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What is behavioral in policy studies? How far has the discipline 
moved beyond traditional utilitarianism? 

 
 
 
Abstract: 
Most early policy researchers aspired to the hallmarks of social science informed by the theoretical 
modelling of microeconomic utility. However, many now have come to accept that this kind of 
rationality may be in short supply in practice and that more careful study of social norms, 
irrationalities and collective action is required. This realization has led to a behavioural turn in policy 
theory and practice. Policy design, in particular, now addresses a much wider range of policy tools 
and is no longer as circumscribed by a priori adherence to utilitarian assumptions about policy 
behavior as it was in the past. There are two important implications of this behaviorial turn: first, 
given that a large of set of incentives for behavior are not adequately captured by a utilitarian 
currency, the policy sciences need a more serious consideration of non-price and non-economic 
incentives. Second, and correspondingly, given this diversity in the types of incentives, there is 
greater uncertainty about the likelihood of success of policy designs. A move away from the 
traditional utilitarianism therefore requires a greater acceptance of the agnosticism that accompanies 
such uncertainty and a willingness to experiment with small scale pilots and other formulation 
techniques if the actual motivations behind policy compliance and effectiveness are to be 
understood.  
 
 
Keywords:  policy behavior, bibliometrics, policy design, nudges, compliance, utilitarianism, policy 
tools 
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Overview: The Behavioral Turn in Policy Research 

If policy-making and policy-taking can be thought to be “rational”, the policy sciences 

traditionally assumed that this meant “rationality” in a utilitarian sense, and typically modeled 

public behaviour as such. However more recent research into policy subjects and policy 

behaviour more generally has placed the study of informal institutions, norms, irrationalities and 

the motivations for collective action closer to the center of contemporary public policy research.  

The number of behaviorally-oriented articles has been increasing in number and 

relevance, supporting the idea that there has been a shift of attention towards the design and 

consideration of behaviourally-inspired policy interventions and thinking. Recent reviews of 

behaviourally-inspired and oriented research in the policy field have indeed confirmed that a 

‘turn’ towards this direction is well underway, although unevenly distributed across sectors and 

countries (Leong and Howlett, 2020).  

This behavioral turn among not only policy scholars but also economic, administrative 

and other researchers has combined to break the long-held discursive hegemony notions that all 

policy behaviour is driven by cost-benefit calculations on the part of both policy-makers and 

policy takers. However, not all policy research, and not all behaviourally-oriented research, has 

made this turn and it is the argument of this paper that more, and more careful, research is 

required in this area in order for behavioural policy research to advance. 

The paper sets out this problemat and its origins and suggests a deeper behavioural 

methodological and theoretical apparatus is needed to overcome the limits of a utilitarian 

understanding of the motivations of public policy behavior. It argues a wider recognition of non-

economic incentives such as the fear of novelty, social norms, various forms of cognitive biases 

and pressures for conformity in policy behaviour is required if this to happen (Atran & 
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Norenzayan, 2004; Henrich, 2009; Kraft-Todd et al., 2018; Priest, 2006; Sosis & Alcorta, 2003; 

Sturgis & Allum, 2004). Second, and more importantly, it also argues such recognition requires 

greater acceptance of the lack of precision or the greater uncertainty in the use of policy tools, 

and a concomitant commitment to enhanced monitoring, learning and evaluation of policy efforts 

and outcomes than presently exists. In short, the behavioural turn highlights that policy-makers 

and scholars must be more prepared for wrong answers, or simply that there are no right ones, in 

their research and practices and build into policies the means to learn and correct mistakes 

(Leong and Howlett 2022).  

 

Implications of the Behavioral Turn for Policy Research 

The implications of a renewed focus on policy behavior for policy research and practice are 

many. Surveys have shown, for example, that in countries like the US and the UK and, to a lesser 

extent, others such as Singapore, Hong Kong and Canada, behavioral labs have become 

important actors working out public and target-group motivations and the nature of feasible 

policy interventions and designs (Wellstead et al., 2021). Among other things, many of these labs 

conduct policy experiments focusing directly on the need to test assumptions of policy responses 

and have come to form an important link between theory and practice in the policy process in 

these countries (Olejniczak et al., 2020). They influence policies on the ground everywhere from 

organ donations to climate change mitigation (Feitsma, 2018a; Gopalan and Pirog, 2017; John, 

2013; Leggett, 2014; Sanders, Snijders, and Hallsworth, 2018; Wilkins, 2013). 

This new behavioral focus has helped undermine some aspects of the existing policy 

sciences paradigm of policy-maker and policy-taker cost-benefit maximization. Unlike the 

earlier situation in the policy sciences, in an increasing number of other countries the 
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fundamental policy design problem for government is now seen not just to be, for example, a 

matter of calculating the range of prison sentences or fines and subsidies to levy in some policy 

situation in the effort to increase incentives and/or disincentives for desired behavior and 

outcomes. Rather the imperative is now to more thoroughly understand the actual behavioural 

basis on which compliance and expected behavioural outcomes are likely to occur, or not, and 

incorporate this knowledge into policy (Weaver, 2009). Policy design, in particular, now 

addresses a much wider range of policy tools than it traditionally did under the old paradigm and 

is no longer circumscribed as it was in the past by a priori adherence to unsubstantiated 

utilitarian assumptions about policy behavior which tended to promote and prioritize certain 

options, like subsidies or penalties.  

However, many prominent studies and countries or governments remain rooted in older 

thinking around policy behaviour despite movement in the direction of this newer behavioral 

orientation (Ariely, 2010; Shafir, 2013). These legacies impede the incorporation of more 

profoundly behavioural policy theory and behaviourally-informed policy knowledge into policy 

practice. In fact, rather than acknowledging the greater uncertainty that accompanies the 

behavioural turn and the need for more careful policy formulation and decision-making, many 

instead think that the behavioral turn allows a stronger link between policy design and specific 

outcomes by more precisely specifying the needed policy tools and their calibrations in a given 

policy-making setting. 

 

The Utilitarian Roots of Modern Policy Studies 

The immediate aim of most public policy is to invoke in the ‘targets’ of government efforts the 

behavioural change needed for them to comply with government aims (Weaver, 2015). This is 
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done in order to secure better adherence of populations to government aims and ambitions. 

Examples include the promotion of public safety and security, or the provision of effective 

healthcare and social welfare.  

This activity is inherently behavioural. Compliant target behaviour is expected to be 

achieved through the knowledge-informed deployment of governing resources in the form of 

specific combinations of substantive and procedural policy tools aimed at specific kinds of 

behaviour (Anderson, 1977; Baldwin, 1985). Desired changes can be large or small, and the 

expectation of compliance can be rapid or gradual. But in all cases, some changes in behaviour in 

a direction congruent with government aims is expected from the utilization of state resources.  

In this sense policy behaviour is an ever-present and ongoing problem for governments 

because full compliance is neither perfect nor automatic. And why such compliance is, or is not, 

always forthcoming has always been a key question in the policy sciences (Feeley 1970; Mulford 

and Etzioni, 1978).  

Despite its importance, however, research into the behavioural aspects of instrument 

deployment and policy-making in general has often been guided less by real world experience 

and empirics than by a priori assumptions about human cognition and decision-making. That is, 

since its origins in the 1950s much of policy research has been conducted under mainly 

economistic or utilitarian assumptions and presuppositions about the motivations and behaviour 

of policy targets and decision-makers (Stover and Brown, 1975). For example, many early works 

in the policy sciences simply asserted that policies should be designed and implemented by 

providing specific incentives and disincentives (often through taxes or subsidies or user fees and 

charges), which were expected to affect the cost and benefit calculations of specific policy actors 

in predictable ways (Stokey and Zeckhauser, 1978; Grabosky, 1995). 
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This way of thinking can be termed the compliance-deterrence model and it has been the 

dominant paradigm in policy research for decades. In this model, policy targets are assumed to 

act as simple rational utility maximizers (Howlett, 2018). The behavioural mechanism through 

which policy change was expected to operate in this model is hedonic – that is, through the 

application of psychological pleasure and pain in the form of policy tools providing rewards for 

preferred behavior and punishment for undesired activities (Nelson, 1977; Banfield, 1977). 

In this way of thinking larger issues around motivation and compliance such as 

legitimation, trust, solidarity and other such issues are often ignored, as are the more micro-

nuances of behaviours such as anchoring or biases. Utility calculations on the part of individual 

policy targets instead are said to be responsible for policy behavior and attention focused on the 

precise calibration of penalties and fines, with these set at such a level as to discourage or punish 

those who might seek to save money by evading compliance (Balch, 1980, Braithwaite and 

Braithwaite, 2001; Doern and Phidd, 1988). 

This way of thinking, of course, is behavioural but is also not a very sophisticated or well-

informed one, an aspect of the policy sciences which has been recognized for over a half century 

to be rooted more in ideology than careful empirical analysis (Tribe, 1972). Thus, for example, it 

has long been recognized that the traditional utilitarian presuppositions behind this model are 

difficult to sustain in practice (Shafir, Simonson, and Tversky, 1993). Empirical studies of 

compliance in areas such as taxation for instance, have   always found that taxpayer behavior 

involves a normative component as well as a utilitarian one (May, 2004; Braithwaite, 2003). This 

component is clear, for example, in cases such as when taxes are withheld for reasons of 

conscience in times of war, or when they are felt to be unconstitutional or otherwise unethical or 
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inappropriate.  Nevertheless, such views continue to persist and influence thinking and activities 

in the discipline and in government. 

       

The Behavioural Turn: A New Understanding of Incentives 

Once it is recognized that even the most basic activities of governance such as collecting taxes 

involve  not just hedonic incentives, but also considerations such cognitive biases and the 

legality and normative appropriateness or legitimacy of government activity and rule 

enforcement (Hargreaves Heap, 2017; March and Olsen, 1989), then a more sophisticated, 

profound and practical behavioural public policy can emerge. 

 This is what has occurred recently in what has been termed the ‘behavioural turn’ in the policy 

sciences (Leong and Howlett 2020). This behavioral turn has been very much concerned with 

these latter kinds of cases and with better understanding the reasons for the behavior actually 

evidenced by the targets of policy activity, and by policy-makers, rather than assuming them ex 

ante. This is true both of members of the public who comply as well as those who refuse. 

 The recent insights of behavioral economic demonstrations of peoples’ deviations from ideal-

type models of rational behavior in their actual decision-making behavior have helped manifest 

this interest, but do so in only a limited way. Studies within the behavioural economics 

traditions, for example, such as those on risk aversion and various kinds of automatic or less 

deliberate behavior (System 1) by Kahneman and his colleagues (Kahneman, Knetsch and 

Thaler, 1991; Tversky and Kahneman, 1986) highlight deviations from pure utilitarian rationality 

in human decision-making of all kinds. There is no doubt such work has helped undermine the 

old paradigm of hedonic utilitarianism and usher in more and different kinds of behavioural 
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analysis, including the creation of many of the policy labs and the behavioural turn alluded to 

above (Strassheim, 2021).  

 However, this way of thinking about public policy compliance and policy implementation 

remains nested within a generally utilitarian orientation towards policy-making and only goes so 

far towards undermining it. 

This is the case, for example, with notions of policy ‘nudging’ (Thaler and Sunstein, 

2009; Thaler et al., 2010) which, although questioning traditional utilitarian concepts such as the 

existence of perfect information and risk and benefit valuations in policy analysis and design, 

still relies on a logic of utilitarian calculation in its orientation towards target behaviour (Oliver 

2015; Leggett 2014; Room 2013; John et al. 2009).  

 In the real policy world however, variation in target structure, motivation and compliance 

behaviour  make policy design a more challenging activity than simply adding nudges to an 

existing policy mix. Understanding whether a proposed action is likely to trigger behaviour 

linked to ‘affiliation’ or ‘conformity’ with government wishes, or to go the other way instead (ie, 

non-compliance from outright disobedience to ‘boomerang’ effects encouraging the action they 

are aimed at discouraging) remains a critical but not well understood aspect of policy designs 

and designing (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004; Cialdini et al. 2006). Even behaviourally-inspired 

‘rules’ of “semi-rational” economic calculations are not enough to capture all the considerations 

of cultural and psychological appropriateness which go into these kinds of behaviour (Knetsch, 

2011; Koh, 2011).  

 Other works associated with the behavioural turn, however, do grapple with these 

subjects. For example, research on injunctive and descriptive norms (Kraft-Todd et al., 2018; 

Thomas et al., 2016) and their role in affecting behaviour relating to new and controversial 
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science - biotechnology in general (Coyle & Fairweather, 2005), genetically modified foods 

(Chen, 2018), and recycled water (Dolnicar & Schafer, 2009; Savchenko et al., 2019) – all have 

highlighted the need to better understand public behaviours in light of beliefs and attitudes 

towards new products and processes rather than within a compliance-deterrence framework. 

The findings from these studies often highlight the limits to utilitarianism. For example, 

despite advantages in cost-effectiveness and energy efficiency, many studies indicate that the 

public is often sceptical or ‘neophobic’ about adopting new technologies. For instance, the 

‘Deficit Model’ endorsed by many practitioners (Sturgis & Allum, 2004; Priest, 2006) holds that 

attitudes towards novel technologies stem largely from individual ignorance about their actual 

benefits and unfounded fears of possible risks. But in the case of recycled drinking water, for 

example, its unattractiveness can be attributed to a ‘psychological repugnance’ or ‘profound 

discomfort’, also referred to as the ‘yuck factor’ (Leong & Lebel, 2020; Marks et al., 2008; 

Schmidt, 2008), which transcends educational efforts concerning its safety and cleanliness. Many 

similar studies chronicle similar findings of behavior which does not follow utilitarian precepts 

in diverse settings such as the marketplace, risk regulation, the justice system, (Kraft-Todd et al., 

2018; Majic, 2015; Rachlinski, 2011; Roth and Wang, 2020), public health (Mulderrig, 2017, 

2018, 2019; Roth and Wang, 2020; Vannoni, 2019), hygiene (Grover et al., 2018; Tagat and 

Kapoor, 2018), food consumption (Campbell-Arvai, Arvai, and Kalof, 2014; Kallbekken and 

Sælen, 2013; Moberg et al., 2019) and environment and energy conservation (Costa and Kahn, 

2013; Momsen and Stoer, 2014; Noonan, 2014). 

Work in this direction is very promising and reinforces and supplements the findings 

found in more anecdotal or case study analyses which support more and better behavioural 

research in the field (Duesberg, Dhubháin, and O’Connor, 2014; Hofmann et al., 2014). 
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However,the thus far limited understanding of such behaviour means that policy makers will be 

less certain of outcomes from trying a new policy utilizing a non-utility-based concept than they 

might be from utilizing an older mode of thinking which, even if incorrect, may have generated a 

substantial amount of experiential learning. This is an aspect of the behavioural turn which 

should in itself be the subject of research and a source of caution in its application and 

pronouncements. 

 

Conclusion:  

The literature cited above illustrates the manner in which the policy sciences have embraced 

behavioural research and have begun to move beyond the simple utilitarian notions which have 

characterized the discipline for decades. At minimum there is ample evidence to show that there 

exist two analytically distinct types of incentives – economic and non-economic or normative 

incentives (Sanders et al., 2018) – and studies of policy design and policy effectiveness have 

begun to take the latter into account, but also to move beyond them into the examinations to 

subjects such as the cultural origins of policy beliefs and actions. 

  While these efforts presage a significant change, and improvement, in policy thinking, several 

caveats remain concerning these efforts, however. The first is that a more or less purely hedonic 

compliance-deterrence approach may be still important in some areas of human activity and 

should not be dispensed with altogether but rather supplemented by more micro and macro 

behavioral insights.  

 Second, it should also be recognized that while alternative perspectives and approaches are 

emerging only some have been able to move very far beyond more traditional approaches while 

others, like nudges, remain largely within the old paradigm and approach. Much more work 
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remains to be done before a more fully-fledged alternative and implementable perspective on 

policy behaviour can emerge. 

      And thirdly, both as this new understanding emerges, and even when it does so, it will 

remain important to approach policy behaviour with a much larger degree of humbleness, 

humility and caution than was often evidenced in the past. One prominent aspect of the old 

paradigm was its self-assurance and certainty, often calculated to within two decimal points of 

precision in terms of the kinds of fines and payments expected to achieve policy ends. In the 

brave new world of behavioural research, however, this is unlikely ever to be achieved and 

certainly not without detailed investigation and trials of possible strategies and the tools to 

achieve them. This will be a difficult transition to make in a discipline which has prided itself on 

its precision and relevance and may well lead to some legitimation problems of its own, at least 

in the short-term (Howlett and Jarvis 2021). 
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