Behavioral Insights Pilot Program
Apply low cost program evaluation to find out what w orks

INTRODUCTION
The City Budget Office, in partnership with the Behavioral Insights Team and with support from the
Bureau of Planning and Sustainability, has engaged City staff and residents alike in multiple low-cost
evaluations designed to improve the way the City does business. Evaluations consisted of small
modifications to existing programs and services, informed by what is known about how people actually
make decisions, and then rigorously tested against the status quo to compare outcomes. Governments
around the world have shown that when we design for people’s busy lives, and use proven methods of
encouraging behavior – beyond financial incentives and penalties – we can increase participation,
effectiveness and efficiency of government services.
Over the course of our engagement with What Works Cities and the Behavioral Insights team, Portland
launched ten randomized controlled trials to test behaviorally-informed modifications to City programs
and communications. These efforts have proven successful, with interesting results discussed in greater
detail below, but the most important aspect of this engagement was building a community of City staff
that are interested in re-designing government services for real people.

BACKGROUND – WHAT IS BEHAVIORAL INSIGHTS?
Behavioral insights (i.e. behavioral economics, or “nudging”) is a form of low cost evaluation for policy
problems that have a behavioral component. It draws on knowledge from the behavioral sciences
(psychology, economics, neuroscience) about how people think, behave and make decisions under
different conditions, and uses them to improve the design and delivery of programs and services (Thaler
& Sunstein, 2008).
Behavioral Insights Strengthens Other Tools for Making Policy and Programs Better
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Government often designs policies and programs without a realistic view of how people behave, but a
growing body of research indicates that people are not purely rational actors, and taking a more realistic
view of how people actually behave can help improve government services.
Behavioral Insights recognizes that every encounter a citizen has with government – whether to access
information, participate in a program, pay taxes, or comply with a regulation – involves a decision or a
behavior. The aim of this discipline is to understand, predict and shift behavior and decision-making in
alignment with government policy and ultimately achieve better outcomes for residents, the economy
and society.
The behavioral economics perspective – informed by decades of scientific research – tells us that
humans are actually best characterized by fallible judgment and malleable preferences. They often make
mistakes calculating risks, can be impulsive, and are influenced by their peers and social pressures.
These human tendencies explain why people have a hard time paying their taxes on time, driving
without texting, or saving for retirement.
Behavioral economics, or the broader term ‘behavioral insights,’ seeks to understand those behavioral
drivers and find solutions that make it easier for residents to access programs and services that benefit
them and increase the likelihood that they will comply with legislation, regulations and policies.
Testing what works, and whether there are better ways to achieve intended outcomes, is the only way
to ensure government programs are providing the best value for the public. Rigorous evaluation and
testing provides the data link between service offerings and intended outcomes, providing actionable
information to decision-makers on the efficacy of government services.

BEHAVIORAL INSIGHTS IN THE CITY OF PORTLAND
As part of the What Works Cities initiative, the City Budget Office led a nine-month partnership with the
Behavioral Insights Team to identify and launch low-cost program evaluations. These low-cost
evaluations were designed to test an intervention against the status quo in program delivery or
communication. This robust partnership led to the launch of ten individual randomized control trials
across bureaus; most other cities participating in the WWC initiative performed only 2-3 trials.
The engagement began with a training workshop, led by experts from the Behavioral Insights Team, with
over 40 participants across 19 different bureaus. Staff learned how to breakdown programs and services
into different behavioral steps, as well as how simple tweaks and design changes can influence the
behavioral choices of residents who engage with City programs and services. Participants learned how
to use the EAST (Easy, Attractive, Social, and Timely) framework to rethink programs and services
through a behavioral lens:
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Participants also learned how to set up simple randomized controlled trials to evaluate the impact of
their efforts. Staff were able to perform simple A/B testing with light touch support from BIT, but the
support of statisticians from BIT was critical for the more complex trials. In randomized controlled trials,
the sample population is randomly assigned to receive either the status quo (control) or modified
program or communication (intervention). This enables staff to know whether the modification to a
given program was more effective than the status quo, and by how much, allowing for evidence-based
cost-benefit analyses.
Designing a randomized control trial:
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The majority of participants indicated that the training was highly valuable, and multiple bureaus
requested additional support from staff and the Behavioral Insights Team to further develop their ideas
for improvements.

CITY OF PORTLAND BEHAVIORAL INSIGHTS TRIALS
Portland launched ten randomized control trials over the past year, with assistance from the Behavioral
Insights Team. Each was designed to improve an aspect of an existing program, communication, or
service. In each case staff identified an area for improvement, scoped a trial to determine what type of
behaviorally informed modification might be most effective in achieving the intended outcome, and
then designed a randomized control trial to evaluate the impacts of the modification relative to the
status quo.

Identify

Vet

Scope

Design

Launch

Evaluate

Several of the trials had exciting results that will inform programmatic designs going forward, while
others are still pending or had inconclusive results. Even where results were inconclusive, City staff
learned the skills to continue to apply behavioral insights and rigorous evaluation going forward.
Portland Bureau of Emergency Management Disaster Planning Messaging Trial
This trial tested thousands of email messages sent to City staff to determine what type of messaging was
most effective in encouraging employees to make personal plans for a large-scale disaster. As part of the
trial, City staff redesigned a federal disaster planning checklist, created three different messages aimed
at encouraging staff to download the checklist, and tested which message resulted in more downloads
of the checklist. The most successful message – achieving 24% more downloads – highlighted that
residents of Portland will rely on City staff in the event of a disaster.
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Original Checklist

Redesigned checklist

Portland Police Bureau Recruitment Messaging Trial
Police departments here and around the country have tended to use messages about community and
the challenge of the job to recruit new officers. But the Behavioral Insights Team has found that
messages about career opportunities, salary and benefits have been the most successful at attracting
new officers, especially candidates of color and women. The Portland trial, building on other cities’
work, tested the effectiveness of four different recruitment messages in attracting diverse police officer
applicants. The initial hypothesis was that the “Your neighborhood, Your Police” slogan, designed to
highlight the community building aspects of policing, would be the most effective. However, the
evaluation results indicated that, similar to other jurisdictions, the message emphasizing the
competitive salary and benefits of a career in law enforcement was 4.5 times more effective in getting
someone to apply or take the police exam than the control group
Recruitment postcard:
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PBOT + BIKETOWN Sign-up Trial
PBOT and BIKETOWN teamed up to perform a low-cost program evaluation designed to encourage more
people to try BIKETOWN. Thousands of postcards with a BIKETOWN discount were sent to two groups:
residents who had recently moved, and residents who had a new bike station recently installed in their
neighborhood. The evaluation results showed that people who had recently moved were more than
four times as likely to respond to the postcard and try BIKETOWN. Catching people at the moment
their normal habits have been disrupted is an ideal time to get them to try something new. When
people move to a new place they have to find a new commute route, and are more open to trying
different options.
BIKETOWN postcard:
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Summary of other Behavioral Insights trials:
BOEC: Reduce 911 call-center staff burnout. This trial was part of a larger cohort that included multiple
jurisdictions across the country. The trial tested a series of emails designed to boost employee morale
and sense of community. Across the entire cohort, the treatment helped lower burnout levels among
survey respondents. Among people who filled out our surveys, call takers and dispatchers who received
our emails had burnout scores 9.65 points lower on average than call takers and dispatchers who did
not. The score is based on a commonly used survey called the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory.
Additional analysis is still pending.
PBEM: Increase participation in Neighborhood Emergency Team (NET) program. Tested different email
and text messages. Results were inconclusive, but PBEM staff learned new techniques for
communicating with volunteers.
BDS: Testing enforcement letters to improve compliance rates with city code. This trial tested four
simplified code enforcement notification letters. The evaluation found no statistically significant change
in overall compliance rates, but exploratory analysis found that the behaviorally-informed letter
increased the case closure rate for zoning violations by more than ten percentage points.
PBOT: Encourage use of public transit options in areas with limited parking. This trial tested four email
messages offering different types of free passes. PBOT staff identified clear preference for incentive
packages and gained insight for future messaging.
Multnomah County Elections (cross-jurisdiction partnership): Increase sign-ups for Track Your Ballot.
Tested three messages via Facebook ads, and simplified the process by eliminating steps in the sign-up
process. Analysis showed that by reducing the sign-up process by eliminating just one click, 42% more
people signed up for the service.
Portland Police Bureau False Alarms: This ongoing trial involved a redesign of warning letters that are
sent when a resident or business has a false alarm that elicits an unnecessary police response. The
modified letter simplified language, clarified the call to action, and included tips on how to avoid false
alarms in the future. Results are still pending, but initial anecdotal evidence indicates that the modified
letters are easier for recipients to understand. In one case, a resident called the Police Bureau to
apologize for using police time, and in another they called to compliment the new letter.
Revenue Division: This trial, which is still in development, will test whether simplified language and
clearer action steps in a letter sent to Business License Tax non-filers can decrease the amount of time it
takes Revenue Division staff to resolve outstanding accounts.

BENEFITS OF BEHAVIORAL INSIGHTS WORK
Other benefits of the engagement with the Behavioural Insights Team included the skill development of
a core group of City staff that are interested and dedicated to this work, as well as the advancement of
research into best practices in applying Behavioral Insights to local governments more generally.
Portland’s project with BIKETOWN was featured in a publication by the Behavioral Insights Team, 8
Things Cities Can Do Today to Generate Evidence and Outcomes.
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