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ABSTRACT

Public service delivery in Nigeria has long been characterized by inefficiency,

bureaucratic bottlenecks, corruption, and limited responsiveness to citizens' needs.
Conventional administrative models, largely founded on assumptions of rational
decision-making, have often failed to account for the behavioral realities
influencing both public officials and service users. Behavioral insights, derived
from psychology, behavioral economics, and cognitive science, provide an
alternative framework for understanding how individuals actually think, decide,
and act within governance systems. This study examines the role of behavioral
insights in enhancing public service delivery in Nigeria, with particular emphasis
on administrative decision-making processes. Adopting a qualitative content
analysis approach based on secondary sources, the study reviews existing
literature, policy documents, government reports, and international publications
relating to behavioral governance and public administration. The findings indicate
that cognitive biases, heuristics, institutional norms, and social influences
significantly shape administrative behavior and policy outcomes. The study
further reveals that integrating behavioral insights into governance can improve
policy effectiveness, citizen engagement, service utilization, and administrative
efficiency. The paper concludes that rethinking administrative decision-making
through a behavioral governance lens is critical for achieving responsive, citizen-
centered, and effective public service delivery in Nigeria. The study recommends
institutionalizing behavioral insights units, strengthening administrative capacity,
simplifying bureaucratic procedures, and integrating behavioral approaches into
public sector reforms.
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INTRODUCTION

Public service delivery remains one of the most
important indicators of governmental effectiveness and
legitimacy in contemporary societies. The ability of
governments to provide essential services efficiently and
equitably directly influences citizens' trust in public
institutions and their perception of governance. In
developing countries, particularly Nigeria, public service
delivery continues to face significant challenges despite
numerous administrative reforms aimed at improving
efficiency and responsiveness.

Over the years, public administration has
largely relied on traditional rational models of decision-
making, which assume that policymakers and public
officials possess adequate information and make

decisions objectively to maximize societal welfare.
According to Simon (1957), these assumptions often fail
to reflect the realities of administrative practice because
decision-makers operate under conditions of uncertainty,
limited information, and cognitive constraints.
Consequently, many public policies that appear rational
in theory produce suboptimal outcomes in practice.

Behavioral insights have emerged as an
important field of study that challenges conventional
assumptions about human behavior. Drawing from
behavioral economics, psychology, and cognitive
science, behavioral insights emphasize that individuals
do not always make rational decisions. Instead, their
choices are influenced by cognitive biases, heuristics,
emotions, social norms, and environmental contexts
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(Kahneman, 2011). This perspective has generated
significant interest among policymakers seeking to
design interventions that align more closely with actual
human behavior.

The growing application of behavioral insights
in public policy has transformed governance practices in
many countries. Governments increasingly use
behavioral interventions, commonly referred to as
nudges, to improve compliance, participation, and policy
outcomes without restricting individual freedom of
choice (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). The establishment of
behavioral insights units in countries such as the United
Kingdom, the United States, Australia, and Singapore
demonstrate the practical value of behavioral science in
public administration (Halpern, 2015).

In Nigeria, however, public administration
remains predominantly rooted in conventional
bureaucratic traditions that pay limited attention to
behavioral dimensions of governance. Administrative
reforms have largely focused on institutional
restructuring, procedural reforms, and capacity
development while overlooking the behavioral factors
influencing both administrators and citizens. As a result,
many governance challenges persist despite substantial
investments in reform initiatives.

The integration of behavioral insights into
governance offers opportunities for improving public
service delivery by addressing behavioral barriers that
undermine  policy implementation and citizen
engagement. Understanding how public officials process
information, respond to incentives, and interact with
institutional environments can contribute significantly to
more effective administrative decision-making.

This study therefore examines the role of
behavioral insights in enhancing public service delivery
in Nigeria. It explores how behavioral factors influence
administrative decision-making, assesses the challenges
of integrating behavioral approaches into governance
systems, and proposes strategies for strengthening public
service delivery through behavioral governance reforms.

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

The concept of behavioral insights emerged
from the growing recognition that traditional economic
and administrative theories often provide unrealistic
assumptions about human behavior. Classical theories
generally assume that individuals act rationally and make
decisions that maximize utility. However, empirical
evidence accumulated over several decades
demonstrates that human decision-making is frequently
influenced by psychological factors, cognitive
limitations, and social contexts (Kahneman, 2011).

Herbert Simon's concept of bounded rationality
laid the foundation for behavioral approaches by arguing
that decision-makers operate within limits imposed by

information availability, cognitive capacity, and time
constraints (Simon, 1957). Rather than optimizing
outcomes, individuals often settle for satisfactory
alternatives, a process Simon described as "satisficing."

Subsequent contributions by Kahneman and
Tversky (1979) further challenged traditional rational
choice assumptions through Prospect Theory, which
explains how individuals evaluate gains and losses
differently. Their work revealed that people tend to
exhibit loss aversion, risk avoidance, and susceptibility
to framing effects when making decisions.

Behavioral  insights  gained  additional
prominence through the work of Thaler and Sunstein
(2008), who introduced the concept of nudging. Nudge
Theory suggests that subtle modifications in choice
architecture can significantly influence behavior while
preserving individual freedom. Since then, governments
worldwide have increasingly applied behavioral
interventions to improve policy outcomes in areas such
as taxation, public health, environmental protection, and
service delivery.

Ajzen (1991) further demonstrated through the
Theory of Planned Behavior that human actions are
influenced by attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioral control. Similarly, Ariely (2008) argues that
irrational behavior often follows predictable patterns,
making it possible to design interventions that encourage
desirable actions. Empirical studies by Beshears et al.
(2008) and Allcott (2011) show that carefully designed
behavioral interventions can improve compliance and
participation in public programmes.

In developing countries, Banerjee and Duflo
(2011) demonstrate that policy failures often stem not
only from resource constraints but also from behavioral
barriers affecting both policymakers and beneficiaries.
Their findings suggest that understanding behavioral
dynamics is essential for effective governance and
development.

Nigeria's public administration system has
historically faced challenges including inefficiency,
corruption,  bureaucratic  rigidity, and  weak
accountability mechanisms. While structural reforms
have attempted to address these problems, many have
produced limited results. This suggests that governance
challenges may not be solely institutional but also
behavioral in nature. Consequently, there is growing
need to explore how behavioral insights can contribute to
improving public service delivery within the Nigerian
context.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Despite numerous administrative reforms
implemented over the years, public service delivery in
Nigeria continues to be characterized by inefficiency,
delays, poor responsiveness, and low citizen satisfaction.
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Existing reform initiatives have largely focused on
institutional restructuring, administrative procedures,
and organizational reforms. However, these efforts have
not adequately addressed the behavioral factors
influencing decision-making among public officials and
service users.

Research increasingly suggests that many
public policies fail not because they are poorly designed
but because they do not sufficiently account for how
people actually behave (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Public
officials frequently operate under conditions of bounded
rationality, relying on simplified judgments and
heuristics rather than comprehensive analysis. Similarly,
citizens often respond to public policies in ways that
differ from policymakers' expectations due to behavioral
biases, social influences, and cognitive limitations.

Behavioral barriers such as status quo bias, loss
aversion, cognitive overload, and resistance to change
continue to affect administrative effectiveness and policy
implementation. These factors contribute to persistent
governance challenges and undermine efforts aimed at
improving service delivery.

Although several administrative reforms have
been implemented in Nigeria, limited attention has been
devoted to understanding how behavioral insights can
improve administrative decision-making and governance
outcomes. Consequently, a significant knowledge gap
exists regarding the application of behavioral governance
approaches within Nigeria's public sector.

This study seeks to address this gap by
examining the role of behavioral insights in enhancing
public service delivery and identifying practical
strategies for integrating behavioral approaches into
administrative decision-making processes.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
The main objective of this study is to examine
the role of behavioral insights in enhancing public
service delivery in Nigeria through improved
administrative decision-making.
The specific objectives are to:
1. Examine the concept and theoretical foundations
of behavioral insights.
2. Analyze the nature and challenges of public
service delivery in Nigeria.
3. Assess the influence of behavioral factors on
administrative decision-making.
4. Identify the challenges associated with integrating
behavioral insights into public administration in
Nigeria.
5. Propose strategies for improving public service
delivery through behavioral governance approaches.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Concept of Behavioral Insights

Behavioral insights refer to the application of
findings from psychology, cognitive science, and

behavioral economics to understand how individuals
make decisions in real-world settings (Kahneman, 2011).
Unlike traditional economic theories that assume rational
actors, behavioral insights recognize that human
decisions are often influenced by biases, heuristics,
emotions, and social contexts.

Behavioral Decision-Making and Human Behaviour
Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior
emphasizes that human actions are shaped by attitudes,
subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control
(Ajzen, 1991). This implies that administrative and
citizen behavior in public service delivery is not purely
rational but socially and psychologically conditioned.

Ariely (2008) further demonstrates that
individuals behave in systematically irrational ways, yet
these behaviors are predictable. Such predictability
allows policymakers to design interventions that guide
behavior toward desired outcomes.

Empirical studies support this position.
Beshears et al. (2008) show that default options
significantly influence individual choices, while Allcott
(2011) demonstrates that social norm messaging can
improve compliance with public policies. Banerjee and
Duflo (2011) further argue that policy inefficiencies in
developing countries often stem from behavioral
constraints rather than purely structural deficiencies.

Public Service Delivery

Public service delivery refers to the provision of
essential services such as healthcare, education,
transportation, and administrative services by
government institutions. Effective service delivery is
central to governance performance and citizen
satisfaction (Olowu, 2010). In Nigeria, service delivery
is often constrained by inefficiency, corruption, and
bureaucratic delays.

Application of Behavioral Insights in Governance

Behavioral insights have been successfully
applied in various governance domains globally.
Governments have used nudges to improve tax
compliance, reduce energy consumption, and increase
public participation (OECD, 2017). These interventions
demonstrate that small changes in policy design can
produce significant behavioral changes without
coercion.

Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored on four complementary
theories: Bounded Rationality Theory, Prospect Theory,
Nudge Theory, and New Public Management (NPM).

Bounded Rationality Theory (Simon, 1957)
explains that decision-makers operate under cognitive
and informational constraints, leading to satisficing
rather than optimizing decisions.

| IOASD Journal of Business and Management Studies | Published by IOASD Publisher | India |

[ 137 |




Prospect Theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979)
explains how individuals evaluate risks asymmetrically,
with a tendency toward loss aversion, which affects
administrative resistance to reform.

Nudge Theory (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008)
suggests that subtle changes in choice architecture can
influence behavior positively while preserving freedom
of choice.

New Public Management Theory (Hood, 1991)
emphasizes efficiency, performance, and customer-
oriented governance, providing a structural complement
to behavioral approaches.

Together, these theories provide a
comprehensive framework for understanding how
behavioral and institutional factors interact to shape
public service delivery outcomes.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research Design

The study adopts a qualitative research design
based on conceptual and analytical review of existing
literature.

Sources of Data

Data were obtained from secondary sources,
including academic journals, textbooks, policy
documents, government reports, and publications from
international organizations such as the OECD and World
Bank.

Method of Data Analysis

The study employs qualitative content analysis.
This involves systematic identification of themes related
to behavioral governance, administrative decision-
making, and public service delivery. The analysis
focuses on synthesizing existing knowledge to generate
insights relevant to the Nigerian public sector.

Justification of Methodology

The qualitative approach is appropriate because
the study examines complex behavioral and institutional
phenomena that cannot be adequately captured through
quantitative measurement alone.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Nature of Public Service Delivery in Nigeria

Public service delivery in Nigeria is
characterized by inefficiency, delayed processes, and
weak responsiveness to citizen needs. Administrative
bottlenecks and rigid bureaucratic procedures continue to
hinder effective service provision (Olowu, 2010). These
challenges are compounded by behavioral factors such as
resistance to change and low accountability.

Behavioral Barriers to Effective Service Delivery
The analysis identifies several behavioral
barriers affecting public administration in Nigeria:

Status Quo Bias: Public officials often prefer existing
procedures even when they are inefficient, limiting
innovation and reform.

Cognitive Overload: Complex administrative systems
overwhelm both officials and citizens, leading to errors
and delays (Simon, 1957).

Loss Aversion: Public officials tend to avoid actions that
may result in perceived risks, thereby discouraging
innovation (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979).

Social Norms: Institutional culture strongly influences
behavior, often reinforcing inefficiency and resistance to
change.

Application of Behavioral Insights in Nigeria

Although still limited, some behavioral
approaches have been introduced in Nigeria through
public awareness campaigns, simplification of
administrative  procedures, and incentive-based
compliance strategies. However, these interventions
remain fragmented and lack systematic integration into
governance frameworks.

International Best Practices

Countries such as the United Kingdom and the
United States have institutionalized behavioral insights
through dedicated units that design and test policy
interventions  (Halpern, 2015). These practices
demonstrate the effectiveness of behavioral governance
in improving service delivery and policy compliance.

Implications for Administrative Decision-Making

The findings suggest that administrative
decision-making in Nigeria must shift from purely
structural reforms to include behavioral considerations.
Policies should be designed based on how individuals
actually behave rather than how they are assumed to
behave under rational models.

CONCLUSION

This study examined the role of behavioral
insights in enhancing public service delivery in Nigeria.
The findings reveal that inefficiencies in service delivery
are not only structural but also behavioral in nature.
Cognitive biases, institutional norms, and bounded
rationality  significantly influence administrative
decision-making and policy outcomes.

The study concludes that integrating behavioral
insights into public administration provides a more
realistic and effective approach to governance. However,
achieving this requires institutional reforms, capacity
development, and a shift toward evidence-based
policymaking.

Recommendations
The study recommends the following:
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1. Establishment of behavioral insights units within
key government ministries and agencies.

2. Training and capacity building for public servants
on behavioral science applications.

3. Simplification of administrative procedures to
reduce cognitive burden.

4. Use of nudges such as reminders, default options,
and social norm messaging in policy design.

5. Strengthening citizen-centered governance
approaches.

6. Institutionalization of monitoring and evaluation
of behavioral interventions.

7. Promotion of organizational culture change to
support innovation.

8. Integration of behavioral insights into national
development and public sector reform strategies.

9. Enhanced use of digital technologies to support
behavioral interventions.

10. Strengthening transparency and accountability
mechanisms.
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