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Website updates -  some of our newest tools
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Introducing FORGOOD Assess

Annabel

We've been awarded funding to build a tool that assesses initiatives 
through an ethical behavioural  science lens.

What this means for you?

We'll begin designing and developing the tool from October. Then you'll have the opportunity to 
test its usefulness and help shape its design. We'll be in touch soon with more information!

Input:
Details of an initiative 
or intervention

Output:
A report flagging 
ethical & behavioural 
considerations

Process:
Assessed against 
FORGOOD and 
grounded in literature

How it will work, once built



2026 Workshops

Organisational
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Complaints in 
Finance 
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Latest Research

Liam



Implementing behavioural science

Liam



From an attention to an intention economy

Liam



Hypernudging in the digital era

Liam



Sludge and admin burden

Liam



Introducing Leo!

Liam



Sludge and how to find it

LSE FORGOOD Initiative, September 17, 2026

Leonhard Lades
l.k.lades@stir.ac.uk

mailto:l.k.lades@stir.ac.uk
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Sludge

• Complicated forms
• Phone-only cancellations
• Long and confusing fine print
• Inconvenient return policies
• Complex claim processes
• Websites temporarily offline
• Duplicate evidence requests
• Too many choices
• Unfriendly staff
• … ChatGPT
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Agenda

1. What is sludge?
2. Key questions
3. Sludge audits
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Nudge and sludge
Reduce friction Increase friction

Good Helpful ‘make it easy’ 
nudge

Deliberation-promoting 
nudge (Boost? Nudge 

Plus?)

Bad Harmful ‘make it easy’ 
nudge

Sludge
`

Adapted from Sunstein, C. R. (2022). Sludge audits. Behavioural Public Policy, 6(4), 654-673.
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Nudge and sludge

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

Reduce friction Increase friction

Good Helpful ‘make it easy’ 
nudge

Deliberation-promoting 
nudge (Boost? Nudge 

Plus?)

Bad Harmful ‘make it easy’ 
nudge

Sludge
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Administrative burden and sludge

Administrative burdens - “an individual’s 
experience of policy implementation as onerous” 
(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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Increasing attention around the globe
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Agenda

1. What is sludge?
2. Key questions
3. Sludge Audits
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Is some sludge 
warranted? 

• Yes of course. It can have benefits (e.g., program 
integrity, ecological assessment).

• But it always has costs as well. 

• Whether sludge is warranted depends on the 
circumstances and is a difficult question to 
answer (CBA, proportionality).
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Where does sludge 
come from?

• Intentional sludge: 
• Policy-making by other 

means. Ordeals. 
• Profit motives. Discouraging 

complaints. 

• Unintentional sludge: 

• Empathy gap, cluelessness.
• Legacy. 

• Multiple layers of process 
design.
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Should banks 
care?

• Yes of course. Sludge can slow down both 
customers and employees.

• Yes, and it is mandatory. FCA’s Consumer Duty 
Principle 12 (act to deliver good outcomes for 
retail customers).
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What are the 
results of 

excessive sludge? 

• Worse productivity.

• Wasted time and money.

• Worse user experiences.

• Lost business. 

• Talent attrition. 

• Lower uptake of grants, programmes and 
services.

• etc. 
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Investing in a “heat pump”

• The future is worth only ½ (present bias). Naïve people believe that they will not 
be present-biased tomorrow. 

• Effort costs = 50. Net benefits = 1000. Go through paperwork today?

−50 +
1
2
1000 = 450

• Go through paperwork tomorrow: 
1
2
−50 + 1000 = 475

→ Better do it tomorrow. 

Lades, L. K., Clinch, J. P., & Kelly, J. A. (2021). Maybe tomorrow: How burdens and biases impede energy-efficiency investments. Energy Research & Social Science, 78, 102154.
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The same logic with some maths

𝑈𝑡𝜏 =

−𝜉 − 𝛿𝐷(𝐶 − 𝐺) +෍
𝑡=2

𝑇𝐷

𝛿𝐷𝑡 𝑠𝐷 𝑖𝑓 𝜏 = 0

−𝛽𝛿𝐷𝜏𝜉 − 𝛿𝐷𝜏+1 𝐶 − 𝐺 + ෍
𝑡=𝜏+2

𝑇𝐷

𝛿𝐷𝑡 𝑠𝐷 𝑖𝑓 𝜏 > 0

• 𝜏 = delay in days
• 𝜉 = cost related to sludge
• 𝛿𝐷 = daily discount factor
• 𝑠𝐷 = daily savings
• 𝛽 = present bias over effort
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Calibration

Building Energy Rating (BER, SEAI):
• Annual energy consumption for space and 

water heating.
• Fuel types. 
• Efficiency factors of existing systems. 
• Fuels prices from SEAI.
• Calculated savings per home. 
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Investing in a “heat pump”
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Investing in a “heat pump”
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Investing in a “heat pump”
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Investing in a “heat pump”
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Paying more or 
hassling less?
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Context: Community benefit grants
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Sample & Data collection

• Pre-registered online experiment.
• N = 1,002 UK residents, nationally representative by age, race, and gender.
• Data source: Prolific.
• Data collection period: July 9-11, 2025.
• Compensation: £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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Examples of incentivised questions
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Does sludge reduce performance? (H1)
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Does sludge reduce performance? (H1)
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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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Implication

• Sludge significantly reduces task performance. 
• From low to high: 0.841*** fewer correct answers. 

• Incentives only marginally help.
• From £5 to £200: 0.083* more correct answers. 

→Reducing sludge might be more effective than increasing incentives 
when trying to encourage retrofits. 



41

What predicts 
being harmed by 

sludge?
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Is everybody 
affected by 

sludge in the 
same way? 
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Is everybody 
affected by 

sludge in the 
same way? 

Predicting self-reported “vulnerability to sludge”:

Lades, L. K., Samahita, M., Martin, L., Sunstein, C. R., & Baekgaard, M. (2025). Vulnerability to and acceptability of different types of sludge. Behavioural Public Policy, 1-30.
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Implications

• Individual traits shape who is most affected by sludge.
• Complex procedures disproportionately disadvantage some (and schemes 

disproportionately benefit others). 

→Sludge can lead to inequality.  
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Are all types of 
sludge 

experienced in 
the same way? 

Predicting self-reported “vulnerability to sludge”:

Lades, L. K., Samahita, M., Martin, L., Sunstein, C. R., & Baekgaard, M. (2025). Vulnerability to and acceptability of different types of sludge. Behavioural Public Policy, 1-30.
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Are there 
different types of 
costs sludge can 

lead to?

• Yes. Aspects of the choice architecture can lead 
to… 

• Search costs (Consumer understanding)
• Evaluation costs (Consumer understanding)
• Implementation costs (Consumer support)

• Psychological costs
• Time and financial costs

Shahab, S., & Lades, L. K. (2024). Sludge and transaction costs. Behavioural Public Policy, 8(2), 327-348.
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How do we 
identify sludge in 

the real world? 
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Agenda

1. What is sludge?
2. Key questions
3. Sludge Audits
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How do we 
identify sludge in 

the real world? 

• Sludge audits

• Systematic reviews of 
frictions in a process, 
service, or organization.

• Can be detailed or high-
level. 

Sunstein, C. R. (2022). Sludge audits. Behavioural Public Policy, 6(4), 654-673.
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How do we 
conduct sludge 

audits?

• Create a detailed behavioural 
journey map.

• Identify sludge at each step. 

• Detailed approach: NSW 
Sludge Toolkit.

• Today: Our (simplified) 
approach with main data 
source = Interviews. But also 
documents, attrition, news, etc.

Shahab, S., & Lades, L. K. (2024). Sludge and transaction costs. Behavioural Public Policy, 8(2), 327-348.

https://www.nsw.gov.au/departments-and-agencies/behavioural-insights-unit/sludge-toolkit/download-sludge-scales
https://www.nsw.gov.au/departments-and-agencies/behavioural-insights-unit/sludge-toolkit/download-sludge-scales
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Sludge audit methodology

Behavioural 
Journey Map

Semi-structured 
Interviews

Quantifying 
Sludge

Qualifying 
Sludge

Cognitive walk-
throughs

Recommendations

NSW Sludge 
Scales

Cost 
frameworks

Lentz, P., Augustenborg, C., & Lades, L. K. (2026); Lades, L. K., Lentz, P., Martin, L., & Augustenborg, C. (2026); Rugge, C., Talevi, M., Lades, L.K. (in prep)
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The S.L.U.D.G.E. approach
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, L.K. (in prep). 
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1. Select a relevant policy or process

• What are customers complaining about?

• Talk with customers and stakeholders, observe media, check what decision-
makers want.

• Specify criteria for selection, such as likely level of burden, potential impact, 
feasibility of change, demand, etc.
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2. List stages and steps of the behavioural 
journey
• Aim: A detailed map of a 

user’s behavioural 
journey.

• Appropriate level of 
granularity.
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3. Uncover level of friction (quantifying)

• Assess level of sludge for each 
step, e.g. from 1 = “very low” to 7 
= “very high”.

• Based on the NSW Sludge 
Scales.

Phase 1: Awareness               
     1.1. Learning about retrofitting               
     1.2. Choosing OSS               
     1.3. Signing up to OSS               
Phase 2: Initial Consultation               
     2.1. Initial phone consultation               
     2.2. Schedule home survey               
     2.3. Payment: Survey               
Phase 3: Home Energy Report               
     3.1. Home Energy Assessment Survey                
     3.2. OSS Corroboration               
     3.3. Home Energy report meeting               
     3.4. Choose what and how to have retrofitted               
     3.5. Payment: Design         
Phase 4: Design & Grant Application               
     4.1. Sign Contract               
     4.2. OSS applies for grants               
     4.3. Last chance to change anything about Designs               
     4.4. Payment: Retrofit 1               
Phase 5: Retrofit               
     5.1. Leaving premises               
     5.2. Updates on progress for retrofitting               
     5.3. Payment Retrofit 2         
     5.4. Return to property               
Phase 6: Post-Retrofit               
     6.1. Training on new technologies (e.g., heat pump)         
     6.2. Customer Service Survey               
     6.3. Post Retrofit BER               
     6.4. Audit by SEAI(?)               
     6.5. Living in your newly retrofitted home               
           
   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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4. Diagnose types of friction (qualifying)

• Identify the type of sludge that is present. 

Phase and Cost Type Example  
Phase 3: Home Energy 
Report 

  

  Search Cost Understanding report required clarification (e.g. what is a “Heat 
Loss Factor”?) 

  Evaluation Cost Technical jargon; lack of clarity; variation (some want more, others 
less detail) 

  Psychological Cost Poor report quality and generic content led to reduced satisfaction 
and trust in expertise. 
Perceived as unnecessary step (for someone completely gutting 
their home) 

  Implementation Cost Delays in waiting for clarification from details in report. 
Had to make arrangements to organise their own BER assessor. 
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5. Generate recommendations and ideas 
for sludge reduction  
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5. Generate recommendations and ideas 
for sludge reduction  
• Don’t expect all users to be experts. 
• Copy what works well (e.g., low search costs in Solar Schools; low 

implementation costs in OSS retrofits).
• Establish clear timelines (e.g., tracking in the afforestation scheme).
• Centralise administrative responsibilities (e.g., from Schools to local 

authorities).
• Simplify application requirements.
• Improve communication (e.g., updates, contact info).
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6. Evaluate these interventions

• Sometimes changes are “obvious”.

• Consider a follow-up sludge audit to identify changes (with evidence). 

• Rely on the behavioural science expertise on A/B testing and RCTs. 

• Consider pre-policy experiments testing different processes (also allows 
testing for individual differences). 

• Consider testing impacts of private sector sludge in experiments. 
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Sludge audits & the financial sector

• Sludge audits can help identify reasons for frictions and lower consumer 
well-being. 

• They (or something like it) are required by the FCA’s Consumer Duty

• The S.L.U.D.G.E. approach makes it easier to conduct them. 
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What about AI? 
• Great question! 
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Some open questions

• What is the role of AI in generating and removing sludge?

• Where is sludge relevant in your everyday work?

• What principles can determine whether sludge is necessary or excessive? 

• Are those who are present biased, overoptimistic, and have limited attention 
more influenced by sludge? 

• Can we quantify (in £) how beneficial sludge reduction is? 
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Thanks to fantastic coauthors

• Andrew Kelly (EnvEcon)
• Bob van Rugge (UCD)
• Cara Augustenborg (UCD)
• Cass Sunstein (Harvard)
• Lucie Martin (ESRI)
• Margaret Samahita (UCD)
• Marta Talevi (UCD)
• Martin Baekgaard (Aarhus)
• Patty Lentz (UCD)
• Peter Clinch (UCD)
• Sina Shahab (Cardiff)
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investments. Energy Research & Social Science, 78, 102154.
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assessment of administrative burdens preventing climate action in Ireland. Energy Policy, 214, 115268. 
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• Madsen, J. K., Mikkelsen, K. S., & Moynihan, D. P. (2022). Burdens, sludge, ordeals, red tape, oh my!: a user’s guide to the 

study of frictions. Public Administration, 100(2), 375-393.
• Mills, S. (2023). Nudge/sludge symmetry: on the relationship between nudge and sludge and the resulting ontological, 

normative and transparency implications. Behavioural Public Policy, 7(2), 309-332.
• Mills, S., Whittle, R., Ahmed, R., Walsh, T., & Wessel, M. (2026). Dark patterns and sludge audits: an integrated approach. 

Behavioural Public Policy, 10(1), 171-197.
• NSW Behavioural Insights Unit. (2024). The NSW Government Sludge Audit Method Guide. 
• OECD. (2024). Fixing frictions: ‘Sludge audits’ around the world. 
• Shahab, S., & Lades, L. K. (2024). Sludge and transaction costs. Behavioural Public Policy, 8(2), 327-348.
• Sunstein, C. R. (2021). Sludge: What stops us from getting things done and what to do about it. MIT Press.
• Sunstein, C. R. (2022). Sludge audits. Behavioural Public Policy, 6(4), 654-673.
• Thaler, R. H. (2018). Nudge, not sludge. Science, 361(6401), 431-431.
• Living blog post: https://behsci.stir.ac.uk/2025/05/16/sludge/

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


Thank you !

Leonhard Lades (Stirling) l.k.lades@stir.ac.uk

mailto:l.k.lades@stir.ac.uk


Sharing experiences & ethical issues

Where does sludge show up in your processes?
Who designed it? Openness & Delegation 

How effective are your current efforts to reduce that friction?
Against what alternative? How might AI increase sludge?  Options & 

Delegation

Who bears the highest cost of this sludge?
How easily can they raise concerns? Fairness & Respect

Annabel



Sludge audit template available in the 
member's area

Annabel



What’s the main thing you'll take
away from today's session?

Serena



Thank you!
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