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Episode 114: "Nudging School Enroliment"

with Katherine Flaschen, Principal Behavioral Designer at ideas42.

ideas42's Katherine Flaschen explains how to tackle complex challenges like "improving educational outcomes”
by using a step-by-step process and focusing on meaningful, movable, and measurable behaviours. To
illustrate, Katherine shares a project using social norms and present bias to encourage caregivers to enroll girls
in school. Katherine also shares key advice like centring target populations and building partner capacity to
increase impact.

Transcript:

KIRSTIN APPELT, HOST: Welcome to this edition of Calling DIBS. I'm your host Kirsten Appelt, Research Director
with UBC Decision Insights for Business and Society, or DIBS for short.

Today we're at Calling DIBS on Katherine Flaschen. Katherine is a Principal Behavioral Designer with Ideas 42,
and she previously worked with a number of other behavioral science labs and at TripAdvisor, which could
probably be its own podcast episode.

At ideas42, she focuses on projects related to early childhood development and education for disadvantaged
populations, both within the US and globally. And I'm really looking forward to learning more about that
portfolio of work today. So welcome to the podcast, Katherine.

KATHERINE FLASCHEN, GUEST: Thanks. Thanks for having me.

APPELT: | usually start episodes by asking folks about their journey to Bl because everyone's is so different. So
what brought you to the world of behavioral science?

FLASCHEN: Yeah, well, | have always been interested in human behavior. So actually, when | started college, |
knew | wanted to study psychology. At the time, | mostly knew about clinical psychology, but there was
something about becoming a clinical psychologist that didn't really feel like the right fit. Like | always kind of
thought, what would really make me the expert to help people and give them advice on their lives?

But when | took intro to social psychology in the fall of my sophomore year, | was like, this is it. This is really
what | want to do. And what really appealed to me about social psychology and behavioral science in general
was the systematic patterns in human behavior and decision making and how we can use this field of research
to solve real world challenges.

APPELT: That actually resonates a lot with me because | was going down one path and then | took a social
psychology class and | was like, oh, there's an explanation for all of this. So | love that.
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FLASCHEN: Definitely changed my worldview a little bit.

APPELT: Yeah. And you've had a number of positions in the Bl world. I'm also curious if you can share a little
bit about your journey within BI.

FLASCHEN: Yeah, so out of college, | knew | wanted to apply behavioral science to the real world as it were.
And so as we mentioned, | worked as a product manager at TripAdvisor. That was my first job out of college.
There were definitely some overlaps in terms of what | do now and when it comes to things like research and
design and testing. But | did really want a job where behavioral scientist was my job title.

And so | went to graduate school at Stanford for a degree in what's called kind of consumer behavior,
behavioral marketing. And after finishing, | did some behavioral science consulting for a couple of different
organizations. And then | found ideas 42, where | work now. And | saw that as an amazing opportunity to use
my passion for behavioral science to drive social impact with the aim of creating a more equitable world.

APPELT: Awesome. | love that. So such a well rounded approach. So many of your projects at ideas42 focus
around early childhood and primary education, secondary education and development. And at ideas42, those
are all under the heading of global development. So to orient us, can you share a little bit about the big picture
goal of that portfolio of work?

FLASCHEN: So the big picture goal or our North Star, if you will, for the global development portfolio is really
to improve the livelihoods of people in low and middle income countries by redesigning systems, programs,
and products to help people translate their intentions into actions.

So to break this down a bit, what do we mean by improving livelihoods, for example? So basically trying to
help more people live lives free of poverty and achieve a decent, sustainable standard of living. And we really
think behavioral science is key to achieving this because many anti-poverty programs around the world
provide access to greater financial means and human capital, but they really don't take into account the
cognitive slack or bandwidth or brain power or mind space, if you will, that's needed to take the actions
required to maximize the gains from these programs.

And so across our global development portfolio, we really try to bridge that gap.

APPELT: One of those problems when you first think about it, you're like, oh, behavior doesn't have a role. But
then when you actually break down what's going on, it's really clear that behavior plays a big role and in
particular, reducing barriers, like you said. Zooming in a bit, what is the big picture goal of the education
portfolio within the global development portfolio?

FLASCHEN: So our goal for our global education portfolio is to use behavioral science to significantly improve
learning outcomes for individuals in low and middle income countries. So one tricky thing about this work,
which also makes it especially interesting for behavioral scientists like myself, is that it really takes a long time
to see the benefits of an education. So if you think about it in a child or young person's education journey,
there are multiple people involved and many things they have to do along the way to help a child succeed
along this journey.



So if you think about it at the beginning of this journey, there is early childhood. And here, parents and
caregivers are really critical because they need to engage children in play and support early learning
opportunities before children or even school age. At the opposite end of this journey, there's post-secondary
education.

And so here, college staff and administrators are really needed to support students, especially those who are
historically underrepresented in college or in these settings, to access, persist, and graduate from college. And
so at each stage along this journey with all these different players, behavioral science is really key.

At ideas42, we really think about how to help all these different actors close the gap between perhaps what
they intend to do to support children's learning and work towards the longer term benefits of doing an
education rather than solely responding and reacting to obstacles or short term kind of needs or urgent things
that may come up along the way.

APPELT: Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. There's always the fires that distract attention when there's long,
steady, slow problems that are always important, that they're just not the urgent issue of the day. So | love
getting people to focus on that. Can you tell us about at a high level, some of the different projects in the
space?

FLASCHEN: So at a super high level, we started the global education work at ideas42 in 2019. Since then, we've
worked on 20 projects or so all over the world from Jordan to Peru to Senegal. And at a high level, we work
with governments, foundations, and nonprofit organizations to apply behavioral science to two main areas, |
would say.

So the first is early childhood development and education, which is really about the importance of learning
through play in the early years to promote brain development. And the second is foundational literacy and
numeracy. So this means helping children acquire fundamental reading and math skills on which a lot of
subsequent education and skills and knowledge is based.

APPELT: Those are two really important areas, and | like how you've divided them up. And something that is
coming up as you're talking is that there are all these different actors. Breaking it down a little bit, it sounds
like we have different actors for the importance of play work versus the reading and math work. Can you
explain a little bit more about the actors and why they're important in those educational spaces?

FLASCHEN: Sure. So I've already talked about the role of parents and caregivers a little bit. You might also not
be shocked to learn that teachers are really key as well. When children enter school. At ideas42, we often
think a lot about how to help teachers take up and sustain practices that are shown to be effective for learning
and how to apply behavioral science to help them do that. One set of actors that people may not be familiar
with, though, is called the middle tier. And this is everything from the level right above teachers, like head
teachers and school principals, who are really critical for providing support and feedback to teachers.

All the way up to the government kind of district and provincial level education officials who are responsible
for supporting schools and providing them with the resources they need to help children learn. And this is
becoming an increasingly important focus in the space, something we're doing a lot of thinking about.



APPELT: Thanks for that. Yeah, | was curious about the actors, particularly because this is such one of those big
hairy problems. And when I'm working with students and folks new to the field, scoping and problem
definition and figuring out who the actors are is a really critical piece. So I'm curious if you could explain a little
bit about how you approach those phases when it's something that's like this big problem that can go in so
many different directions like improving educational outcomes.

FLASCHEN: Yeah, so taking a step back, first | want to tell you about the ideas42 methodology or framework
that we use to apply behavioral science to solve challenges. You hopefully will be able remember easily and
listeners as well because it spells out the acronym IDEAS.

So first we identify the challenge by clearly defining the behavioral outcome that we see to achieve and the
target actor that we want to engage in that behavior. And this is where scoping and problem definition come
in. So I'll come back to this in just a minute.

Second, we diagnose the psychological and contextual drivers of the behavior that we're trying to achieve. Or
rather why people may not be engaging in that behavior through in-depth qualitative and quantitative
research.

Third, we engineer targeted behavioral solutions to directly address what we've learned in diagnosis. And
whenever we can, we rigorously test and analyze our solutions effectiveness through randomized control trials
or quasi-experimental evaluations if possible. And finally, we work closely with stakeholders to explore
pathways to scale for interventions that work and we widely disseminate those findings and learnings. So just
to circle back to that first stage, when it comes to scoping and problem definition, the goal here is really to end
this stage by clearly defining the behavioral outcome that we want to achieve.

Probably not surprising to you, we use a framework in this stage as well, something we call the three M's. So
we think first about whether a behavior if impacted would be meaningful. So if addressed, would it lead to
meaningful impact? We also think about whether it would be movable, so can we shift this behavior? And
three, we think about whether it's measurable, so can we actually quantify and observe the target behavior?
And some things we do in this stage and problem scoping and definition to really kind of get at this endpoint
as we talk to our partners about pain points.

We review materials that they send us. We might do a lit review. We talk to our target population. So really
anything we can do to understand the context better, pain points and challenges, and what challenges may be
particularly amenable to behavioral science and impactful if solved.

APPELT: | love that it's IDEAS. I've seen a lot of acronyms out there for the way we do the project cycle, but |
love IDEAS. Just fits so nicely. And then the three M's are really interesting because we use something very
similar, but | like how concise the three M's of meaningful, movable, and measurable are. And | can see how
those would really help you focus in. Speaking of focusing in, you mentioned caregivers, and I'd love to focus
there for a minute. Can you tell me more about a specific project that focused on caregiver behavior? | know
you had one that looked at declining school re-enrollment rates post-COVID.

FLASCHEN: Yeah. So in Uganda, Schools closed for 22 months during the COVID-19 pandemic, which was
actually the longest pandemic prompt and shutdown in the world. There were already entrenched inequalities



in education when it came to gender pre-pandemic. So for example, in Sub-Saharan Africa, it was estimated
that for every 100 boys out of school, there were 123 girls out of school. And this inequity had actually been
tracking in the right direction before the pandemic.

But unfortunately, the pandemic really threatened to reverse that trend and actually exacerbate it. So as
schools planned to reopen, there was extreme urgency to encourage caregivers to send their children,
especially their daughters, back to school once they reopened.

APPELT: That's so interesting that the gender gap was closing and then it really reemerged with a vengeance.
So what did you learn about barriers?

FLASCHEN: We partnered with an amazing organization called Uweso Uganda. Which is a nonprofit that tracks
Ugandan children's learning levels and enroliment in school. So we talked to Uweso Uganda staff members,
volunteers, and their partners. And we found two key barriers. So one was social norms, which basically
means that we tend to do what others around us do. We're very influenced by what others around us are
doing or saying.

So caregivers. In this context may have believed that it wasn't common to send girls to school. The other
barrier we found was present bias. So caregivers may have focused on the short-term benefits of having their
children, especially girls, help out at home or contribute to household income by working. And they may not
have been aware of or thinking about the long-term benefits afforded by an education.

APPELT: That makes a lot of sense for two barriers. And you can see how when you mentioned the gender gap
before that social norms would be a real important one in driving that difference. So looking at behavioral
solutions, so I'm assuming, and correct me if I'm wrong, that you identified re-enrollment as something that
would be really meaningful in terms of impacts on children's education, something that you thought would be
movable and something you thought would be measurable. So from there, what behaviorally informed
solutions did you look at?

FLASCHEN: So during our project, Uweso Uganda visited over 5,000 households across 29 districts in Uganda
to assess children's abilities to read and do math, which presented a really good opportunity to deliver the
solutions that we developed. So we designed two messages and two materials, one to tackle each barrier that
the person conducting the assessment gave to caregivers at the end of the assessment before they left the
household.

So the solution for the social norms barrier was really designed to highlight the actions of other Ugandan
parents who send their children, particularly their daughters to school. And the solution for the present bias
barrier was really designed to emphasize the financial benefits to the families of children, especially girls who
complete their education.

APPELT: And just for clarity, were those messages delivered verbally or were they like handouts or how was
that delivered?



FLASCHEN: Yeah, the messages were delivered verbally and then each came with a physical handout material
that was left behind to kind of reinforce the message and also get them to kind of commit to sending their
children back to school.

APPELT: And were you able to test this in a rigorous way? And if so, what did you find?

FLASCHEN: We did. We conducted a randomized control trial. So all the households in each district either
received the social norms based intervention, the present bias based intervention or control, which meant The
assessment went according to business as usual, there was no intervention delivered at the end. And we
found that the interventions led to re-enrollment rates in school once they opened again post-COVID that
were 2.8 times higher in comparison to the control group. So it was pretty exciting.

APPELT: That is very exciting. That's a measurable impact. | know we said it's a movable behavior, but that's a
big lift to ask people to do. It's not just, you know grab another box off the shelf at the grocery store. It's a
pretty big ask. So to get out two times, that's really impressive. Anything else about that project you wanted
to share?

FLASCHEN: | don't think so. It's definitely been one of my favorites that | did for you too. | think for the reasons
you described, it felt like it was such a topical and important issue at the time. And seeing the impact we were
able to make was really exciting.

APPELT: Absolutely. And what else are you hoping to do in the global education space? Where do you think we
can have the most impact?

FLASCHEN: So my mind goes to two places primarily. One is, this probably isn't going to be a shock, but on
everyone's mind right now is Al. For a long time, education technology has been a theme of focus in the global
education space. So online learning programs, for example, have the ability, when they're designed and
employed well, to really reduce inequities in education.

So for example, children in rural areas can have access to education that they might not otherwise have.
Children can continue learning at home after school, but often they aren't necessarily designed with their end
user in mind or with thought about the context in which people live. So for example, those children might not
have access to devices. So we have done some projects in this space as well. And | think many of these
guestions are gonna arise with Al and lots of new ones.

So for example, what are teachers' perceptions around Al? How can it be used to make teachers' lives easier
and promote learning? How can it actually reduce inequities in education and not exacerbate them? So that's
one place my mind goes. The other, we talked about this a little bit earlier, but it's the role of the middle tier.
So we know this role is critical for supporting teachers, but it's still really a black box. And | think it would be
really cool to kind of create some kind of stakeholder map of all the key players in education from teachers all
the way up to the minister of education and really understand what needs to happen for an intervention that
works in the classroom to achieve scale. And | think behavioral science could really make an impact here. We
need to learn a lot more about the behaviors of these actors, what behaviors need to shift to achieve impact
and help more children learn. And also how all the behaviors and actions of these different actors are
interrelated.



APPELT: That's super interesting thinking about the middle tier because like you said, there's just layers of
actors and layers of behavior and there's probably all kinds of interdependencies around how they
communicate with one another and then how their effects compound. So that sounds really, really
complicated, speaking of big hairy problems, but also really interesting. And like you said, potential for big
impact. If you can get everyone aligned, that would be really neat. And yeah, Al is going to be so interesting in
this space.

Teaching online, as we do in our program, has been really interesting with the advent of Al and the ways Al
works and the ways it fails. So that is going to be a super interesting portfolio if you get to tackle that. A
qguestion | always like to ask is because we do work with people who are new to the field. Do you have a
message for people who are new entrants to the behavioral science space?

FLASCHEN: | do. | have two things I'd like to share. So one is the importance of understanding behavioral
barriers, preventing behaviors before actually designing solutions. | really think this is critical. When | was in
grad school, | definitely didn't understand this. | would just test. Hypothesis after hypothesis often online and
MTurk in a very siloed environment and not really think about the why or understanding the context or doing
kind of that research to understand what was driving those hypotheses.

So | think that's really critical. The second thing is how helpful a framework or methodology can be. So from
ideas42, | really learned to look at, as you say, kind of a big hairy problem, like we want to help more children
learn basic reading skills. And think about how to tackle this from a behavioral perspective and really how to
break it into achievable, actionable steps.

APPELT: Those are great pieces of advice. | totally agree with what you're saying about when you come from a
more academic track and the focus is on hypothesis testing and not thinking about which barriers are which
people are facing and then how does that impact solutions because that is such a game changer. And then the
frameworks, | think it sometimes seems like almost silly that we all have all these acronyms that we use, but
they work, right?

Like that's why we use them is if it's a silly acronym or a fun acronym or just one that is transparent, it makes
you remember it. And then it really does make the work easier. And like you said, you can tackle something

like global education, like the climate emergency when you have these frameworks under your belt. So | love
those. Any last thoughts, any questions | should have asked and didn't or anything else you wanted to share?

FLASCHEN: So | just want to mention a couple other things that | think are really critical to us in this work. One
is building capacity among the partners we work with to apply behavioral science to their work and really
working hand in hand with them throughout our projects as they know their context best. And also we can
walk them through our methodology and kind of explain what we're doing step by step so that hopefully in
the future they could kind of replicate some of that work themselves. Another thing is putting our target
populations, so those we're designing for like teachers and caregivers, really at the center of our process and
wanting to hear their ideas and voices. We do this through things like interviews, including them in kind of
design activities.



So in design generation, helping having them help us come up with ideas for solutions and also getting their
feedback on design. Really doing some kind of user testing interviews. To see how the solutions we come up
with work in practice. And finally, the last thing I'd like to leave people with is that I'm really excited to be
working in the space that strives to help people achieve economic mobility. Definitely a bit biased, but | think
the behavioral science approach is really critical to this work.

It's such an important tool to help improve all the great anti-poverty and education-based programs that exist
out there and to help them achieve scale by really uncovering the root causes of what's preventing them from
being as impactful as possible with coming up with solutions to help specifically address these challenges and
then testing and iterating to measure and achieve impact and achieve scale.

APPELT: Yeah, | think that's a really good piece because | think education and global development are often a
space where historically there's been a, if we build a great program, that's where we can be done. And then,
you know, when you look at behavioral science, you realize the bridge between, as you mentioned at the
beginning of the episode, getting uptake isn't just, does it come by accident? You have to build that path to
uptake.

And when you do things like center the target populations and build capacity with partners, all of that works
so much better. And | really like that building partner capacity piece because there's so many projects in these
spaces and each organization, like ideas42 has already done so many projects like you said, but at the same
time, they can't necessarily, unless you keep hiring and hiring, which maybe you are, do every project out
there. So the more the partners can lead projects with support rather than supporting something someone
else is leading, the more we can all do in this space and the more we can have amazing outcomes for people.

FLASCHEN: Yeah, definitely our goal to have behavioral science everywhere. Yeah.

APPELT: Exactly. | love it. Well, thank you so much for joining. Ideas42 does so much awesome work. I've been
excited to talk to folks about the work you're all doing and hearing about the global education work has been
really inspiring. It's such an impactful portfolio and | can't wait to see how it develops with all those other.
Spaces like Al and the middle tier. So thank you for sharing a little bit today and hope to hear more again in
the future.

FLASCHEN: Great, thanks so much for having me.

APPELT: And thanks to our listeners for joining another episode of Calling DIBS.
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