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The Power of the Nudge
Designing Behavioral Interventions for Student Success
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A Look at Nudging in the News

Nudging: It’s Everywhere

https://www.eab.com/


©2018 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

3

©2018 by EAB. All Rights Reserved. eab.com

An Introduction to Behavioral Economics

Defining ‘Nudging’

An intervention that tips the balance in favor of an 

optimal decision 

nudge
verb  │ \ˈnəj\

DEFINITION
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An Introduction to Behavioral Economics

Defining ‘Nudging’

Small changes in an 

environment can make it easier

for people to make decisions

without taking away choice

Think of it this way

https://www.eab.com/
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Coffee Punch Cards and the ‘Illusion of Progress’

Source: Kivetz R, O Urminsky, and Y Zheng (2006), “The Goal-Gradient Hypothesis 
Resurrected: Purchase Acceleration, Illusionary Goal Progress, and Customer Retention,” 
Journal of Marketing Research: February 2006, Vol. 43, No. 1, pp. 39-58.

An Example to Get Us Started

20%
Less time to complete the 12-

stamp card with two bonus 
punches 

BUY 9, GET THE 10TH FREE

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

BUY 11, GET THE 12TH FREE

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

https://www.eab.com/
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Pulling Back the Curtain

Why Does a ‘Trick’ Like That Work?

Innate Invisible Irresistible

A mental shortcut that deviates 

from rational thinking

cognitive bias

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.eab.com/
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Situations That Challenge Rational Decision-Making Processes

Are complicated and new

Have costs/benefits that 
are not easily understood 

Have consequences that 
are difficult to perceive 

Nudges are good for decisions 
and actions that:

“Wow, there are all these new 
responsibilities I’ve never had 
to deal with before.”

“Did I declare the right major?"

“Do I take out more loans now 
and pay them off later? Or do I 
take on more work study?”

College is a 
textbook definition

Source: Thaler R and C Sunstein, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, 
Wealth, and Happiness, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008. 
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Neither Text nor Shove, and Definitely Not a Miracle

What a Nudge Is NOT

Specific to any 
one channel

Coercive A silver bullet

A nudge is NOT…

https://www.eab.com/
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Cognitive Bias Nudge Tactic

Today’s Focus

Five Cases of Nudging in Action

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.eab.com/
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Drowning in Information Overload

Channeling Attention to What Matters

COGNITIVE BIAS

Cognitive depletion 

► Overwhelming amounts of information 
fatigue our ability to make decisions

NUDGE TACTIC

Salience nudge 

► Channels limited attention toward the 
most important information

1
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Complicated Forms with Dense Terminology Fatigue Our Attention Spans

Cognitive Depletion

Source: ideas42, “Boosting Timely Loan Repayment: 
Education on Debt Relief Options,” June 2016 Brief .

Exhausting Your Mental Resources

Eligible applicants who 
return the IBR form

14.5%

https://www.eab.com/
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Cognitive Depletion

Using Visual Design to Deploy Salience Nudges

Increase in completed 
applications

48%

14.5%

21.4%

Before After

This is the form for Income Based Repayment, a government 

program that means you can make more affordable payments on 

your student loan(s) for a while. This folder will help walk you 

through the application. If you have any questions don’t hesitate 

to call us at (800) 236-2700.

START 
HERE

Talk to us on 
the phone.1

2

3

5

Just so you know, no matter 

what you choose for any of 

these questions, you can 

always change it later. 

If no is already checked, check 

this box to ensure you receive 

the plan that will reduce your 

monthly payments the most.

4

Check the box to apply for lower student loan payments 

based on your income.

Source: ideas42, “Boosting Timely Loan Repayment: 
Education on Debt Relief Options,” June 2016 Brief.

https://www.eab.com/
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Sounds Familiar…

Cognitive Depletion

Davidson JC, “Why Community College Students Are So Poor But Only 16.9% 
Received Federal Pell Grants,” Community College Journal of Research and 
Practice, 38, no. 7, (2013): 503-513; Sen-Gupta G, “Students Leave Over 
$2.9 Billion In Free College Money On The Table,” Nerdwallet, January 12, 
2015, http://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/nerdscholar/2015/fafsa-college-
money-left-on-table/

A Long and Confusing Form?

FAFSA’s Complexity Deters Aid-
Eligible Students from Applying 

Percentage of students who 
cite insufficient information on 
how to apply for financial aid

23%

42%
Percentage of Pell-eligible 
community college students 
who never complete a FAFSA

https://www.eab.com/
http://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/nerdscholar/2015/fafsa-college-money-left-on-table/
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Feeling Stuck with Decision Paralysis

Grease the Wheels by Asking About Intentions

Source: Greenwald A, M Klinger, M Vande Kamp, and K Kerr. (1988). “The self-
prophecy effect: Increasing voter turnout by vanity-assisted consciousness raising.” 
Unpublished manuscript, University of Washington, Seattle.

COGNITIVE BIAS

Decision deferral

► Delaying action when faced with choices that 
are difficult to understand 

NUDGE TACTIC

Mere-measurement effect

► When people are asked what they intend to 
do, they are more likely to follow through 
on the action

2
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Arapahoe Community College’s Early Experiments Show Promising Results

Decision Deferral

Text Messages: The Best Known Nudge Channel

Text-Messaging Campaign Pilots

Arapahoe Community College 
started designing campaigns with 
text-message nudges.

Hear Arapahoe’s case 
study at 3:00 p.m.

Appointment Reminder for 
General Advising 11:00-
11:30 a.m.

You might be ready to 
apply for graduation.

Students in the group 
who got text reminders 
to set an appointment 
with an academic advisor 
were 50% more likely to 
take action

Significant Increase in 
Follow-Through

50%

https://www.eab.com/
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UCF

LTE 5:12 PM 77%

Experimenting with Text for a Registration Campaign

Decision deferral

Not Just a Text Message

260
Students contacted

15
Students registered

UCF Registration Reminder: The 
deadline to add classes is today, Fri, 
Jan 13. To register, please visit 
my.ucf.edu 

Registration rate

6%

https://www.eab.com/
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UCF

LTE 5:12 PM 77%

Experimenting with Mere-Measurement Effect for a Registration Campaign

Decision deferral

Not Just a Text Message

This is the UCF registrar. We notice 
you haven’t registered. If you’re 
planning on returning, reply Y. If 
you’re not planning on returning, 
reply N. 

Yes, but I’m having trouble 
registering for the class I need!

No problem. We’ll get you in touch 
with an advisor.

655
Students contacted

Response rate

70%

458
Students registered

https://www.eab.com/
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Not Simply Phrasing Your Subject Line as a Question

Decision Deferral

Designing a Mere-Measurement Nudge

Key Design Components

 Relevance to a targeted 
student population

 Urgency in timing

 Immediately actionable







https://www.eab.com/
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Forgetting About Delayed Consequences 

Making the Future Present

COGNITIVE BIAS

Present bias

► The tendency to favor immediate reward 
at the expense of long-term payoff

NUDGE TACTIC

Smart disclosure

► Frames trade-offs in concrete terms

3
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Overvaluing Immediate Rewards over Long-Term Financial Wellness

Present Bias

‘Now’ Mentality Impacts Money Management

“Whenever financial aid refund checks went out, students were very happy at first, but then after 

a week or so, their attitude dropped and student culture shifted. There was no approach to 

help students spend their money. They would get their aid, spend it, and then didn’t 

know what to do next.”

Ilia Cordero, Assistant Director of Financial Aid Services 

Valencia College

…Leading Them to Spend Their Financial Aid Check Before the Term Ends

Limited Cognitive Horizon

Inability to envision the 
needs of their future selves

Time Inconsistency

Inability to prioritize future 
needs against current needs

People Struggle to Prioritize Future Well-Being…

https://www.eab.com/
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Financial Literacy Interventions Support Better Student Decisions

Present Bias

Expose Students to Smart Disclosure Nudges

31%
Drop in Valencia’s 
cohort default rate
since program launch 
in 2009

Want to learn more? 
Attend Advancing 
Equity Pt. II at 3 p.m.

Part-time students hired 
and trained as financial 

literacy ambassadors

Peer-to-Peer 
Financial Advising 

Interactive 
Programming

Monthly skill shops and 
campus events like 
“Spooky Finances” haunted 
house and all-thrifted 
fashion show

Embedded Financial 
Literacy Curriculum

Online financial course 
modules embedded in 

FYE success course

On-Campus 
Reminders

Lunchboxes and vending 
machine stickers 
encouraging students to 
stretch their dollars

https://www.eab.com/
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‘This Will Take Only a Minute’

Breaking Projects Apart into Components

Source: Forsyth D and C Burt (2008), “Allocating time to future tasks: The effect of task 
segmentation on planning fallacy bias.” Memory & Cognition:2008, Vol. 36, No. 4, pp. 791-798.

COGNITIVE BIAS

Planning fallacy

► Chronic underestimation of time involvement, 
which results in procrastination

NUDGE TACTIC

Segmentation effect

► Divides a large and complex task into manageable 
subtasks with intermediate deadlines

4
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Time Management Is Difficult When Duration and Sequence Are Unclear

College: A Never-Ending Series of New Events

Attend Welcome Week 
activities 

Complete your medical 
paperwork

Submit your FAFSA for 
next year

Complete student health 
insurance 

Complete placement testing 

Register for orientation 

Apply for on-campus 
housing 

Complete online modules 

Learn to use your LMS 
effectively 

Get your books and supplies 

Pay enrollment deposit

Submit transcripts to 
earn credit

Get a parking pass

Pay your tuition 

Consider signing a student 
privacy waiver 

Accept your financial 
aid award 

Submit final transcripts 

Planning Fallacy

https://www.eab.com/
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…and Ways to Combat Its Tendencies

Planning Fallacy

Source: Buehler R, D Griffin, and M Ross (1994), “Exploring the ‘Planning 
Fallacy’: Why People Underestimate Their Task Completion Times,” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology: 1994, Vol. 67, No. 3, pp. 366-381.

The Causes of Planning Fallacy…

Estimated Time to Completion

Estimating task 
as a whole

Segmenting 
into subtasks

Optimism About 
Ourselves

Imagine 
Someone Else

We tend to believe in the 
best-case scenario and 
positively assess our own 
capabilities and drive. 

We more accurately 
estimate for others than 
ourselves and consider 
possible setbacks more. 

Reliance on 
Forward Thinking 

Compare with Similar 
Past Experiences

Predictive thinking focuses 
on the future, obscuring 
past experiences.

Comparing past 
experiences with similar 
tasks results in more 
accurate estimates.

https://www.eab.com/
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16%
Increase in FAFSA 

Applications1

(2,331 FAFSA link clicks from 
Navigate MyPath)

7%
Increase in advising 
sessions for new 

students1

And More Likely to Complete Essential Tasks

Navigate’s MyPath Segments Onboarding into Manageable Steps

Planning Fallacy

1) Increases from fall 2016 to fall 2017

The Satisfaction of Checking it Off

3,486 link clicks 

Applicants Were Twice as Likely to 
Register if They Used Navigate 

27%
Registered

50%
Registered

Navigate Users Non-Navigate Users 

Hear Pikes Peak 
present at 3 p.m.

https://www.eab.com/
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Fear of Missing Out, or ‘FOMO’

Using Social Conformity for Good

COGNITIVE BIAS

Herding

► Interpreting the actions of others—especially a 
large group—as the right actions

NUDGE TACTIC

Social norming

► Leverages people’s tendency to conform to others’ 
actions to produce a desired behavior

5
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The Setup 

Email nudges were sent to students once each 

semester, encouraging them to check their own 

GPA by comparing it to their classmates’ grades

Purdue’s Forecast Encourages Students to Compare Course Grades

Compare Your GPA

Herding

Campaign Results

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

1 2 3 4

A
v
e
ra

g
e
 S

e
m

e
s
te

r 
G

P
A

Classification

College of Liberal Arts Your GPA

4.5%

34.6%

Average click-
through rate of
emails with all
other calls to

actions

Average click-
through rate of 
“Compare Your 

GPA” emails
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Creating Behavioral Change Through Injunctive Norming

Herding

Taking Social Norming to the Next Step

Students who seek 
tutoring finish the 
semester with an average 
0.25 point higher GPA. 
Schedule a tutoring 
appointment now: 
http://whu.edu/tutor

Seventy-two percent of 
Whitehurst students devote 
2 hours a week per class to 
studying. 

States objective behavior so 
students can perceive actions 
of others more accurately

Descriptive norm

Observes a socially approved 
behavior, implying that certain 
behaviors are more desirable 
than others

Injunctive norm

https://www.eab.com/
http://whu.edu/tutor
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Instead, Prioritize Precision, Concision, and Connection

What Not to Do When Nudging

Kitchen sink 
approach

Displace existing 
support services

Over-nudging

207

https://www.eab.com/
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Where to Go from Here

‘Nudging’ Your Student Success                       
Challenges

Think About Barriers 
and Bottlenecks

Talk to Your Students 
and Look at Your Data

Get Started

Share Your Nudges

Have you already been deploying nudges but didn’t know it? 
Email ayi@eab.com and let us know!

https://www.eab.com/
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