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Agenda

ÅSludge
ÅSurveys and experiments
ÅSludge audits https://behsci.stir.ac.uk/2025/05/16/sludge/  

https://behsci.stir.ac.uk/2025/05/16/sludge/
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fŉШǃŸƨШƽċŰƣШƣŸШĲŰĦŸƨƖċŊĲШĤĲőċƻŔŸƨƖЯШв

BIT. EAST Framework: four simple ways to apply behavioural insights. 2024.
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7ĲőċƻŔŸƨƖШŔƚШĬŔƚĦŸƨƖċŊĲĬЯШŔŉШŔƣШŔƚШв

DIFFICULT

UNAPPEALING

SOCIALLY 
AWKWARD

BADLY TIMED
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Nudge and Sludge
Reduce friction Increase friction

Good
Nudge 1: Make good 

behaviour easy

Nudge 2: Make bad 

behaviour difficult

Bad 

Dark Nudge: Make 

bad behaviour easy

Sludge: Make good

behaviour difficult

Sunstein, C. R. (2022). Sludge audits. Behavioural Public Policy, 6(4), 654-673.
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ĬůŔŰŔƚƣƖċƣŔƻĲШĤƨƖĬĲŰШċŰĬШљÉũƨĬŊĲњ

Administrative burdens  - љċŰШŔŰĬŔƻŔĬƨċũќƚШ
ĲǂƓĲƖŔĲŰĦĲШŸŉШƓŸũŔĦǃШŔůƓũĲůĲŰƣċƣŔŸŰШċƚШŸŰĲƖŸƨƚњШ
(Burden et al., 2012).

Sludge - excessive behavioural frictions that make it 
harder for people to do what they originally set out to do 
(Sunstein, 2021).

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2012.02600.x
https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=de&lr=&id=3TYNEAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=Sludge:+What+stops+us+from+getting+things+done+and+what+to+do+about+it&ots=hv7HnvT-16&sig=XxelOKv3xsqXs2sgqevP6Ng3_Sg&redir_esc=y
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Increasing attention around the globe

OECD-led global expert panel is working on a sludge audit guide. 
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Examples of sludge

ÅOutdated websites with broken links.
ÅUnfriendly employees who are annoyed by questions.
ÅDocuments written in complex language full of jargon.
ÅWebsites that are hard to navigate.
ÅLong waiting times for responses without updates.
ÅInflexible timings of in-person meetings.
ÅMult-step processes without information of these steps. 
Åв
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Self-assessed 
vulnerability to sludge
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Self-assessed 
vulnerability to sludge
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fŰƻĲƚƣŔŰŊШŔŰШċШљőĲċƣШƓƨůƓњ

ÅThe future is worth only ½ (present bias). Naïve people 
believe that they will not be present-biased tomorrow. 
ÅEffort/Admin costs = 50. Net benefits = 1000. Go through 

paperwork today?

υπ
ρ

ς
ρπππτυπ

ÅGo through paperwork tomorrow: 
ρ

ς
υπρπππτχυ

Ą Better do it tomorrow. 
(Augenblick et al., 2015; DellaVigna, 2017; Frederick et al., 2002; Laibson, 1997; OõDonoghue & Rabin, 1999)
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The same logic, but with more maths

Ὗ

‚ ‏ ὅ Ὃ † ί ὭὪ‏ π

‚‏‍ ‏ ὅ Ὃ † ί ὭὪ‏ π

Å† ШĬĲũċǃШŔŰШĬċǃƚ
Å‚  cost related to administrative burden
Å‏  daily discount factor
Åί  daily savings
Å‍  present bias over effort
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fŰƻĲƚƣŔŰŊШŔŰШċШљőĲċƣШƓƨůƓњ
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fŰƻĲƚƣŔŰŊШŔŰШċШљőĲċƣШƓƨůƓњ
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љÂċǃŔŰŊШ~ŸƖĲШŸƖШcċƚƚũŔŰŊШxĲƚƚеШEǂƓĲƖŔůĲŰƣċũШEƻŔĬĲŰĦĲШŸŰШ
Administrative Burdens, Incentives, and Grant Take-ÖƓњ
Leonhard K. Lades, Glenn McNamara, and Margaret Samahita

ÅOne of the first papers to experimentally manipulate 
sludge / administrative burden. 
ÅMaybe the first paper to evaluate the causal effects of 

admin burden and incentives with a real effort task. 
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Research question / hypotheses summary

1. Does sludge reduce administrative performance? (H1)

2. Do higher incentives improve performance? (H2)

3. Which individual characteristics predict performance? (H3)

4. Who is most affected by changes in sludge? (H4)



17

Sample & Data collection

ÅPre-registered online experiment.
ÅN = 1,002 UK residents, nationally representative by age, 

race, and gender.
ÅData source: Prolific.
ÅData collection period: July 9-11, 2025.
ÅCompensation: £2.25 for ~15-minute survey + Bonus. 
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Three levels of sludge/admin burden

Structure & language varied to manipulate search, compliance, 
and psychological costs. 
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Randomised order of admin burden

Grant 1 (Community 
Benefit Fund)

Grant 2 (Community 
Foundation Grant)

Grant 3 (Green Future 
Community 

Development Grant)
L M H
L H M
M L H
M H L
H L M
H M L
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Examples of incentivised questions
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General survey measures



25

Does administrative burden reduce 
performance? (H1)

ώ ‌ ‍Ὕ ὢ‏ ό  ‐ ρ

Åώ  = # of correct answers for individual Ὥ about grant Ὣ.
ÅὝ  = Level of administrative burden (low, medium, high).
Åὢ = Control variables (age, gender, income, marital 

status, education, and number of children in household).
ÅMulti-level linear models with individual-level random 

effects όȟ within-individual error ‐ , clustered standard 
errors. (Poisson multi-level models do not converge).
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Does sludge reduce performance? (H1)
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Does sludge reduce performance? (H1)
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Does sludge reduce performance? (H1)

VARIABLES Correct answers 

Administrative burden (base = Low)

Medium -0.289***

(0.0302)

High -0.841***

(0.0401)

High Lottery 0.0832*

(0.0426)

Constant 3.644***

(0.219)

Observations 3,006

Number of id 1,002

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * 

p<0.1. Controlled for demographics
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Do higher incentives improve 
performance? (H2)
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Do higher incentives improve 
performance? (H2)
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Do higher incentives improve 
performance? (H2)

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Controlled for demographics

VARIABLES All Low AB Medium AB High AB

High Lottery 0.083* 0.081* 0.041 0.128*

(0.043) (0.049) (0.059) (0.075)

Administrative burden (base = Low)

Medium -0.289***

(0.030)

High -0.841***

(0.040)

Constant 3.644*** 3.432*** 3.402*** 2.966***

(0.219) (0.266) (0.248) (0.429)

Observations 3,006 1,002 1,002 1,002

R-squared 0.045 0.035 0.064

Number of id 1,002
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Which individual characteristics predict 
performance? (H3)
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Which individual characteristics predict 
performance? (H3)
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Who is most affected by sludge? (H4)
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Who is most affected by sludge? (H4)
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Who is most affected by sludge? (H4)
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Mediation analysis
What might explain the link 
between sludge and performance? 

ÅDifficulty to find info.
ÅLanguage hard to understand
Å(Time it will take)
ÅFeeling frustrated
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ÑőŔƚШƓċƓĲƖќƚШŔůƓũŔĦċƣŔŸŰƚ

ÅSludge significantly reduces task performance.

ÅIncentives only marginally help.

ĄReducing sludge might be more effective than 
increasing incentives.
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ÑőŔƚШƓċƓĲƖќƚШŔůƓũŔĦċƣŔŸŰƚ

ÅIndividual traits shape who is most affected by sludge.

ÅComplex procedures disproportionately disadvantage 
some (and schemes disproportionately benefit others). 

Ą Sludge can lead to inequality.  

Sludge can be problematic ĄHow to identify sludge? 
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Sludge Audits

A systematic review of frictions in 
a process, service, or 
organization.

Can be detailed or high-level. 
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How to conduct a 
sludge audit? 

ÅSludge = Aspects of the choice architecture that lead to 
the experience of costs.
ÅTypes of costs: 
ÅSearch costs
ÅEvaluation costs
ÅImplementation costs
ÅPsychological costs
ÅTime & Money
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How to conduct a 
sludge audit? 

Frictions
ÅComplicated forms
ÅExcessive paperwork
ÅComplex processes
ÅUncertain processes
ÅLong waiting-times
ÅUnfriendly staff
Åetc.

Costs

ÅSearch costs
Å Implementation costs
ÅEvaluation costs
ÅPsychological costs
ÅTime costs
ÅFinancial costs

Outcomes

ÅLower uptake
ÅWasted time 
ÅWasted money
ÅLess growth
ÅInequality
ÅWorse user 

experience
Åetc. 
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How to conduct a 
sludge audit? 

ÅStep 1: Identify required actions to break up complicated 
processes (behavioural journey mapping)

ÅStep 2: For each required action, identify choice 
architecture that leads to search, evaluation, 
implementation and psychological costs. 
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How to conduct a sludge audit?

Select a relevant policy or process

List stages and steps of the behavioural journey

Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)

Generate recommendations and ideas for sludge reduction

Evaluate these interventions 

Lades (in prep)
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How to conduct a sludge audit?
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How to conduct a sludge audit?

Select a relevant policy or process

List stages and steps of the behavioural journey

Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)

Generate recommendations and ideas for sludge reduction

Evaluate these interventions 

Lades (in prep)
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Select a relevant policy or process: Example

ÅConsider political support.

ÅTalk with stakeholders, media, consider 
topical processes, services, institutions, 
and policies.  

ÅSpecify criteria for selection, such as 
likely level of burden, political will, 
potential impact, feasibility of change, 
etc.
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How to conduct a sludge audit?

Select a relevant policy or process

List stages and steps of the behavioural journey

Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)

Generate recommendations and ideas for sludge reduction

Evaluate these interventions
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List stages and steps of the behavioural 
journey

ÅAim: A detailed map of 
ċШƨƚĲƖќƚШĤĲőċƻŔŸƨƖċũШ
journey.

ÅAppropriate level of 
granularity.
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Methodological overview

Semi-structured 
Interviews

Quantifying 
Sludge

Qualifying 
Sludge

Cognitive walk-
throughs

RecommendationsBehavioural 
Journey Map
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List stages and steps of the behavioural 
journey
1. Create an initial journey map by walking through the process 

yourself. 
2. Show this journey map to stakeholders and ask them for 

feedback.
3. Update and start again with other stakeholders. 

Notes: 
Å ƓƓƖŸƓƖŔċƣĲШũĲƻĲũШŸŉШŊƖċŰƨũċƖŔƣǃЮШ7ĲШљƨŰĦŸůŉŸƖƣċĤũǃШƚƓĲĦŔŉŔĦЮњШ
ÅConsider different journeys for different situations and different 

populations. 
(Interview guide: Lades and Martin, 2024)
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How to conduct a sludge audit?

Select a relevant policy or process

List stages and steps of the behavioural journey

Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)

Generate recommendations and ideas for sludge reduction

Evaluate these interventions
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Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

Assess level of sludge 
for each step (e.g., 
ŉƖŸůШΜШӀШљŰŸШƚũƨĬŊĲњШƣŸШ
ΡШӀШљƻĲƖǃШĤƨƖĬĲŰƚŸůĲњЮ

Stage Step Type/Details Rating 

1 1.1 Learn about 

scheme

Low Search Costs: Despite the large advertising expenditure of the Department 

(ú829,715 in 2023), interview stakeholders stated that landowners are most likely 

to hear about the Afforestation Scheme through word of mouth and information 

sharing by other farmers or registered foresters.

2

1.2 Contact 

preliminary 

advisor (if 

wanted)

Low Evaluation Costs: The benefits of preliminary advice are not clear to 

landowners. While the Department recommends that landowners contact a 

preliminary advisor (e.g. Teagasc agricultural advisory services or forestry 

consultants), it is not likely that the landowner will  seek this out. 

Low Psychological Costs: The experience of interacting with agricultural 

advisory services can feel disingenuous and a belief about department bias and or 

distrust might play a role, as suggested by one interview. The landowner may be 

hesitant to seek external advice outside of their immediate community. 

2

1.3 Decide to 

plant

Medium Evaluation Costs: Prior to speaking with a registered forester, a 

landowner may be hesitant to start the application process. In the case of farm to 

forest transitions, farmers may be concerned about the long-term loss of farm 

income and the permanence of the process. Due to the word-of-mouth nature of 

sharing information regarding the scheme, farmers are more likely to be at ease 

when deciding to plant and weighing the costs when getting the information from 

peers. 

High Psychological Costs: Connection to the land is heavily ingrained in 

Irelandôs farming community and identity. This may cause stress or worry for 

farmers when considering the transition to forestry, with the biggest concern 

surrounding the inability to pass the farm onto the next generation.

3
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Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

Quantification tells us 
where the sludge is highest. 
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Methodological overview

Behavioural 
Journey Map

Semi-structured 
Interviews

Quantifying 
Sludge

Qualifying 
Sludge

Cognitive walk-
throughs

Recommendations

NSW Sludge 
Scales
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Uncover level of friction (quantifying): 
NSW Sludge Scales!
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Uncover level of friction (quantifying): 
NSW Sludge Scales!

Considerations Very difficult Difficult Somewhat difficult Somewhat easy Easy 

Personalisation

Where possible, is the customer 

addressed by name?

It is incorrectly personalised

¶ The letter is personalised to a 

cohort that many customers 

are not a part of (e.g. 

customers who are renting are 

addressed as homeowners).

It is not personalised

¶ The letter is not personalised to 

the customer.

It is somewhat personalised

¶ The letter is personalised to a 

cohort that the customer is a 

part of (e.g. homeowners, 

parents).

It is personalised

¶ The letter addresses the 

customer by name, but it is not 

immediately visible.

It is clearly personalised

¶ The letter addresses the 

customer by name, and it is 

immediately visible.

Source

Is the sender recognisable and 

trustworthy?

It is not recognisable

¶ The letter does not obviously 

appear to be from a 

recognisable sender. The 

customer would probably think 

it was junk mail. The letter 

looks suspicious.

It is not always recognisable

¶ The sender could be recognised 

by customer, but the customer 

would probably think it was 

junk mail. The letter may look 

suspicious.

It is recognisable

¶ The letter is from a 

recognisable sender, but it 

could easily be confused for 

junk mail.

It is clearly recognisable

¶ The letter is from a clearly 

recognisable sender. It is 

unlikely to be confused for junk 

mail.

It is very clearly recognisable

¶ The letter is from a clearly 

recognisable sender. It is very 

unlikely to be confused for junk 

mail.

Purpose 

Is the purpose of the letter clearly 

visible and straightforward?

It is very unclear

¶ No purpose for the letter is 

provided, nor is it clear what 

the customer is supposed to do 

with the information in the 

letter.

It is unclear

¶ The letter includes a purpose, 

but it is not clearly visible or 

understandable. It is not clear 

what the customer is supposed 

to do with the information in 

the letter.

It can be unclear

¶ The first paragraph indicates 

the purpose of the letter, but it 

isn't clear what the customer is 

supposed to do with the 

information in the letter.

It is clear

¶ The first paragraph clearly 

explains the purpose of the 

letter and identifies how the 

information can be used.

It is very clear

¶ The letter has a clear purpose 

at the top of the letter. The first 

paragraph clearly explains the 

purpose of the letter and how 

the information can be used.

Call to action 

Is there a clear call to action?

There is no call to action

¶ Either no call to action is 

provided, or it is likely to 

backfire.

It is unclear

¶ The call to action is unclear and 

difficult to find (e.g. in the body 

of the letter).

It is clear, but may be difficult to 

find

¶ The call to action is clear, but 

difficult to find. Or it is 

prominent in the letter, but 

difficult to understand.

It is clear

¶ The call to action is clear and 

prominent in the letter. 

However, some customers may 

find it difficult to understand.

It is very clear

¶ The call to action is very clear 

and prominent in the letter.

Read letter Introduction and call to action
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How to conduct a sludge audit?

Select a relevant policy or process

List stages and steps of the behavioural journey

Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)

Generate recommendations and ideas for sludge reduction

Evaluate these interventions
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Stage Step Type/Details Rating 

1 1.1 Learn about 

scheme

Low Search Costs: Despite the large advertising expenditure of the Department 

(ú829,715 in 2023), interview stakeholders stated that landowners are most likely 

to hear about the Afforestation Scheme through word of mouth and information 

sharing by other farmers or registered foresters.

2

1.2 Contact 

preliminary 

advisor (if 

wanted)

Low Evaluation Costs: The benefits of preliminary advice are not clear to 

landowners. While the Department recommends that landowners contact a 

preliminary advisor (e.g. Teagasc agricultural advisory services or forestry 

consultants), it is not likely that the landowner will  seek this out. 

Low Psychological Costs: The experience of interacting with agricultural 

advisory services can feel disingenuous and a belief about department bias and or 

distrust might play a role, as suggested by one interview. The landowner may be 

hesitant to seek external advice outside of their immediate community. 

2

1.3 Decide to 

plant

Medium Evaluation Costs: Prior to speaking with a registered forester, a 

landowner may be hesitant to start the application process. In the case of farm to 

forest transitions, farmers may be concerned about the long-term loss of farm 

income and the permanence of the process. Due to the word-of-mouth nature of 

sharing information regarding the scheme, farmers are more likely to be at ease 

when deciding to plant and weighing the costs when getting the information from 

peers. 

High Psychological Costs: Connection to the land is heavily ingrained in 

Irelandôs farming community and identity. This may cause stress or worry for 

farmers when considering the transition to forestry, with the biggest concern 

surrounding the inability to pass the farm onto the next generation.

3

Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)
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Methodological overview

Behavioural 
Journey Map

Semi-structured 
Interviews

Quantifying 
Sludge

Qualifying 
Sludge

Cognitive walk-
throughs

Recommendations

NSW Sludge 
Scales

Frameworks
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Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)

ÅSludge = Elements of the choice architecture that lead to 
the experience of different types of costs.
ÅSearch costs
ÅEvaluation costs
ÅImplementation costs
ÅPsychological costs
ÅTime costs
ÅFinancial costs

(Shahab and Lades, 2024)
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Quantifying and qualifying
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How to conduct a sludge audit?

Select a relevant policy or process

List stages and steps of the behavioural journey

Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)

Generate recommendations and ideas for sludge reduction

Evaluate these interventions
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Generate recommendations
Afforestation Solar Panels EV chargers


