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Brief Overview of Behavioural Nudges

•Background on Behavioural Insights:

•Partnership with City of CTty of Cape Town)

Design

•Randomized Control Trials

•Research Findings

Research Findings

• Immediate Impacts

• Long-term impact & comparison to tariff hikes

Strategic Directions

•Water savings Maps

•Incentivized Uptake of Apps

•Rolling out DropDrop App to E-billers
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PROJECT BACKGROUND: From traditional Demand 

Side Management to Behavioural Economics

Price-based approaches (tariff, tax)1

Structural approaches 

(water restrictions, load shedding)
2

Information/education campaigns3

Non-price based behavioural interventions 
•Inexpensive
•Scalable

•Don’t feel punitive (income spectrum)

Traditional strategies to promote water/electricity conservation:



• Some of the simplifying assumptions of economic theory are not 

always correct:

– People do not always act in their long-term self-interest

– People do not always weigh up costs and benefits before 

making a decision

– People do not have unlimited attention or endless information

• Behavioural Economics combines insights from cognitive and 

social psychology and economic theory to take true human 

decision-making into account.
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PROJECT BACKGROUND: What is Behavioural

Economics?



Behavioural Insights:
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Salience

Social Norms

Social Recognition



• EPRU Project: Funding obtained 

via NRF-NORWAY Bilateral 

agreement; WRC, Environment 

for Development Initiative

• 3.5 year process of forming 

relationships; getting agreements 

in place; accessing data and 

rolling out the study

• Confidentiality Agreement with 

Utilities Directorate related to 

data access

• Partnership Agreement with 

Water Demand Management 

Department 6

City Of Cape Town PARTNERSHIP



RANDOMISED CONTROL TRIALS 



• City-wide Randomised Control Trial with a sample of over 

400 000 households (BIG DATA)

• Nine different behavioural messages were sent out to 

households over a six-month period

• Households in the control group did not receive a message

• Messages were randomly allocated to households
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STUDY DESIGN: Overview



B#1 Tips

B#2 Tariff graph 

B#3 Financial gain

B#4 Financial loss

B#6 Intrinsic motivation

B#7 Compulsory social recognition

B#8 Opt-out social recognition

B#9 Public good

MESSAGES

BEHAVIOURAL MESSAGES 

Social comparisonB#5



TIPS
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TARIFF 

GRAPH
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FINANCIAL GAIN 
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FINANCIAL LOSS
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SOCIAL 

NORMS 
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INTRINSIC MOTIVATION
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SOCIAL RECOGNITION 
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PUBLIC GOOD 



• Sent to individual 

households via billing 

inserts
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BEHAVIOURAL

MESSAGES 



Printing Process
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Printing Process
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Checking Inserts/ Quality Control
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RESEARCH FINDINGS: Behavioural billing inserts 

significantly decrease residential water consumption

• Immediate impact on consumption during roll-out

– Inserts result in average saving of 2-3.5%

compared to control group

– Inserts cost less than 1c per household

– Range of nudges, such as financial, social norms, 

intrinsic and public goods motivation, were 

effective in changing behaviour across the 

middle and high-income households spectrum

• Social recognition particularly successful in 

motivating high income households (8-9% 

reduction) compared to control group
22



TARIFF CHANGE vs BEHAVIOURAL NUDGES: Long 

term comparison between impacts of interventions
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During nudge : 
4.5-6% 

reduction

2 month check : 
3% reduction

7 month 
check : 3% 
reduction

9 month check : 
3% reduction

Long term 
impact:  
consistent 3 % 
reduction

Long term 
impact: 
diminishing 
1.5% reduction

Behavioural Nudges

Tariff Increases

2 month check : 
2.5% reduction

7 month check : 
1.5% reduction

9 month check : 
1.5% reduction 

Dec-May 
Nudges Sent

Jan Tariff +

July Tariff +

Dec Tariff +



PROJECT OPTIONS

Behaviour
Change

1. Water 
Savers Map

2. Smart 
Water 
Meters

3. Mobile 
Application
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Map website of households that are using less than 

recommended water amount per month

OPTION 1: WATER SAVERS MAP



OPTION 2: INCENTIVIZE TAKE-UP OF SMART WATER METERS 

(Residential)

Run a limited promotion to subsidise Smart Water Meters for 

high water consumers
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OPTION 3: MOBILE APPLICATION

Promote use of Drop Drop amongst e-billers
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Thank You!

Email: Martine.Visser@uct.ac.za

28


