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How the big organisations  

use science  

to gain money and attention  

and  

you can too! 

 



 
 
 

Or… 

What we know about the brain  

and  

how to make use of it 

 





The neural tug of war 



 
 
 

Quiz time! 

 

What happened next? 

(and why?) 



A sign in a hotel room asked people to recycle 
their towels to save the environment and 35.1% 
did so. When the sign said that most guests at the 
hotel recycled their towels at least once during 
their stay, how many complied? 

When the sign said that most previous occupants 
of the room had reused towels at some point 
during their stay, how many recycled? 49% 

44% 

Why? 
Social Norms 



Norms 
We are strongly influenced by what 
others do 



A group of people was asked to think about 
football hooligans and another group asked to 
think about university professors for five minutes. 
They were then given Trivial Pursuit questions to 
answer. The first group got 42% correct, how 
many did the second group get right? 

55% 

Why? 
Priming 



Priming 
Our behaviour is often  influenced by  
sub-conscious 
 cues: 
• Words 
• Smells 
• Sounds 
• Sights 



Smokers trying to quit were given a savings 
account which they put money into for six 
months. If they passed a nicotine test the money 
was returned to them, otherwise their money was 
forfeited. When surprise tests were conducted 6 
months later those with the savings account were 
more likely to have stopped than those without it. 
But by how much? 30% 

Why? 

Commitment  



Commitment 
When we make a commitment 
(especially publicly) we are more likely
              to 
             stick 
        it 



In 2012 the government introduced automatic 
pension enrolment – initially for large companies. 
Results show that the number of people in 
company pensions schemes rose from 61% to 
what? 

83% 
(400,000 more people) 

Why? 
Defaults 



Defaults 
We like to ‘go with the flow’ of pre-set 
options 



Employees at Deutsche Bank were asked whether 
they would donate a day of their salary to charity. 
When personalised emails were sent from the 
CEO asking staff to contribute how did it affect the 
response rate? 

+300% 

Why? 
Messenger 



Messenger 
Who is communicating matters as much 
as what they are saying.  



When adverts for a loan included a picture of an 
attractive, smiling woman, people were more 
willing to pay more for the same loan. How much 
more were they willing to pay for the loan?  

25% 

Why? 
Affect 



Affect 
Emotional associations can shape our 
actions 



Residents of a Swiss town were asked if they 
would agree to a nuclear waste facility being built 
nearby and 50% of them agreed. When the same 
question was asked, but residents were told they 
would receive financial compensation, how many 
of them agreed to the waste facility? 

25%  

Why? 

Incentive 



Incentives 
We respond to incentives – both 
extrinsic and intrinsic (but they don’t 
always mix well) 



 
 
 
  

Using Behavioural Insights 



Messenger  
Incentives  
Norms  
Defaults  
Salience  
Priming  
Affect  
Commitments  
Ego  



Putting it into practice:  
 

Nudging residents to increase 
Council Tax collection 



Trial design 

• Do small changes to Council Tax bills affect 
whether people pay or not? 

 

• Three treatments tested:- 

Simplification - to encourage compliance. 
Design based on ‘eye-tracking’ research   

Social norm – people strongly influenced by 
what those around them are doing  

Combined – both simplification and social 
norm in one treatment 



Simplification - eye-tracking research  

 



Running the experiment  
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Results 

• Simplifying Council Tax bills significantly 
increased the proportion of people paying by 4 
percentage points 

• Social Norm did not affect payment levels 
although there was variation among council 
tax band 

• The change was equivalent to over £1m of 
additional revenue being collected plus a 
significant reduction in debt recovery costs 

 



 
 
 
  

Any questions?  
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