
 

Overcoming Dangerous Defaults: 

Nudging Chicago Youth to Consider and Plan Safe Activities 

The Challenge 

Over one third of youth in Chicago had witnessed or heard violence or crimes in the places where 
they like to hang out1. More than one third of youth also believed that their neighborhood was either 
somewhat or very dangerous in the evenings or at night. We know that at-risk youth in Chicago have 
programs available to them that are designed to reduce those risks, and many of these programs are 
under-subscribed. There are also many other safe activities across the city– yet at-risk youth typically 
don’t attend these either. It is likely that there are many reasons for this: the programs might not 
match youths’ needs or desires, or youth may be deterred from attending by transportation hurdles. 
They may not even be aware of available options. It could also be that youth are abstractly aware that 
these programs exist, they might not come to mind when the youth are figuring out what to do in their 
free time.  

The end result is that youth often spend unstructured time in potentially dangerous activities, while 
many social programs stay under-attended, a challenge that can threaten their fiscal viability and very 
existence. What is the solution to these challenges? Should the City rethink its programming options 
or create monetary incentives? These solutions are very costly at scale, and unfortunately have not 
always been effective. What if instead the City leveraged the power of new technology and insights 
from behavioral economics towards nudging youth to both discover and select safer options, and to 
follow through with these new safer plans? 

We believe the underlying challenge could be one of coordination, awareness, force of habit and of 
the difficulty many people have in making plans. Those are issues that many of us, and at-risk urban 
youth as well, confront on a regular basis. If youth in these situations tend to spend their free time in 
unstructured, unsafe activities, there can be unfortunate, and sometimes even tragic, consequences. 
Unless nudged to do otherwise, many youth will default into what they usually do, which in the 
particular context of at-risk youth in Chicago might often be dangerous defaults. 

Harnessing Insights from Behavioral Economics to Help Youth Make Safe Choices 

To take an important step towards closing the gap between the challenges at-risk youth face and 
connecting them to the many safe, enriching programs and eventsthat Chicago has to offer, we 
propose a potentially powerful new tool to face the challenge of dangerous defaults—beginning in this 
city with Chicago reaching/pioneering an example for the many cities facing similar challenges to 
follow—with a strategy to present relevant information to youth in an accessible and compelling way, 
and thus transform their reliance on dangerous defaults into a greater awareness of and interest in the 
positive youth development programs offered by the City of Chicago.  

Our partner in this novel effort is ideas42, the world’s leading behavioral economics design lab and 
research center in New York City. Researchers at ideas42 have already tested the effectiveness of a 
similar tool to change defaults among youth in a high-crime area in Cape Town, South Africa. In this 
work, they drew on two insights from behavioral economics that people are: 

 Less likely to go with the status quo option when they are forced to make an active decision 

                                                        
1 Based on a survey of 1000 One Summer Chicago 2015 participants; youth surveyed are typically aged 16 to 21. 



 More likely to follow through on their intended actions when they make public commitments and 
plan ahead. 

The results of these efforts were very promising: youth who were simply asked to plan safe activities 
for these periods of time were less likely to be involved in, or exposed to, dangerous activities, and 
also felt safer.  

We think a similar strategy could also be very promising in Chicago, particularly because the City 
offers such a large array of activities from which to choose. If delivered to a large number of youth, 
this tool could also change social norms and trigger positive behavior from both individuals and 
groups of youth who are at risk of engaging in dangerous behaviors, or of becoming victims when 
others engage in dangerous activities. 

The Chicago Prototype: ChiPlan  

The University of Chicago Crime Lab, with its local city government partners, is designing a web-
based application of this tool targeted for Chicago youth. The app, called ChiPlan, lists options, most 
with a social component (e.g., concerts, sports events, etc.), that youth could engage in during 
evenings and over the weekend. Most of the activities that will be featured in the app are run by or in 
conjunction with city agencies (such as the Park District and the Public Libraries).  

In the prototype below, we exploit the capabilities and potential of smart phones and social media—
such as swiping, calendars, maps, liking, inviting and sharing with friends—to optimize user 
experience and enhance the likelihood that youth will be excited by, commit to, and actually attend 
activities. Future iterations will also include planning tools to help further increase take-up and 
attendance of social programs. 

The current prototype of the app looks like this: 

 

A Cost-Effective Approach for City Programming 

Not only are many free and affordable local events for youth under attended, but many Chicago youth 
diversion programs operate below—and sometimes far below—total capacity, creating additional 
costs for the City. The costs of creating a mobile application like ChiPlan are very low relative to the 
cost of social programs that are already being supported by City resources. The activity-planning tool 
could also be leveraged to improve cost-benefit ratios for social programs in Chicago, while increasing 
the number of youth who are benefitting from these programs. The ultimate goal of our work with this 
prototype would be a well-developed app that could be evaluated in a randomized controlled trial 
among at-risk youth. We believe the evidence generated by this work could ultimately benefit not only 
Chicago youth but also help policymakers in other cities to implement similarly cost-effective solutions 
to the problem of dangerous defaults among youth growing up in dangerous neighborhoods. 

An Opportunity to Support this Work 
To learn more about this work and opportunities to support it, please contact Roseanna Ander, 
Executive Director of the University of Chicago Crime Lab and the Education Lab, and Senior 
Director, Urban Labs at rander@uchicago.edu or at 773-702-9752. 
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