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Nudging as an alternative in 
environmental policy

• Typical approaches:
• Monetary incentives 
• Direct regulation 

• Problems 
• Limited and shrinking budgets
• Challenges in implementation 

(Akerlof and Kennedy, 2013)
• Pecuniary incentives may crowd out 

intrinsic motivation (Pattanayak et 
al., 2010) and reduce satisfaction 
(Kerr et al., 2012)

• Bounded rationality, bounded self-
interest, and bounded willpower 
(Mullainathan and Thaler, 2000)

• Imperfect information and 
inattention

• Empathy/perspective taking is linked to 
environmental behavior and/or concern 
(Shelton and Rogers, 1981; Erikson et al., 
2014; Schultz, 2000; Schultz et al., 2004; 
Berenguer, 2007; Paul and Bauer, 2013)

• Dual-interest theory (Lynne, 2006; Sheeder
and Lynne, 2011):  individuals are 
motivated by other-(shared) interest in 
addition to self-interest in conservation

• Empathy moves individuals toward pro-
environmental and conservation behavior
• Field surveys of farmers (Cutforth et al., 2001; 

Chouinard et al., 2008; Bishop et al., 2010; 
Sautter et al., 2011) 

• Framed laboratory experiments (Ovchinnikova
et al., 2009; Czap et al., 2012, 2013, 2014) 
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Environmental policy 
with regard to non-point pollution

Soft nudges can augment 
effectively



Behaviorally-informed 
outreach: field experiments
• Water Usage: Schultz et al. (2007), Ferraro, Miranda and Price 

(2011), Ferraro and Miranda (2013) and Ferraro and Price 
(2013)

• Electricity: Nolan et al. (2008), Alcott (2011), and Allcott and 
Rogers (2012)

• Conservation Reserve Program (CRP): Wallander, Ferraro, 
Higgins (2017)
• Control+3 types of letters: informational; information & 

normative social comparison; information & social comparison & 
private benefits

• Letters have an impact, but no difference in the enrollments 
between the treatments/types of letters. 

• Benefit-Cost ratio: between 20:1 and 90:1 5



Nudging for empathy 
conservation & personalization 
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• Empathy Conservation 
(Lynne et al. 2016)
• refers to the individual 

environmental conservation
decisions that are motivated by 
empathy toward nature, other 
fellow human and non-human 
beings, and future generations 

Caption from Rifkin “Empathic 
Civilization” video

• Personalization: 
• Post-it notes with message: Garner (2005) 
• Handwritten Notes: Behavioral Insights Team (2016), Stiffman

(2017), Parsons and Wethington (1996). 
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Conservation Stewardship 
Program
• Administered by USDA, Natural Resources Conservation Service 
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• More acres of working farm 
and ranch lands on a multi-year 
basis than any other federal 
conservation program

• Targets particular resources of 
concern for region (e.g. 
wildlife, water quality, air 
quality, soil quality)

• Focus on additional practices
• Performance-based program 

(CRP is practice-based)
• Flagship program to enroll new 

acres due to the cap on CRP 
Problem: high transaction costs deter participation. 
NRCS developed a new evaluation tool (Conservation 
Management Tool) to simplify application



CSP in Nebraska
• ~50,000 farmers in NE
• All farm land must be 

enrolled 
• CSP participation is 

very uneven
• NRCS goals are

• Increase the number 
of farms per county
(more important than 
the acreage or 
density)

• Spread participation 
more evenly 

• Case load for the 
county 
conservationists 

• NRCS once in a while 
sends letters inviting 
farmers to apply
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Participating counties in NE 
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• 18,244 agricultural producers 
• 36 low and medium CSP-

enrollment counties



Experimental design
• Low- and medium-enrollment counties 

• 36% of the all farmers in the state
• 14% of the CSP contracts  

• Included only farmers without a current 
contract 

• 4 conditions:
• Control: no letter sent
• Treatment 1: standard letter
• Treatment 2: copied empathy nudge
• Treatment 3: handwritten empathy nudge 12



Letters: standard and nudge 
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Letters: standard and nudge 
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The average CSP contract provides 
$6.80/acre on rangeland and $24/acre
on cropland or higher if additional 
conservation practices are installed. 

… Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) 
made available $150 million
for agricultural producers… 



Letters: standard and nudge 
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Letters: standard and nudge 
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Letters: standard and nudge 
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Join your fellow Nebraska farmers 
and ranchers in protecting our land.

Consider your role as caretakers of our natural 
resources, on which we depend on for our 
survival. Consider the impact of your decisions 
on wildlife habitat, water and air quality, your 
local community, and future generations.



Letters: standard and nudge 
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Experimental results 
• 369 farms from 35 counties enrolled in CSP

• 349 unique farmer names (some farmers signed two contracts: 
agricultural land and non-industrial private forest land)

• 19 farmers are unidentified  
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46

95
82

107

Control (no
letter)

Standard
letter

Copied
empathy

nudge

Handwritten
empathy

nudge

Number of applications per condition
p-value<0.05

p-value<0.001• Observations:
• Sending letters 

doubled participation
• Handwritten message 

performs better than 
copied

• Little difference 
between the letters 

 “information” effect 



Heterogeneity considerations 
• The goal is to increase enrollments in low-enrollment counties 
• Separated the counties by the number of existing contracts

• Low (<10) and medium (≥ 10)
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Projecting applications in low and 
medium enrollment counties

• Observations:
• Interest in CSP grew 
• Low enrollment counties 

continue to generate fewer 
applications

• Letters decrease the gap 
between low and medium 
enrollment counties  

• Letters more than double # 
of contracts in low-
enrollment counties  

4.2

9.3

6.4

12.3

2017P apps without letter 2017P apps with letter

low enrollement medium enrollment



Cost-benefit considerations 
• The estimated cost of one additional CSP contract: $56 (cost 

per letter was $1.16)
• CRP re-enrollment (Wallander et al. 2017): $39 per contract and 

$0.585 per letter
 if we use Wallander et al. cost per letter, cost per contract drops 
to $28.2

• Current financial incentives
• Average farm size: about 1000 acres; 
• CRP payments per acre: $14.6 per year;
• Cost per average farm: $14,600.

• If, instead of sending letters, we increase financial incentives 
to $14,628-$14,656 

 2x increase in applications is extremely unlikely
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Future steps
• Analyze the GIS data: is there a systematic difference between 

the low and high-enrollment counties (by type of land or crop)

• Explore the neighborhood effect: is the enrollment driven by 
the word-of-mouth? 

• Data on the acreage enrolled: is there a difference between 
the farm sizes?

• Ultimately try to answer question of why there is such a 
difference in the uptake rate  
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Thank you!

Suggestions? Yes, please… 
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