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This article is the first of a six-part series describing
inexpensive, simple solutions to some of society’s most
seemingly intractable problems. These solutions don’t
involve billion-dollar investments or comprehensive tax
reform. Instead, they’re based on behavioral insights
that seek to explain the way we make decisions, whether
consciously or unconsciously.

If these strategies don’t sound too useful, think again.
The UK equivalent of the IRS, Her Majesty’s Revenue and
Customs experimented with the phrasing and design of
letters to encourage tax debtors to pay the taxes they
owed. They developed different texts and formats and
sent each to a random sample of 140,000 debtors and
compared the results to the original letter format.

Tight budgets mean times are changing for agencies. A
recent memorandum from the White House,1 calls on
agencies to deploy two new and interesting strategies to
improve program performance and reduce costs. It urges
agencies to use “rapid, iterative experimentation” and
apply behavioral insights.

They found that letters which included text such as
“9 out of 10 people in Exeter pay their taxes on time”
outperformed the control group letters by around 15
percentage points5 (83% from 68%). Though simple, the
sentence works because people don’t want to be in a
minority that does not pay taxes on time.

Behavioral insights are lessons from
the study of how people think and
make decisions.
Behavioral insights are lessons from the study of how
people think and make decisions. For example, people
don’t like being too different to the norm.2 Similarly, if they
are given a default choice, they often stick with it.3 Also,
real time feedback can help people adjust their choices for
the better.4

They estimated that if the most successful letters were
sent to all customers, and the tax collector resource freed
up were used to bring in other uncollected tax debts, it
would generate $45 million of extra revenue annually —
as well as advancing over $240 million of cash flow by
approximately six weeks each year.
The U.S. Treasury Department also has similar plans. They
will be experimenting with the text and format of letters to
individuals with delinquent debt. In their study they will use
behavioral insights in order to design the alternate letter
and test the effectiveness of the new letter against an
older version using a randomized control trial.
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Behavioral insights can also bring real improvements to
program beyond letters and communications. Some other
examples include:
• Massachusetts General Hospital increased the
consumption of water in their cafeteria by 25% by
making the placement of the water more prominent
and earlier in a diner’s choice. Structuring the choices
available to customers and playing to the fact that most
opt for the easiest option encouraged this shift towards
healthier choices.6

The City of Garden Grove, a
Californian town, installed electronic
signs that reduced speeding by 14%.
• The City of Garden Grove, a Californian town, installed
electronic signs that reduced speeding by 14%. The
signs showed the legal limit next to the drivers’ speed,
allowing them to react in the moment to the feedback
and self-police.7

In this series of six articles, we explore the potential
of behavioral insights — how they can be used by
government agencies to further objectives around more
responsible financial behavior, environmental protection,
transportation safety and improved health. These are not
the only possible applications — but we hope that by
reading about these, you are inspired to think about how
the techniques can be deployed in your agency.
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• Opower is a company that is helping reduce domestic
energy use by 2–4%. Though this sounds small, in
the scope of America’s massive energy consumption
it can add up to savings of millions of kilowatt hours.
They analyze individual energy consumption data and
present it in a way that allows consumers to see how
their own use compares to others and recognizes
energy efficient behavior, taking advantage of our
desire to be part of the norm and rewarded.8
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