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Episode 116: "Saving Lives with Organ Donation & Emergency Management" 

with Karen Smallwood, Product Manager in Connected Services BC, BC Public Service. 
 

Karen Smallwood has an eye for how to use BI to save lives! Her capstone project team tackled organ donation 
from a new angle: It turns out many people assume they're registered donors when they're not! Drawing on 
her work in emergency management, Karen shares BI barriers faced by folks trying to prevent, prepare for, 
respond to, or recover from emergencies. She also tells us about Connected Services BC, which will majorly 
reduce sludge for the people of BC.  
 
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 Calling DIBS on Karen Smallwood. Karen works in the BC Public Service as Product Manager and 
Connected Services BC, currently supporting emergency management and climate readiness, which is a typical 
government mouthful of a really cool position that is a little hard to understand.  
 
Karen is a graduate of our Advanced Professional Certificate in Behavioral Insights. I remember when she first 
took our prerequisite course and she came in with all these ideas of BI and climate readiness and emergency 
management. And I could immediately see that this was someone who was going to be able to do neat things. 
So I'm excited to talk about that today. So let's go ahead and just jump in.  
 
Welcome to the podcast, Karen.  
 
KAREN SMALLWOOD, GUEST: Thank you very much, Kirsten. Thanks for having me.  
  
APPELT: And as you know, we always start with our question about how people came to BI. So what was your 
journey to BI?  
  
SMALLWOOD: My journey was back from when I was a kid. I was always interested in psychology and I wanted 
to study it when I was younger, but I'm also pretty analytical and I love data and I analyze pretty much 
everything. And I figured the combination at the time would drive me a little bit crazy because I'd overanalyze 
myself. Just saying that out loud, I'm sure that there's a barrier there that's actually a proper behavioral 
barrier.  
 
But anyway, I joined the BC Public Service, as you said, and there was a course there, Beyond Basics, which 
was an introduction to behavioral insights. And it really piqued my interest because it was looking at the data 
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to locate the problem, but also looking at the psychology aspect of what the cause of the problem was. And 
yeah, I took that course, I was hooked, and there was no going back.  
  
APPELT: Awesome. Love hearing that. How that brought two different ideas together for you, the human 
behavior and the data. Cause that is exactly the Venn diagram I always use. Well, let's start by looking 
backward.  
 
When you were in the program, you were working on organ donation, which is a pretty common BI topic. 
Cause it really is a classic intention action gap for a lot of folks. The majority of people say they want to be 
organ donors, but many fewer people actually register as donors.  
 
Can you tell us a bit about your capstone project and what was unique about it in terms of the forest of organ 
donation projects out there? 
  
SMALLWOOD: Yeah, absolutely. So as you mentioned, it was looking at the barriers to organ donation 
registration, because a lot of people want to be organ donors, and they think they're registered as organ 
donors, but they're actually not. So we did a bunch of exploratory research, and we found that there was a 
massive decline in registrations post-COVID.  
 
And what was unique was it was not what we expected. From the exploratory research, there was lots of 
information on changing the defaults, so changing it from opt-in to opt-out, reciprocity, so if you needed an 
organ transplant, you'd hope there'd be one for you, simplicity, social responsibility. There's all different types 
of messages that played well throughout the world for increasing organ donation. So we ran a trial with BC 
public servants. Where we tested out some messaging.  
 
We sent out a survey to, I think, nearly 10,000 public servants to get the messaging that might encourage 
them to register as an organ donor. And then we wanted to run a multi-arm RCT off the back of that, so 
randomized control trial.  
 
And we actually found, as the survey results were coming in, that there was an extra factor that we hadn't 
really accounted for. There's a bit of anecdotal evidence that people thought they were registered as an organ 
donor, but they weren't. So there was a trial run a few years ago in BC that was with the insurance broker that 
registered them as organ donors. And everybody thought that that kept them registered as organ donors.  
 
But we found as part of the trial that it didn't. They had to renew it every five years. So when we asked the 
question, well, are you sure you're registered? and they checked online, they weren't registered as an organ 
donor.  
 
So we thought it was worth throwing that message into the trial that we ran to see if it uh proved out any 
registrations. And it was actually the most popular message. So it was definitely not what we expected.  
  
APPELT: I really love that one because it's just a really good example of sometimes it's a different message 
than you think what's needed. And it's this like interesting insight, the idea that a lot of people think they're 
registered and they're not. So it's not that you're trying to change minds.  



   

 

   

 

It's these people who want to be doing it and they're just not realizing that they're not. And so it's such a small 
gap to bridge, but it's such an important one. And I think you got a pretty significant uptake in registrations 
and each of those is saving lives.  
  
SMALLWOOD: Yeah, we did. Had about three, three and a half percent of people that clicked through, but 
then 1.6 % of those actually registered as donors. So it was quite a good result. And we wondered if it was a 
bit of a fluke and we ran a mini trial afterwards and it proved out the same results. So it was interesting.  
  
APPELT: Yeah. So you get a small change that has a good impact and then it's replicable. So it's kind of living 
the be-I dream there.  
  
SMALLWOOD: We were lucky.  
  
APPELT: Yeah. Well, I love too that this really shows the importance of exploratory research, because I think 
most of us, if we had gone in, that wouldn't have occurred to us as something to test. And that's only by doing 
that exploratory research, doing that survey, listening to the anecdotes that you identified that.  
  
SMALLWOOD: 100 % Yeah, it was really interesting, I think for the entire group, we found that that piece the 
most interesting that it was something that we weren't expected. 
  
APPELT: Yeah. Yeah, think that's such a really, we've been using that when we tell people about capstone 
projects. And I think that project just encapsulates not only is it this like really exciting success story, but it's 
also just a really interesting project from the way the project flowed and how great the insights were along the 
way.  
 
Well, moving to your day job, you've worked in emergency management for a number of years. And 
emergency management is rife with behaviors, both ones we should do ones we shouldn't do. Maybe we can 
talk a bit about the barriers and opportunities in that space. And I thought maybe as an organizing principle, 
we could talk about the four pillars that help organize emergency management. So can you tell us about the 
four pillars?  
  
SMALLWOOD: Yep, absolutely. First of all, we've got mitigation. So what do we do to reduce the risk before 
there's an emergency? What can people do? Preparedness. How do we help people prepare for what's 
coming? Response. How do we help them respond to when there is an emergency and what they do? And 
then recovery. So how do we help them rebuild afterwards? Those are the four different pillars that it's 
organized into.  
  
APPELT: Great. And so maybe let's take those one by one. And what are some key barriers or behaviors 
related to mitigation and prevention?  
  
SMALLWOOD: I think that the main one is optimism bias. So thinking it's not going to happen to me. So people 
just discount it and say, yeah, it's not going to happen. I'm not going to bother about it. Another big one, 
perhaps something like cost effort salience. So too big a cost for a delayed benefit. So they just say, oh, yeah, it 
won't happen to me. I'm going to put that off till later. But that's the main one for mitigating the risk. 
  



   

 

   

 

APPELT: Yeah, that makes sense that for all of us, we come up with our own reasons for why it won't happen 
to us. Even if it does happen to us, it's going to be in the future. And right now I need to get dinner on the 
table or pick up kids from daycare. So a lot of present bias really working against you in that situation. 
  
SMALLWOOD: Yeah, for sure.  
  
APPELT: Well, when it comes to preparedness, what are some of the barriers or behaviors? 
  
SMALLWOOD: It's interesting when I was looking at this, it's completely different for the four different pillars. 
So for preparedness, it's more choice overload. There's so many different earthquake kits out there. What 
earthquake kit do I need? How much do I need to store in the house? How many people is it gonna be for? 
How many pets?  
 
So there's choice overloads people put it off. And that's another classic one, procrastination. It's like, oh, it's a 
lot of work to decide what I need, so I'm gonna do it later. I'm gonna put that off till the future.  
  
APPELT: It's funny because these are just exactly what I think about when I work on these things. We finally 
did get an earthquake kit together, but it took me a long time because exactly what you said, there's so many 
different guidelines out there and do you need this amount of water or that amount of water? Yeah. So that 
totally resonates with me.  
 
And it's interesting because it's not a category where you'd immediately think choice overload would be a 
problem. You're looking at decisions, you think of choice overload when people are going shopping, but you 
you shop for an earthquake kit. So, yeah. Totally.  
  
SMALLWOOD: Yeah, absolutely.  
  
APPELT: Well, for those of us unfortunate enough to be in an emergency management situation, then we have 
the response category coming into play. What barriers are relevant there?  
  
SMALLWOOD: This won't surprise anyone, but cognitive bandwidth. Everybody panics during an emergency in 
different ways. So responding to that emergency, they're not really sure what they should do. They come up 
with their own solutions because Again, the cognitive load is high.  
 
So there's so many things to choose to do. So they come up with their own channel and informal work around 
to get around the problem. And yeah, it's real challenge to keep people focused during the response side of 
things because they are in varying levels of panic.  
  
APPELT: That makes sense. And it also unsurprisingly really builds on the previous steps where for people who 
haven't done the preparedness, you're even less ready in the moment. So the panic is even more chaotic and 
directionless. Whereas if you've done the preparation, you might panic, but you might default to the.  
  
SMALLWOOD: Little calmer.  
  
APPELT: Yeah, exactly. Default to what you've already planned. So it's really interesting of you start to see how 
BI is really relevant at each of these stages, but actually BI might be most impactful during preparedness 



   

 

   

 

because then it can roll into response. So, so interesting. Well, so let's get into our fourth pillar. What do you 
think is relevant when we talk about recovery? 
  
SMALLWOOD: Recovery, so just like you said, it's almost like a compounding behavioral impact. So there's the 
administration burden, got everything that you've just been through. Plus you've got all these confusing 
forms. You've got unclear eligibility, you know, am I eligible to claim this? Am I not? there's so many decisions 
that you've had to make leading up to it.  
 
It's like, this is one more decision I don't just need at the minute. So it's, it's a cognitive overload and 
administration burden all coming on top of you at the end of all the other pillars that you've just dealt with.  
  
APPELT: Yeah. Talk about being cognitively overloaded. You've just gone through this emergency scenario and 
you're reeling and then someone gives you a stack of either physical or digital forms to complete. You can see 
how that's a, we talk about a mismatch between system one and system two, that's probably one of the 
biggest times that would happen.  
 
You're in like fight or flight and someone says, please give us a detailed listing of all your personal information. 
It's just not the moment. Yeah. So that's one I think is really interesting too, because you'd have to approach 
that one differently. It's about, can we get people into system two? Can we bring some of the forms down to 
system one?  
 
So you can see how that would be a different one to tackle. Given how many of these biases and barriers are 
coming into play in emergency management, are there any topics you think are particularly exciting that you 
would love to tackle if you had the opportunity?  
  
SMALLWOOD: Yeah, I think the most interesting one is the randomized control tests evidence is actually the 
weakest where the risk and the cost is the highest. So for response and recovery, there's not many 
randomized control trials that have been done. And not many solutions that have been implemented.  
 
Whereas for the two at the start, so the mitigation and preparedness, there's a lot of work that's been done 
around those aspects. And knowing the compounding aspect of the different pillars, I think it's really 
interesting that more could be done on the response and the recovery side.  
 
So like you were saying with the response, you know, evacuating, or having a personalized evacuation route 
based on where you were located, that would be useful. Or recovery, as you said, pre-documenting assets, 
having it all filled out for you so that you just have to hit send. Those kind of barriers would be interesting to 
address.  
 
But I think there's also one additional one. And it's a time that we're at at the minute with artificial 
intelligence. I think there's a real opportunity to leverage AI to do some predictive modeling on emergencies 
and start to predict what's going to happen and then apply a BI lens to that. I'd be interested to see what that 
looked like for any trials.  
  
APPELT: Yeah, that's really interesting to think about. I can see all kinds of applications and how that could be 
really useful and generative in terms of figuring out which populations in which specific emergencies. Yeah, 



   

 

   

 

love that idea. Well, something else that comes to mind is when you were talking about recovery and the need 
to list all your information and how great would it be if things were preloaded. There's exciting news in BC 
with the announcement of connected services. And can you tell us a little bit about that?  
  
SMALLWOOD: Yeah, so connected services has just been announced and it's integrating all of the different IT 
systems across ministries into one connected services department that's going to look at connecting those 
services across government.  
 
So that may sound very complicated, but it's basically going to be designing around people's needs. So 
whether it's like, everyday life events of birth, schools, health, wellbeing, know, human supports of benefits, 
assistance, access to justice, economic, all those different streams of what people do and connecting them on 
the back end of government.  
 
But for the front end for people, it's one place, one place to share your information, decide where you want it 
to be used and access the services that you need. So instead of trying to figure out, well, which ministry deals 
with this and how do I apply for it? And now where do I need to go? It's connecting it all for the user on the 
front end to make it easier.  
  
APPELT: I just love this idea. It feels like stepping into the future. And it seems very relevant for emergency 
management because like you said, if it's the one-stop shop, some of your stuff's already pre-populated. 
You're not in that emergency moment having to go and do all these forms. Some of it can be pre-done and 
you can take advantage of that. So this seems very related to BI. Can you make some connections between 
connected services, BC and BI, for us?  
  
SMALLWOORD: Yeah, so I think as we redesign the services and join them up on the front end around the way 
people think and act, there's an opportunity for us to apply a behavioral lens to it. So we can explain why 
people struggle doing things the current way, and we can actually tackle that upfront and make it easier. We 
can reduce friction and sludge across government, which is exciting. 
  
APPELT: Yeah, this feels like a really exciting example of sludge reduction in part because a lot of what I see in 
sludge reduction ends up being impactful, but it's often small bits like, okay, we've redesigned one form, but 
this it's a major system overhaul and it's a chance to feed in BI at that early stage as the system is being 
redesigned.  
 
People who've heard me talk before will know that I often talk about how often you start a BI project and 
different data lives in different places and you can't connect it. And this seems tailor-made for connecting data 
uh before you're trying to work on a project. So what opportunities and challenges are you seeing?  
  
SMALLWOOD: There's so, so many, but if I give the example for emergency management of the pillars that we 
discussed before, you if you just think of buying a house, well, perhaps now that we've connected everything 
on the back end, mitigation actions, we can look at, you know, what's the flood exposure for that house? 
What are the past claims?  
 
So we can give somebody what their risk is and offer them some behaviorally informed solutions to mitigate 
that risk. You know, for preparedness, we can perhaps send an email notification of, suggested earthquake 



   

 

   

 

kits for that area. What do they need in particular? We can send timely nudges saying there's atmospheric 
river coming. This is how to prepare.  
 
For response, we could actually do location aware alerting. So say to them, your property is in evacuation zone 
B and this is the route to where you evacuate. So reducing that cognitive overload. We can come up with pre-
filled identity and house data. Pre-fill the response forms for them, pre-fill the evacuation forms. We can, 
perhaps for recovery, you can have a pre-filled recovery profile.  
 
So instead of having to go to ESS to register to be evacuated and then register for DFA to get your recovery 
supports, you've got one portal to actually go to and apply for those different things. And it pre-populates it 
with your information. So it's exciting.  
 
Opportunities, like I mentioned, it's a whole plethora of opportunities, but reducing the invisible work. So 
figure out which program operates what's no need to repeat the information anymore. You can navigate the 
disconnected systems easily. And I think the fact that it's designed for real world behavior, not ideal behavior 
definitely helps as well.  
 
So based on journeys to take people that have got low bandwidth and we don't make assumptions about 
motivation. Really exciting on the opportunity side. I could go on forever, but one of the major things that 
really appeals to me is it's more of an equity informed service simplification. So it identifies who benefits and 
who doesn't, and then tailors things to those needs, which I think is really interesting.  
 
But I think there's going to be a big challenge because if behavioral insights is brought in too late, it's more 
cosmetic rather than foundational, which I think to do it right in this instance, it would be key to be 
foundational.  
  
APPELT: So many good points in there. I really loved what you said about equity, because sometimes there's 
concerns that BI solutions are helping some populations more than others or populations who need support 
less are being helped more. And like you said, this is something where it's going to make it easy for everyone. 
And that's most critical for people who are in equity seeking groups. 
 
SMALLWOOD: Absolutely. 
 
APPELT: Yeah. Really exciting. And like you said, there's so many opportunities to use BI to help people and it 
just feels so much more seamless and um effortless on the part of the residents or citizens. And also it 
provides these opportunities to do BI because now that the data all lives together, you can run trials where 
you are having data that's connected and you could more easily track if you help people with preparedness, 
does it help all the way through recovery, which traditionally might be really hard to track and here all the 
data lives together. 
  
SMALLWOOD: Yeah, it's really interesting. And fewer handoffs means fewer times that people have got to 
retell the story, more trust. Yeah, it's all a win connecting the services. And I think it's an exciting time.  
  



   

 

   

 

APPELT: Yeah, absolutely. It really makes me excited for continuing to live in BC, but also to continue to 
partner with the BC government to do projects where potentially we can figure out how we're weaving BI into 
each of these pieces and seeing if and how it works. So, so exciting.  
 
And I do think your point about the need to bring BI in upfront so that we're designing the whole pieces 
smartly rather than just slapping some BI Band-Aids at the end is really important as well. Well, I feel like I'm a 
buzz with opportunities now. And we've got lots of neat ideas and the future feels bright. So I'm curious as we 
start to wrap up if you have a message for our BI practitioners in training.  
  
SMALLWOOD: That's a good one. I'd say stay curious, be open to the unexpected, and follow the data because 
it will tell you where to go. That's one that I wish someone had told me.  
  
APPELT: Yeah. I think those are really good. Particularly like it. Like the unexpected and then following the 
data. I think those are really key messages. So I love that. Well, any last thoughts, questions I should have 
asked and didn't.  
  
SMALLWOOD: I can't think of any questions. I think it's an exciting time for BI and certainly with connected 
services as we move beyond nudging people through complexity, we can start fixing systems that created it. 
So it's really exciting and we can design a government around real human behavior. I think it's real opportunity 
to genuinely improve people's lives. So it's an exciting time to be in BI. 
  
APPELT: Absolutely. It's also interesting. It brings in to mind for me this idea that has been floating around the 
last few years about individual change versus systems change. And this is a great example of systems change 
that is going to be very interactive with systems change, changing individuals and individuals changing 
systems. It just feels very attractive and the best case scenario.  
  
SMALLWOOD: Yeah, definitely.  
  
APPELT: Well, thank you so much for joining us today. It's been so interesting to hear about all these 
developments and just all these little opportunities for using BI to make lives better. And it really does feel like 
a revolutionary moment with connected services. So we'll have to have you back in a few years to hear all the 
opportunities that we've taken advantage of. So thank you for joining today.  
  
SMALLWOOD: Thanks, Kirsten.  
  
APPELT: And thanks to our listeners for joining another episode of Calling DIBS.  
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(Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and Səlílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh (Tsleil-̓Waututh) Nations. Calling DIBS is 
edited by Rishad Habib, Siobhan Cook, Isabella Jaramillo, Parnian Ashrafi, Kashish Khatri, Ethan Lee, Olin 
Becker, Yuan Lei, and Kirsten Appelt. Intro and outro music are excerpts from “resonance” by airtone (2020; 
http://ccmixter.Org/files/airtone/61321), which is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution Non-
Commercial 3.0. 
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