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Traditional economics model of  
decision making 

 In order to decide whether 
• to get vaccinated 
• to comply with a regulation 
• to stay in school 

    we conduct a cost-benefits analysis 
 
 

 Assumes we have  
• awareness & memory of information  
• ability & motivation to process information 
• consistent preferences overtime 
• no problems with self-control 
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Behavioural Economics in 3 Points 

1. Procrastination often prevents people from achieving their goals 
 

2. Habit can prevent people from adapting to changing circumstances 
 

3. Context surrounding a decision can influence the choices people 
make 

 
 

First Law of Motion 
Every object in a state 
of motion tends to 
remain in that state of 
motion unless an 
external force is applied 
to it. 
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 Application of social sciences to improve public policy outcomes 

 Based on the recognition that information and motivation are often 
not enough  

• Who doesn’t want to be healthier and save more? 
 Small changes to choice context can help improve decision-making 

without constraining choice 

What are Behavioural Insights? 

Percent of Employees Enrolled in Matched 
Retirement Savings Programs 
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Growing Global Adoption 

Behavioural Insights Unit 

Global Insights Initiative 
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Why is Ontario’s Government applying 
Behavioural Science Insights?  

Better 
Understanding 
of how people engage  
with public services and 
what they perceive as 
barriers 

Identify 
Improvements  
that when applied may 
produce significant benefits 

Rigorous Evaluation 
through randomized controlled 
trials (RCTs), producing 
evidence that can be 
transparently communicated 

Improved Outcomes 
by a modern government that 
invests in effective and efficient 
services 

Harnessing Knowledge 
in the behavioural sciences from 
Ontario’s world-class universities 
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Behavioural Insights Unit 

We work with ministries and agencies to design more 
effective and efficient public services by incorporating our 
best understandings of how people use those services 

Educate 
 

building capacity of the 
OPS to apply new 
behavioural 
perspectives and 
raising awareness of 
opportunities to apply 
behavioural science 
methodologies 
 

Design & Evaluate 
 

designing service touch 
points in light of existing 
behavioural science 
knowledge and evaluating 
using randomized 
controlled trials to 
generate new, Ontario 
specific knowledge 

Expert Advice 
 

providing program 
specific insight from the 
behavioural sciences 
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2014 Service Ontario Pilot: 
Vehicle Renewal Notification Letter 
Intervention 
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ServiceOntario Context 
ServiceOntario 2.0 Strategy 
Alignment 
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“…identify the reasons people opt for 
in-person service rather than use the 
Internet, and examine possible 
changes it could make…to promote 
greater use of online transactions”  

Provincial Auditor’s recommendation 



Eservice 
Adoption 

 

 
87% of Ontarians shop online 
84% of Ontarians report 
interest in government 
eservices 
 
Yet four years after 
development only 

10% 
licence plate stickers were 
renewed online. 
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Licence Plate 
Sticker 

Renewal Form 
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Vehicle owners 
are mailed this 
renewal form 
90 days prior to 
their stickers’ 
expiry date. 
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Standard (control) Envelope 
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Standard (control) Messaging 
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Intervention 1: 
Change to Envelope 

• This new envelope was used in all three interventions 
• Blue highlighting draws visual attention to message 
• Short, simple description of benefits to renewing online 
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Intervention 2: 
Benefits of Renewing Online 

• Benefits to client of renewing online in simple language 
• Coloured font to draw visual attention 
• Used the same envelope as in Intervention 1 
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Intervention 3: Negative Consequences 
of not Renewing Online 

• Specific negative consequences of not renewing online – lost time 
• Coloured font to draw visual attention 
• Used the same envelope as in Intervention 1 



• 626,212 vehicle owners were mailed notification materials during this pilot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Analyses were conducted by the Behavioural Insights Unit and Behavioural 
Economics in Action Research Cluster at Rotman (BEAR) 
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Timing and Measurement 

Week  Dates Notification 
1 30 Dec. – 03 Jan. Control 
2 06 Jan. – 10 Jan. Intervention 1 
3 13 Jan. – 17 Jan. Intervention 2 
4 20 Jan. – 24 Jan. Intervention 3 
5 27 Jan. – 31 Jan. Control 
6 03 Feb. – 07 Feb. Intervention 1 
7 10 Feb. – 14 Feb. Intervention 2 
8 17 Feb. – 21 Feb. Intervention 3 
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• Compared to the standard notice, all three intervention conditions 
significantly increased online renewals. 

• In total, the pilot resulted in 13,057 more online licence plate sticker 
renewals. 

• Intervention 2 was the most successful and increased online renewals 
from 10.3%, (owners who received the standard notice), to 14.6%. 

• Interventions 2 and 3 also significantly increased the number of validation 
stickers being renewed on time, compared to the standard notice. 

Results 



Stickers Renewed Online by Condition (%) 
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Stickers Renewed (all channels) Past 
Renewal Date by Condition (%) 
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Results 
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2015 IMPLEMENTATION 
Rolling out Success 
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Monthly Percent of License Plate Stickers 
Renewed Online  

2013-2014
2014-2015 pre-Implementation
2015 post-Implementation 

 
After Implementation of new notice in Feb 2015, online uptake has 
increased. The same pattern is not observed in online driver’s licence 
renewals, suggesting temporal effects are unlikely to be the cause of 
increased uptake. 
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HOW WE WORK 
Understand Design Evaluate 
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Behavioural Diagnosis and 
Design Approach   

adapted from ideas42 

Remove 
assumptions 
to arrive at 
the individual 
behavioural 
problem 

Study the 
context & 
identify key 
bottlenecks 

Create 
multiple 
approaches 
and refine  

Use RCTs 
(preferred) or 
other 
experimentation 
to determine 
effectiveness & 
feasibility  

Define Diagnose Design Test 



More Information 
Cynthia Abel 
Manager, Behavioural Insights Unit 
Treasury Board Secretariat 
416-325-5405 
Cynthia.Abel@ontario.ca 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Julian House 
Research Scientist 
Treasury Board Secretariat 
416.326.2562 
Julian.House@ontario.ca 

People 

Resources 
A Practitioner’s Guide to Nudging http://www.rotman.utoronto.ca/-/media/Images/Programs-and-
Areas/behavioural economics/GuidetoNudging-Rotman-Mar2013.pdf 
  
EAST: Four simple ways to apply behavioural insights http://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/BIT-Publication-EAST_FA_WEB.pdf  
 
Test, Learn, Adapt: Developing Public Policy with Randomised Controlled Trials 
http://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/sites/default/files/TLA-1906126.pdf 
   
Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein (2008). Nudge: Improving Decisions about 
Health, Wealth, and Happiness. 
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Steve Burnett 
Director, Partnerships & Business 
Development 
Service Ontario 
416-325-8783 
Steve.Burnett@ontario.ca 
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