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Why social & behavioral sciences?

• Environmental challenges stem from human behavior
• Social & behavioral sciences provide key insights about 

human behavior that can aid in the design of lean, smart, 
and effective regulatory and non-regulatory programs
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Relevance to environmental policy

• Economic analysis already used to support regulatory 
decision-making (BCA) 

• Social and behavioral sciences offer broader insights into 
how people process information and make decisions

• Leverage insights to support improved design of a wide 
array of EPA initiatives?
– Regulations, partnership programs, labeling, information 

provision, enforcement and compliance approaches, risk 
communication activities, and more...
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Social 
norms

Altruism

Loss 
aversion

Behavioral biases
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Procrastination

Inattention

And more...
Inequality
aversion



5
National Center for 

Environmental Economics



Executive Order 13707

4 areas of focus:
1) Access to programs 
2) Presentation of information to the public 
3) The structure of choices within programs 
4) The design of financial and non-financial incentives

Social & Behavioral Science Team (SBST) can partner with 
agencies to provide guidance.
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Training at EPA

• OP-sponsored workshops in 2013, 2014, 2016
• Experts from academia, White House Social & Behavioral 

Science Team (SBST), USDA Center for Behavioral & 
Experimental Agri-Environmental Research (CBEAR), 
Commission on Evidence-Based Policymaking

Paul Ferraro ● Robert Hahn ● Michael Hand ● Nathaniel 
Higgins ● Robert Metcalfe ● Robert Richardson ● Jay Shogren 
● Laura Taylor
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Key messages from workshops

• Bring psychology into economics
• Test how people make decisions in real-world settings
• Focus on touchpoints with the public

– Mailings, websites, labels

• Foster a culture of testing and adaptation 
– Randomized controlled trials and experimental approaches
– “Failure” is not always a bad thing
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Examples from federal agencies
Access to programs
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Examples from federal agencies
Presentation of information to the public
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Examples from federal agencies
Structure of choices within programs
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Source: SBST 2016 Annual Report



Examples from academia/private sector
Design of incentives
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Source: Gosnell, List & Metcalfe 2016



Next steps

• Apply best practices...to the extent that they exist
• New research to find out what works in 

environmental contexts 
• Program offices reaching out to NCEE and SBST
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Parting words

“The foundation of political economy and, 
in general, of every social science, is 
evidently psychology.” 

-Vilfredo Pareto
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