 
framework is that there is a risk that behavioural interventions 
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could be perceived as less legitimate if they are implemented in an 
arbitrary way. Not all behavioural interventions described in the 
scientific literature address important policy problems. For 
behavioural interventions to create added value and lead to a more 
cost-effective application of public policy, it is important that these 
interventions target areas where policy problems exist. Otherwise 
the risk is that these interventions will be regarded as merely 
experimental or marginal.  

Moreover, behavioural interventions should be considered if it 
is individuals’ decision-making alone, or together with other 
factors, that is causing the undesired effects. Research shows that 
behavioural interventions can be appropriate when individuals 
encounter a complicated choice, for example when regulations are 
complex or when there are too many or unclear alternatives.  

The third part of the framework is that there has to be 
functioning and monitorable measures to implement. However, it 
is often not known whether a behavioural intervention will work 
for a certain problem and, more importantly, how it should best be 
designed. Evaluation and continuous development are therefore 
key elements of behavioural interventions.  

There are a few general insights from research that can guide the 
design of interventions. Firstly, behavioural interventions should 
lead to increased knowledge about what works. Evaluation could 
help provide better decision-making data for political decisions. 
Secondly, research indicates that the design of the default setting 
has a bearing on the results. Thirdly, research shows that there 
should be a general focus on facilitating desirable behaviour and 
making undesirable behaviour more difficult. Most individuals 
want to do the right thing but do not always live up to their good 
intentions for various reasons. There are mechanisms that have 
proved effective in reducing the gap between intention and action, 
i.e. various forms of commitments (both individual and mutual), 
reminders and quick feedback.  

The framework concludes that behavioural interventions are 
appropriate in the interface between policy problems, where these 
are due to, or aggravated by, individuals’ choices and where it is 
possible to design monitorable interventions.  
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Proposals for future work 

There are important arguments for and against implementing 
behavioural interventions systematically within the public sector in 
Sweden. The key conclusion in this report is that the objections in 
principle are important, but that the arguments for systematically 
testing behavioural interventions outweigh these. All choices 
situations need to be designed – an application form has to have 
some kind of appearance. Not making it easier for individuals to do 
the right thing is also a choice.  

Government agencies among others in Sweden already use 
measures similar to behavioural interventions without using the 
term and without any explicit systematic evaluation. Distinguishing 
between what is already being done at government agencies in the 
form of better information, simplification and streamlined working 
methods, and behavioural interventions can sometimes be difficult. 
However, one difference is that behavioural interventions contain 
tools for identifying and testing which interventions work best.  

There are positive experiences from other countries that can be 
used in future work.  Moreover, behavioural interventions cost 
little to implement and can serve an important function by 
contributing to more evidence-based policy and public 
administration. Interventions can be used for areas in which 
traditional policy instruments do not adequately meet the policy 
objectives for various reasons.  

The report looks into the value of establishing a coordinating 
and proactive function within the public sector, known as a team 
for behavioural interventions. The team could help promote and 
develop behavioural interventions in the public sector. The team 
should be centrally placed within the Government Offices. The 
details of the team’s work need to be further analysed.  

 




