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Introduction

Public policy promises to improve lives, yet too often good research sits on a shelf
while urgent problems persist. This book was written to close that distance between
knowing and doing. Policy Design Lab: From Evidence to Implementation in Public
Policy is a step-by-step workbook that helps public servants and policy teams translate
insights from research into effective, scalable programs. It combines three powerful
traditions—behavioral insights, randomized evaluation methods, and implementation
science—into one practical playbook for designing, testing, and delivering results.

The journey begins with problem framing. Before budgets are allocated or pilots are
launched, we need clarity about whose outcomes we are trying to change, what
frictions and incentives shape their behavior, and how the broader system enables or
constrains progress. You will learn to map root causes, craft a theory of change, and
define success with measurable outcomes and learning questions. This front-loaded
rigor saves time later, keeping teams aligned when the work gets messy.

From framing, we move into designing interventions that are simple, human-centered,
and feasible in public-sector contexts. Behavioral diagnosis reveals small
barriers—confusing forms, poorly timed messages, default settings—that can
undermine even the best-intentioned policies. Prototyping and rapid-cycle testing
allow you to pressure-test ideas before investing at scale. Along the way, you’ll find
templates for stakeholder interviews, journey maps, decision logs, and change
hypotheses that make the invisible parts of design visible to your team.

Evidence generation is only as strong as the methods behind it. For many questions,
randomized trials provide the most credible answers; for others, quasi-experimental
approaches are the right fit. This book explains when to use each method, how to
power a study, and how to measure what matters with reliable, ethical data practices.
Equally important, it shows how to communicate findings clearly to decision-makers
who must weigh evidence alongside values, legal mandates, and political realities.

Implementation is where policies live or die. The chapters on operating models,
budgeting, procurement, and vendor management translate strategy into execution.
You will learn how to build coalitions, navigate constraints, manage risk, and establish
feedback loops that turn data into operational decisions. Tools for monitoring,
learning, and evaluation help teams iterate responsibly—improving programs without
losing sight of equity, privacy, or the lived experience of communities.

Finally, the book tackles the challenge of scale. External validity, adaptation to new
contexts, and institutionalization are not afterthoughts—they are design requirements
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from day one. We share approaches for sustaining what works, sunsetting what does
not, and embedding continuous improvement into the DNA of agencies. Throughout,
you will find checklists, budgeting worksheets, and playbooks that make each step
concrete, reusable, and teachable to others.

Whether you are a city analyst launching your first pilot, a state program manager
refining a mature service, or a cross-agency team preparing to scale, this workbook
meets you where you are. Use it linearly or dip into the chapter you need right now.
By the end, you will have a shared language, a practical toolkit, and the confidence to
move from evidence to implementation—so that public programs not only look good
on paper but deliver measurable benefits in people’s lives.
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CHAPTER ONE: Why a Policy Design Lab: The
Evidence-to-Action Gap

We live in an age awash with data and sophisticated research. Governments,
foundations, and academics invest billions each year generating insights into
everything from effective early childhood interventions to the optimal design of tax
incentives. Reports fill digital libraries, promising groundbreaking solutions to
humanity's most pressing problems. Yet, a peculiar paradox persists: despite this
wealth of knowledge, many public programs continue to fall short of their potential,
and promising evidence often struggles to make the leap from academic journals to
everyday practice. This chasm between what we know works and what we actually do
is what we call the "evidence-to-action gap."

Consider a well-established finding: simplifying forms can dramatically increase
participation in beneficial government programs, such as student aid or food
assistance. Research has repeatedly demonstrated the power of reducing cognitive
load and administrative burden. Yet, countless public services still confront citizens
with labyrinthine applications, dense legalistic language, and confusing processes. The
evidence is clear, accessible, and compelling, but the action—the redesign of those
forms—remains frustratingly slow or entirely absent. Why? It's not usually a lack of
political will or malicious intent. Often, it's a gap in the practical know-how, the tools,
and the systematic approach needed to translate that evidence into an implementable
solution within the complex machinery of government.

Another example comes from the realm of public health. We have robust evidence on
the effectiveness of certain preventative health behaviors, like regular exercise or
adherence to medication regimens for chronic conditions. Campaigns are launched,
information is disseminated, and yet, population-level health outcomes often improve
incrementally, if at all. The disconnect isn't in the scientific understanding of what
constitutes a healthy behavior, but in understanding the myriad behavioral, social, and
systemic factors that prevent individuals from adopting those behaviors, and how to
design public policies that genuinely move the needle. Knowing what works is only half
the battle; figuring out how to make it work in the real world, for real people, is the
other, often more challenging, half.

This gap isn't just an academic curiosity; it has profound consequences. Inefficient
programs waste taxpayer money, erode public trust, and, most importantly, fail to
deliver the intended benefits to the communities they serve. When children don't get
the educational support they need, when job seekers can't access training programs,
or when vulnerable populations struggle to navigate social safety nets, the cost is
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measured in lost potential and persistent inequality. The "good intentions, poor
execution" narrative is a familiar one in public service, and it's precisely what the
Policy Design Lab seeks to address.

So, why does this gap exist? Several factors contribute to the perennial challenge of
moving from evidence to action. One significant barrier is the inherent complexity of
public policy itself. Unlike a controlled laboratory environment, public problems are
embedded in intricate systems involving multiple stakeholders, competing priorities,
and often deeply entrenched norms. A policy intervention that works beautifully in one
context might flounder in another due to cultural differences, administrative hurdles,
or unforeseen interactions with existing regulations. The evidence often tells us that
something works, but not how to adapt it to the messy realities of implementation.

Another contributing factor is the way policy has traditionally been designed and
implemented. Historically, policy formulation often followed a linear path: identify a
problem, propose a solution, legislate it, and then implement it. Evaluation, if it
happened at all, was usually an afterthought, a post-hoc assessment of whether the
solution worked as intended. This "big bang" approach leaves little room for iteration,
learning, or course correction based on real-world feedback. It assumes a level of
foresight and control that rarely exists in the dynamic environment of public service.
When evidence emerges that a program isn't working, or could work better,
retrofitting a deeply embedded policy is a monumental, often politically charged, task.

Furthermore, the language and incentives of researchers and policymakers often
differ. Academics are driven by the pursuit of generalizable knowledge, rigorous
methodology, and peer-reviewed publications. Their timelines can span years, and
their findings are often couched in nuanced language and statistical caveats. Public
servants, on the other hand, operate under intense pressure to deliver results quickly,
navigate political landscapes, and manage finite resources. They need actionable
insights, practical tools, and clear guidance, often on much shorter timelines. The
translation from an academic paper to a policy brief that can inform immediate
decisions is not always straightforward, and the institutional mechanisms for
facilitating this translation are often underdeveloped.

The very nature of public sector innovation also plays a role. While the private sector
often embraces experimentation and rapid prototyping, the public sector, by its
nature, is often risk-averse. The imperative to be accountable stewards of public funds
and to ensure equitable service delivery can lead to a cautious approach that
prioritizes stability over innovation. Failure, though a natural part of learning, is often
viewed negatively, disincentivizing the kind of bold experimentation needed to
discover what truly works in new contexts. This can create a cycle where only well-
established, often incremental, changes are adopted, even if the evidence suggests
more transformative approaches are needed.
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The Policy Design Lab approach offers a systematic way to bridge these divides. It
recognizes that closing the evidence-to-action gap isn't about simply hand-waving at
research findings and hoping for the best. It requires a deliberate, structured, and
iterative process that combines rigorous analytical thinking with practical
implementation strategies. It's about creating a common language and a shared
toolkit for researchers, policymakers, and frontline staff to co-create solutions that are
not only evidence-informed but also contextually relevant and operationally feasible.

At its core, the Policy Design Lab is a methodology for structured problem-solving in
the public sector. It encourages teams to move beyond superficial symptoms to
diagnose the root causes of public problems, drawing on insights from behavioral
science, economics, and sociology. It then guides them through a process of designing
interventions that are grounded in evidence, explicitly considering the human element
and the operational realities of implementation. Crucially, it emphasizes rigorous
testing and evaluation, not as an academic exercise, but as an integral part of the
design process, allowing for continuous learning and adaptation.

This approach acknowledges that policy design is not a one-off event but an ongoing
cycle of learning and refinement. It embraces the idea that good policy is emergent,
built through successive approximations and informed by real-world data. By
integrating methods like randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and other robust
evaluation techniques directly into the policy development process, it allows
policymakers to generate their own evidence on what works in their specific context,
rather than relying solely on evidence from elsewhere. This local evidence generation
is critical for building confidence in new approaches and for making the case for
scaling successful interventions.

The Policy Design Lab also emphasizes the critical role of implementation science. It's
not enough to have a brilliant idea or compelling evidence; one must also understand
the practicalities of how to deliver that idea consistently and effectively to the target
population. This includes everything from understanding organizational capacity and
stakeholder incentives to designing clear operational protocols and robust data
collection systems. Implementation science provides the frameworks and tools to
systematically identify and overcome the barriers that often derail even the most
promising policies once they leave the drawing board.

Finally, a Policy Design Lab fosters a culture of learning and adaptation within public
institutions. It empowers public servants with the skills and mindset to become "policy
entrepreneurs," capable of translating research into tangible improvements in people's
lives. It moves beyond the idea of policy as a static set of rules and embraces it as a
dynamic process of continuous improvement, driven by data and a deep
understanding of human behavior. By working through the structured steps outlined in
this workbook, public servants and policy teams will gain the confidence and
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competence to navigate the complexities of policy design, testing, and
implementation, ultimately closing the evidence-to-action gap and delivering more
effective, scalable public programs. This is not just about refining existing programs;
it’s about fundamentally rethinking how we approach public problem-solving, making
evidence and human-centered design central to every step of the journey.
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