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Summary This cover report introduces the final reports of the two randomised 
controlled trials approved by CAB at their meeting of July 2016. The 
trials were conducted in Croydon and covered: 

• Improving recycling rates; and 
• Recovery of housing benefit overpayment.  

Both trials were successful in changing behaviours and will leave a 
lasting legacy at the London Borough of Croydon. The Capital 
Ambition team will work with the BI team to disseminate the results 
such that other local authorities can benefit from this work.  

 

 

Recommendations It is recommended that Board members: 

a) Receive the presentation from the BI team.  

b) Note the results of the trials. 

c) Agree to dissemination of the results via the Capital Ambition 
team, through established professional networks. 
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APPLYING BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS – RESULTS OF TRIALS – COVER REPORT  
 
Background  
 
1. At the Febrary 2016 CAB meeting following a presentation by the Behavioural 

Insights Team (BIT), CAB agreed to fund two randomised controlled trials, with 

focusses on:  

a) Improving recycling rates; and  

b) Recovery of housing benefit overpayment. 

The London Borough of Croydon took the lead and provided the support to conduct 

the trials.  

2. These two trials were costed at a total of £100,000. As noted in the Director’s report 

not all of the grant has been drawn down as yet – but it is anticipated the full extent of 

the grant will be utilised.  

 

Highlights from the trials  
 
3. Both trials were successful, demonstrating that the interventions used by BIT had a 

positive impact on the behaviours targeted. 

4. To increase the repayments rates of housing benefit overpayments BIT altered the 

letters sent to debtors by Croydon to focus on social norms and the specific actions 

the debtor should take. For example debtors with smaller overpayments were told 

“Most people (70%) with a debt like yours choose to pay it off in one go.”. The 

behavioural letters increased the proportion of debtors who repaid their housing 

benefit overpayments within 45 days by 14% compared to the standard letters. The 

behavioural letters also increased the amount repaid per letter sent by 25%. BIT 

estimate this could bring forward £212,000 per year along with £4,500 less spent on 

debt recovery. 

5. The trial on improving recycling rates focused on sending letters to households which 

failed to put out their recycling. This trial was complicated by the need for Croydon’s 

partner, Veolia, to collect live data, however it did have have a moderate positive 

impact. Households that did not put out recycling and received letters were 6% less 

likely to fail to recycle in the following month. Two types of letter were used, one 

focused on addressing motivation to recycle, and the other on reducing informational 

barriers to recycling. The two interventions had similar effects, with no discernible 

difference by geography or deprivation level.  

 

 

 
 



Dissemination of the results 
 

6. The results of the trials suggest behavioural interventions could be a low cost method 

to have an impact on housing benefit overpayments and recycling rates. Croydon 

Council has agreed to support the dissemination of the knowledge and experience 

gained from these trials. BIT has recommended the extension of these interventions, 

particularly on housing benefit overpayments, and has also agreed to support 

dissemination of knowledge. 
7. Local Authorities are likely to be interested in adopting these interventions. The 

Government recycling target of 50% means Local Authorities could be subject to 

fines in the future. Similarly, bringing forward housing benefit repayments while 

reducing related costs, is a significant positive outcome. 
8. The Capital Ambition team will bring together Croydon and BIT with interested 

stakeholders, utilising existing contacts and professional networks, particularly the 

London Environment Directors and Revenues and Benefit Managers to share the 

fidnigns. In addition the Capital Ambition team will use web and social media 

channels to share the learning across a broader range of stakeholders. 
 

Financial Implications for London Councils 
 
9. The Director of Corporate Resources reports that Croydon Council was awarded a 

grant to fund the two trials, to a maximum of £100,000. To date £47,737 has been 

drawn down, with a further £52,263 available.The extent to which this has been 

drawn down is covered in item 4 – Director’s Report.   
 

Legal Implications for London Councils 
 
10. There are no direct legal implications for London Councils as a result of this report. 
 
Equalities implications for London Councils 
11. There are no direct equalities implications for London Councils as a result of this 

report. 
 

Recommendations 

12. It is recommended that Board members: 

a) Receive the presentation from the BI team.  

b) Note the results of the trials, including 

 
 



c) Agree to dissemination of the results via the Capital Ambition team, through 

established professional networks. 
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Executive	summary	

Overpayment	of	Housing	Benefit	 is	a	considerable	cost	for	 local	authorities	and	

there	is	currently	over	£2	billion	of	outstanding	debt	which	is	increasing	each	year.1	

London	Councils	commissioned	The	Behavioural	Insights	Team	(BIT)	to	work	with	

Croydon	Council	on	a	project	to	increase	the	repayment	rates	of	Housing	Benefit	

Overpayments.	Between	December	 2016	 and	 August	 2017,	we	 sent	 behavioural	

letters	 to	 customers	 to	whom	Housing	 Benefit	 has	 been	 overpaid	who	 had	 an	

income.	The	primary	aim	was	to	increase	the	proportion	of	debtors	who	agree	to	

repay	their	Housing	Benefit	Overpayment	(HBOP)	and	the	amount	of	repaid.	We	ran	

a	randomised	controlled	trial	to	test	the	effectiveness	of	the	behavioural	letters.	

Debtors	were	randomly	assigned	to	receive	one	of	two	letter	cycles:		

v Standard	cycle	(Control)	-	The	letter	cycle	currently	sent	out	by	Croydon	Council,	
consisting	of:	the	first	notification	letter,	the	first	reminder	(15	days	later)	and	the	

final	reminder	(a	further	15	days	later).	

❖ Behavioural	 cycle	 (Treatment)	 -	 a	 new	 letter	 cycle	which	we	 simplified,	
personalised	 and	made	more	 action	 focused.	We	 used	 social	 norm	 and	

active	choice	 (made	salient	by	a	 flow	diagram)	messaging	 to	 increase	 the	

HBOP	 repayment.	The	group	of	debtors	was	divided	 into	different	cycles	

based	on	whether	the	debt	was	above	or	below	£300:		

➢ ‘Low’	debt	cycle	-	debtors	with	overpayment	below	£300	received	
following	 information:	 “Most	 people	 (70%)	 with	 a	 debt	 like	 yours	

choose	to	pay	it	off	in	one	go.”			

➢ ‘High’	debt	cycle	-	debtors	with	overpayment	above	£300	received	
following	 information:	 “Most	 people	 (80%)	 with	 a	 debt	 like	 yours	

choose	to	pay	by	monthly	instalments	as	part	of	a	Payment	Plan.”	
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Results		

We	 analysed	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 behaviourally-informed	 letters	 on	 our	 two	 key	

outcomes:	

❖ The	behavioural	letters	increased	the	proportion	of	debtors	
who	repay	their	HBOP	within	45	days	by	14%	compared	to	
the	 standard	 (control)	 letters.	This	 result	was	driven	by	a	
strong,	 statistically	 significant	 effect	with	 customers	who	
were	‘previously	advised’2	where	the	repayment	 increased	
by	42%	compared	to	the	control	group.		

	

❖ The	behavioural	 letters	also	 increased	 the	amount	 repaid	
per	invoice	sent	by	25%.	At	the	average	amount	repaid	this	
equates	 to	a	£90	difference	 (£360	 in	control	and	£450	 in	
treatment).	 It	 should	 be	 noted	 that	 the	 increase	 in	 the	
repayment	 rate	 across	 all	 customers	 and	 in	 the	 amount	
repaid	per	invoice	is	significant	at	the	10%	level	rather	than	
the	conventional	5%	level.	

	

❖ We	estimate	 that	 the	behavioural	 letters	brought	 forward	

additional	£56,000	during	the	trial	period	(8	months).	This	
could	bring	forward	an	estimated	£212,000	per	year	along	
with	£4,500	less	spent	on	debt	recovery.		

	

The	social	norm	in	the	behavioural	letters	also	influenced	how	customers	repaid,	

nudging	them	towards	the	default	repayment	method	most	common	for	their	debt	

size:	those	with	a	low	debt	were	28%	more	likely	to	repay	in	one	go	(but	not	less	

likely	to	repay	via	payment	plan),	while	those	with	a	high	debt	were	18%	more	likely	

to	pay	via	a	payment	plan	(but	not	less	likely	to	repay	via	a	lump	sum).	These	changes	

were	statistically	significant	at	the	5%	level.		

In	sum,	we	found	a	positive	and	promising	impact	of	the	behavioural	letters.		Given	

the	consistent	positive	direction	of	 the	effects	on	both	 the	size	and	method	of	

repayment	across	different	customer	groups	and	debt	levels,	we	are	confident	that	
these	results	are	robust	despite	the	fact	that	the	results	were	only	significant	at	

the	10%	level	rather	than	at	the	conventional	5%	level.		
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Therefore,	we	recommend:		

❖ Croydon	Council	Croydon	extends	 the	behavioural	 letters	 to	other	HBOP	

customer	groups	(such	as	‘recoverable	from	landlords’).		

❖ All	Councils	 in	 London	 explore	 the	 application	of	 the	 successful	 insights	

from	this	trial	to	their	HBOP	and	other	payment	collection	letters,	with	BIT’s	

assistance	if	needed.		

	

In	this	trial	we	implemented	a	number	of	insights	we	have	tested	in	previous	work.	

For	example,	we	simplified	the	 letters	and	made	the	next	step	 in	debt	recovery	

process	salient.	We	also	tested	more	novel	approaches	and	these	are	detailed	in	
the	table	below.	

New	insights	gained	from	the	HBOP	trial	
	

➔ Target	customer	groups	by	debt	size		
One-size-fits-all	 letters	with	many	 repayment	options	 can	 feel	unadapted	
and	can	lead	to	customers	disengaging.			
Solution:	People	with	low	debts	can	be	persuaded	to	repay	in	one	go.	Those	
with	high	debts	should	be	automatically	offered	a	Payment	Plan.	
	
➔ Anchor	customers	with	high	total	debt	on	a	lower	figure		
Customers	 may	 be	 discouraged	 from	 repayment	 when	 they	 face	 the	
exuberant	total	amount.		
Solution:	 Referring	 to	 a	 smaller	 sum	 -such	 as	 the	 amount	 of	 monthly	
instalment	-	can	make	repayment	seem	more	feasible.				
	
➔ Anchor	customers	with	a	specific	higher	monthly	instalment	
Customers	who	 set	up	 a	payment	plan	may	 choose	 as	 low	 instalment,	 as	
possible.		
Solution:	Mentioning	how	much	people	typically	choose	to	repay	by	month	
(social	norm)	can	encourage	people	to	choose	similar	instalment	amount.	
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Background	

Every	year,	hundreds	of	millions	of	pounds	of	Housing	benefit	is	overpaid,	adding	

to	 the	 total	 £2	 billion	 of	 outstanding	 housing	 benefit	 debt.3	 In	 the	 context	 of	

funding	 cuts,	 local	 authorities	 could	 benefit	 from	 improving	 their	 capacity	 to	

recover	 these	 liabilities.	 Yet,	 Housing	 Benefit	 overpayment	 represents	 a	

particularly	 complex	 challenge	 from	 the	behavioural	perspective.	Compared	 to	

payment	of	taxes	or	fines,	overpaid	customers	are	likely	to	find	it	psychologically	

more	painful	to	repay	money	which	they	considered	theirs.	Moreover,	tax-related	

literature	 shows	 that	people	can	excuse	 themselves	 from	not	paying	as	a	mere	

omission,	rather	than	a	deliberate	infraction	which	would	burden	their	conscience.			

Croydon	Council,	supported	by	London	Councils,	asked	the	Behavioural	 Insights	
Team	(BIT)	to	design,	test	and	evaluate	a	behavioural	intervention	to	improve	the	

recovery	of	Housing	Benefit	overpayments.	

Housing	Benefits	Overpayments	and	the	recovery	process	in	Croydon	 	

Housing	benefit	(HB)	is	a	means	tested	social	security	benefit	distributed	to	help	

meet	 housing	 costs	 for	 rented	 accommodation.	 It	 is	 administered	 by	 local	

authorities.	 Various	 changes	 in	 recipients’	 circumstances	 can	 affect	 their	 HB	

entitlement.	For	example	a	change	of	address,	income,	rent,	other	benefits	or	the	
number	of	people	within	the	household	can	all	have	an	impact	on	HB	entitlement.	

If	 the	 recipient	 of	 HB	 does	 not	 update	 their	 details	 following	 a	 change	 in	

circumstances,	the	Council	will	pay	the	wrong	amount	of	HB.	This	lack	of	updating	

leads	 to	a	build	up	of	HB	overpayment	or	underpayment	which	can	amount	 to	

thousands	of	pounds.		

While	the	tenant	is	obliged	to	immediately	notify	the	authorities	of	any	change	in	

circumstances,	they	often	do	not	do	so.	To	some	extent,	this	is	because	many	have	
working	hours	or	even	jobs	that	change	on	a	weekly	basis	which	makes	accurate	

updating	relatively	burdensome.4	Moreover,	people	in	a	state	of	‘scarcity’	(for	more	

detail	 see	 Scarcity	 mindset	 in	 Literature	 review)	 tend	 to	 have	 less	 mental	
bandwidth	handle	 these	 additional	 tasks	 required	or	 complex	 financial	 issues,5	

especially	when	these	are	cognitively	taxing	by	design.6		

Croydon	Council’s	total	current	overpayment	debt	amounts	to	millions	of	pounds.	

Over	 the	 six	months	 to	October	2016,	Croydon	Council	 issued	 invoices	 for	HB	

overpayments	 totaling	 over	 £8m.	Only	 around	 £1.5m	 of	 this	was	 paid	 back	 or	

covered	by	a	payment	plan.	At	an	individual	level	the	average	HB	overpayment	in	

Croydon	is	£2,000	with	a	repayment	rate	within	the	deadline	of	only	23.5%.7	Given	
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the	 size	 of	 the	 overpayments	 even	 a	 relatively	 small	 increase	 in	 the	 number	

repaying	 their	 HB	 overpayment	 would	 bring	 forward	 considerable	 funds	 for	

Croydon.		

The	Process	

The	 overpayment	 recovery	 process	 starts	 with	 the	 Council	 sending	 out	 a	

notification	letter	requesting	repayment.	If	no	payment	is	made	after	15	days,	the	

recipient	receives	a	reminder	letter,	followed	by	a	final	reminder,	30	days	after	the	

initial	notification.	The	 final	 reminder	 informs	 the	 recipient	about	 the	payment	

being	overdue,	leaving	another	15	days	to	repay.	Once	this	period	elapses,	an	HB	

recovery	officer	formally	opens	the	case	and	starts	pursuing	the	debtor.	Croydon	

Council	estimates	that	the	administrative	cost	of	pursuing	each	invoice	is	£34.			

	

The	Aim	of	the	trial	

Croydon	Council	and	London	Councils	asked	the	Behavioural	Insights	Team	(BIT)	to	

help	 to	 increase	 the	 repayment	of	HB	Overpayments	 in	Croydon	by	drawing	on	

findings	 from	 behavioural	 science.	 BIT	 worked	 with	 Croydon	 to	 test	 new	
approaches	to	try	to:		

● increase	the	proportion	of	HB	Overpayments	repaid;	and		

● increase	the	value	of	HB	repayments.	

Background	to	the	Behavioural	Insights	Team		
	
The	Behavioural	Insights	Team	(BIT)	is	a	unique	social	purpose	company.	BIT	started	

life	inside	the	UK	Prime	Minister’s	Office,	No.10	Downing	Street,	as	the	world’s	first	

government	institution	dedicated	to	the	application	of	behavioural	sciences.	The	

Team	is	now	a	world-leading	consulting	firm	whose	mission	is	to	help	organisations	

in	the	UK	and	overseas	to	apply	behavioural	insights	in	support	of	social	purpose	

goals.		

BIT	 is	 composed	 of	 ex-civil	 servants,	 psychologists,	 behavioural	 economists,	

marketers	and	policy	specialists.	We	draw	on	 insights	 from	behavioural	science	

and	ethnographic	research	we	conduct	ourselves	and	with	our	partners	to	gain	a	

deeper	understanding	of	how	people	behave	 in	 reality,	 rather	 than	how	policy	
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makers	and	classical	economists	often	assume	they	will	behave.	With	this	informed	

understanding	of	human	behaviour,	we	are	able	to	provide	pragmatic	and	tailored	

guidance	on	the	design	of	policy,	public	services	and	communications	material	to	

encourage	or	discourage	certain	behaviours.		

Wherever	possible,	we	also	turn	these	suggestions	into	real-world	interventions,	

and	empirically	test	the	impact	of	those	interventions,	more	often	than	not	with	

the	use	of	randomised	controlled	trials.	We	have	successfully	applied	behavioural	

insights	–	demonstrated	by	positively	evaluated	outcomes	–	to	public	and	private	

sector	operations	in	the	UK	and	overseas	across	a	wide	range	of	policy	areas.		

Structure	of	the	Report	
The	rest	of	this	report	is	structured	as	follows:	

● Literature	review:	a	short	review	of	the	behavioural	science	literature	

relating	to	repayment			

● The	trial:	description	of	the	interventions	and	trial	design		

● Results:	an	overview	of	results	from	the	trial	

● Conclusion	
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Literature	Review	
This	section	describes	the	behavioural	science	behind	the	intervention	designed	

to	improve	HB	Overpayment	Recovery.	We	cover	the	five	key	insights,	based	on	the	
EAST	framework.	This	framework	states	that	if	you	want	to	change	behaviour,	make	

it	Easy,	Social,	Attractive	and	Timely	(EAST).	

EASY	

Scarcity	Mindset	&	Simplicity	

The	human	 capacity	 to	 retain	 and	process8	 information	has	been	 shown	 to	be	

limited,	especially	in	the	context	of	mental	fatigue.9	Recent	behavioural	research	

shows	 that	 cognitive	 ability	 can	 be	 especially	 reduced	 for	 people	 in	 situations	
which	induce	a	‘scarcity	mindset’.10	Essentially,	our	mental	‘bandwidth’	(cognitive	

and	decision-making	capacities)	is	a	finite	resource	that	is	more	quickly	depleted	

if	we	are	preoccupied	by	a	scarcity	of	any	kind.	For	example,	an	individual	who	is	
ill	(is	suffering	from	a	‘health	scarcity’)	has	his	mind	taken	up	by	thoughts	about	his	

current	 illness,	which	 leaves	him	 less	 ‘mental	 space’	 to	 focus	on	other	 issues.	

Evidence	 shows	 that	 poverty	 imposes	 an	 especially	 heavy	 ‘cognitive	 tax’	 on	

people’s	 decision-making.11	 For	 instance,	 one	 study	 revealed	 that	 simply	

stimulating	concerns	about	financial	issues	for	poorer	people	can	erode	cognitive	

performance	as	much	as	one	sleepless	night.12	This	new	research	on	scarcity	can	

help	 to	 explain	 the	 ‘irrational’	 behaviour	 sometimes	 displayed	 by	 people	 in	
disadvantaged	circumstances.		

Application	to	HBOP:	Some	of	the	recipients	of	HB	are	likely	to	be	the	victims	of	a	
‘scarcity	mindset’.	Given	this	it	is	important	for	government	to	minimise	time	and	

mental	costs	of	using	services	and	make	it	as	easy	as	possible	for	people	on	low	

incomes	 to	make	good	decisions	 for	 themselves.	This	 implies	 that	 letters	about	

benefits	 overpayments	 should	 be	 as	 simple	 as	 possible	 and	 the	 choice	 and	

consequences	 of	 non-repayment	 should	 be	 clearly	 phrased	 and	 graphically	
represented	by	diagrams.		

ATTRACTIVE	

Gain	and	Loss	Frames	
Behavioural	 science	 has	 shown	 that	 people	 are	 generally	 loss	 averse.13	 Studies	

suggest	that	people	tend	to	experience	a	loss	twice	as	powerfully	as	an	equivalent	

gain14	and	will	work	twice	as	hard	to	avoid	it.	It	could	be	argued	that	loss	aversion	

for	the	things	we	own	might	be	even	more	powerful	 (the	so-called	 ‘endowment	
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effect’15).	Therefore,	 it	might	be	particularly	painful	to	 lose	something	which	we	

value	as	ours.		

Application	to	HBOP:	Loss	aversion	reinforced	by	the	endowment	effect	could	lead	
to	 low	 repayment	via	 two	channels.	Firstly,	HB	 recipients	might	be	 reluctant	 to	

report	a	change	in	circumstances	which	would	reduce	future	payments.	Secondly,	

they	may	find	it	hard	to	repay	money	previously	paid	to	them	which	they	therefore	

consider	as	theirs.		

However,	loss	framing	can	be	also	turned	to	the	Council’s	advantage.	Deterrence	

and	 threat	 messages	 emphasising	 the	 costs	 associated	 with	 an	 action	 have	

traditionally	 been	 effective	 at	 changing	 behaviour	 in	 the	 payment	 collection	

context.16	Risk	aversion	makes	the	potential	negative	repercussions	salient	–	such	
as	 detection	 and	 ensuing	 legal	 and	 financial	 sanctions	 –	 and	 motivates	

improvements	in	payment	behaviour.17			

Omission	Bias,	Self-Serving	Bias	and	Active	Choice	
People	consider	the	outcomes	of	a	decision	differently	depending	on	whether	they	

are	 the	 result	 of	 an	 action	 or	 a	 lack	 of	 an	 action.	 This	 ‘omission	 bias’	 is	 an	

exaggerated	preference	for	inaction.18	For	instance,	people	will	judge	withholding	
the	antidote	from	a	poisoned	person	 less	harshly	than	poisoning	someone,	even	

though	the	consequences	are	exactly	the	same.19	The	key	behavioural	explanation	

is	that	a	lack	of	a	clear	deliberate	action	hampers	the	attribution	of	responsibility	

and	blame20	both	at	 the	 individual	and	societal	 level.	On	one	hand,	people	may	

prefer	omission	because	if	caught,	they	presume	they	will	be	judged	less	harshly.21	

On	the	other	hand,	omission	is	easier	to	justify	to	themselves.22	Lack	of	evidence	

for	a	dishonest	intention	complicates	not	only	the	attribution	of	blame23	by	a	third-
party,	but	it	also	facilitates	the	individual’s	self-justification.		

A	related	point	is	that	people	have	greater	tendency	to	act	dishonestly	when	they	

can	 in	 some	way	 justify	 their	 actions.	 In	 such	 a	 case,	 their	 conscience	 can	be	

soothed	by	 self-serving	bias24	 (a	 tendency	 to	 interpret	 situations	 in	 a	way	 that	

protects	our	ego),	 coupled	with	 the	 attribution	effect25	 (a	propensity	 to	blame	

external	conditions	for	our	own	behaviour).	This	cognitive	process	is	quite	common	

in	 the	 ‘debt	 mindset’	 where	 people	 typically	 blame	 unjust	 banks	 or	 broader	

economic	circumstances	for	their	debt.26	Experimental	evidence	shows	that	this	

perception	can	be	countered	by	using	more	explicit	self-compromising	language.	

In	an	experiment	which	included	claiming	money,	participants	cheated	less	when	

language	targeted	their	identity	(“Please	don’t	be	a	cheater)	rather	than	focusing	

on	action	(“Please	don’t	cheat”).27		



	

12	
	

Application	 to	HBOP:	Some	people	may	be	 framing	 the	 issue	as	an	omission:	a	
failure	to	inform	of	a	change	in	circumstances,	a	failure	to	respond	to	a	notification	

or	 a	 failure	 to	 repay.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 this	 ‘omission	 framing’,	 people	might	 feel	

excused	and	underestimate	the	gravity	of	their	actions.	In	addition,	the	self-serving	

and	attribution	bias	could	switch	blame	on	the	confusing	and	misleading	system.				

Behavioural	research	suggests	that	reframing	the	action	as	an	active	choice	with	

repercussions,	triggering	the	loss	aversion	can	be	effective	at	overcoming	omission	

bias.28	In	a	BIT	trial	in	cooperation	with	the	World	Bank	in	Guatemala,	a	letter	which	

emphasised	 that	a	 failure	 to	declare	 income	will	no	 longer	be	considered	as	an	

oversight,	but	as	an	active	choice	with	associated	consequences,	more	than	tripled	

tax	 receipts	 relative	 to	 the	 standard	 letter.29	 This	 approach	 has	 also	 proven	
effective	in	a	series	of	HMRC	trials	on	tax	credits,	almost	doubling	the	repayment	

of	the	debt	obligation	within	30	days	from	12%	in	the	control	group	to	23%	in	the	

treatment	group	payment	rate.	This	can	be	re-enforced	by	drawing	the	attention	

of	 debtors	 to	 being	 monitored	 by	 institutions	 with	 a	 reliable	 third-party	

information	about	their	situation.	Depending	on	the	different	collection	contexts,	

this	approach	 led	to	a	5-20	percentage	point	 increase	 in	the	payment	rate.30	 In	

another	recent	trial	in	Costa	Rica,	firms	which	had	failed	to	file	their	tax	return	on	

time	received	emails	which	highlighted	third-party	 information	on	their	 income.	

As	a	result,	the	income	tax	declaration	rate	tripled	and	the	payment	rate	doubled.31	

SOCIAL	

Social	Norms		
We	are	heavily	influenced	by	the	behaviour	of	those	around	us	and	the	implicit	or	

explicit	expectations	within	a	particular	society	or	group.32	Social	norms,	especially	

‘descriptive	norms’	 -	which	 relate	 to	 the	way	 that	most	people	behave	 -	have	

proved	 highly	 effective	 at	 altering	 behaviour.	 Presenting	 feedback	 that	 shows	
people	as	outliers	from	the	group	can	lead	them	to	adjust	to	the	prevalent	norm.	

BIT	has	successfully	tested	this	across	different	countries	(Guatemala,	Costa	Rica	

and	Poland)	and	in	different	contexts	(tax	collection,	tax	credit	repayment	and	fine	

payments).		

In	a	BIT	trial	with	HMRC	we	found	that	letting	people	know	that	most	people	pay	

their	tax	on	time	significantly	 increased	payment.33	This	approach	has	also	been	

used	at	the	local	authority	level	and	in	Medway	it	helped	to	increase	payment	rates	

by	11	percentage	points.34	BIT’s	most	successful	social	norm	formulation	to	date	

has	been	the	‘minority	norm’,35	singling	out	debtor’s	behaviour:	‘You	are	currently	

in	the	very	small	minority	of	people	who	have	not	paid	on	time’.		
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Application	to	HBOP:	Unfortunately,	the	prevalent	norm	in	benefits	overpayment	
may	not	be	timely	repayment.	Yet	the	Council	could	use	the	social	norm	messaging,	

for	 example,	 to	 counter	 a	 frequent	misperception	 that	 a	 large	 proportion	 of	

benefits	 is	claimed	 fraudulently36	or	 to	promote	 the	method	of	 repayment	 that	

most	debtors	find	convenient.		

TIMELY	

Implementation	intentions	and	action	planning	
There	is	often	a	gap	between	what	people	intend	to	do	and	what	they	actually	do.	

Behavioural	research	suggests	that	creating	a	concrete	plan	of	action	that	specifies	
when,	where	and	which	actions	need	to	be	taken	can	help	bridge	this	gap	between	

intentions	and	outcomes.37	In	practice,	this	means	people	should	be	encouraged	

to	 come	 up	with	 a	 specific	 plan	 of	 action,	which	 ideally	 is	written	 down.	 For	

example,	this	kind	of	advanced	plan-making	significantly	 improves	the	uptake	of	

influenza	vaccinations38	and	the	attendance	of	colonoscopy	appointments.39		

In	 the	context	of	 income	 tax	payments	were	 increased	both	when	people	were	

prompted	to	set	a	plan	to	contact	the	tax	authority	tomorrow	or	when	urged	to	

make	contact	immediately.	In	both	cases,	the	intervention	worked	thanks	to	a	clear	

–	 if	arbitrary	-	deadline.	Behavioural	research	suggests	that	a	deadline	can	help	

overcome	 procrastination	 and	 prioritise	 the	 task	 completion,40	 because	 of	 the	

sense	of	urgency	and	‘time	scarcity’	it	creates.41		

Application	 to	 HBOP:	 Prompting	 people	 to	 respond	 immediately	 or	 by	 a	 near	
deadline	and	providing	clear	plan	of	action	could	increase	the	repayment	rate.		
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The	Trial		
The	 aim	 of	 our	 trial	was	 to	 test	 the	 impact	 of	 behavioural	 letter	 cycle	 on	 the	

debtors’	agreement	to	repay	their	HB	Overpayment	 (either	 in	a	 lump	sum	or	by	

signing	up	for	a	payment	plan).		

The	Letters	
Before	 the	 trial	 people	 with	 HB	 overpayments	 receive	 up	 to	 three	 letters	

requesting	payment.	These	are	set	out	below.		

Letter	Cycle	 Details	

First	Notification	

Letter	

	

The	 first	 letter	 informs	 the	HB	recipient	about	an	overpayment,	

recently	detected	by	the	Council.	The	recipient	then	has	30	days	

to	appeal	or	repay.		

First	Reminder	Letter	

	

A	 reminder	 is	 automatically	 sent	 out	 15	 days	 after	 the	 first	

notification	 and	 15	 days	 before	 the	 expiration	 of	 the	 30	 day	

notification	period	unless	the	debt	is	paid	off	in	this	time.	

Last	Reminder	Letter	

	

The	 final	 letter	 sent	out	30	days	after	 the	 first	notification	and	
informs	the	recipient	that	they	now	have	a	payment	overdue.	The	
recipient	 is	granted	 10	more	days	 to	 repay	or	set	up	a	Payment	
Plan.	After	10	days	elapse,	a	debt	recovery	officer	formally	opens	
up	 the	 case	 and	 starts	 effectively	 pursuing	 the	 recipient	 for	
repayment.		
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The	Intervention	

We	only	targeted	the	HB	recipients	with	income,	leaving	out	the	HB	recipients	on	

other	 benefits	 who	 already	 repay	 automatically	 by	 benefit	 deductions.a	 To	

maximise	the	 impact,	we	re-designed	all	three	 letters	normally	sent	out	with	an	

escalating	tone:	from	a	friendly	first	letter	suggesting	a	default	repayment	method,	

a	stronger	worded	reminder	highlighting	the	cost	of	failure	to	repay,	to	the	final	

letter	using	active	choice	to	stress	the	responsibility	for	not	responding.			

Our	 behavioural	 letters	 drew	 on	 the	 five	 insights	 summarised	 in	 the	 literature	

review.	All	the	letters	were	simplified	to	only	include	essential	information	phrased	
in	easy	and	clear	 language.	The	 letters	were	made	more	action-focused,	stating	
clearly	the	amount	owed	and	the	deadline	for	repayment.		

We	decided	 to	present	a	 ‘smart	default’	 for	 the	payment	method,	 tailoring	 the	

content	of	the	letter	based	on	the	size	of	the	debt.	This	repayment	option	was	easy	

(for	 instance,	 by	 providing	 a	 tiny	 url	 instead	 of	 the	main	 ‘pay	 for	 it’	 website	
requiring	 multiple	 click-throughs),	 attractive	 (e.g.	 by	 contrasting	 the	 high	

overpayment	 and	 the	 high	 potential	 penalty	 with	 the	 relatively	 smaller	 typical	

monthly	instalment)	and	social	(based	on	social	norm,	i.e.	suggesting	the	payment	

option	preferred	by	the	majority	of	repaying	debtors).	Based	on	our	preliminary	

data	analysis,	customers	with	 low	debts	were	encouraged	 to	pay	 in	one	go	and	

customers	with	high	debts	were	advised	to	sign	up	for	a	payment	plan.b	Therefore,	

we	split	the	treated	HB	recipients	in	two	following	groups:	

● ‘Low’	debt	cycle:	overpayment	below	£300,	the	majority	repays	in	full.	
● ‘High’	debt	cycle:	overpayment	above	£300,	the	majority	repays	via	payment	

plan.	
	

A	 figure	 of	 £300	was	 used	 because	when	 looking	 at	 historical	 repayment	data	

people	roughly	80%	of	people	above	this	threshold	paid	off	via	a	payment	plan	and	

below	this	threshold	roughly	70%	paid	off	in	a	lump	sum.	A	round	figure	was	also	

used	to	make	the	randomization	process	for	the	benefit	officers	simpler.		

	
To	address	the	cognitive	scarcity,	we	used	flow-diagrams	to	clearly	represent	the	

current	 status	 of	 debtor	 within	 the	 process,	 the	 available	 choices	 and	 their	

																																																

a	Including	those	who	were	first	advised	on	their	overpayment	while	they	were	on	other	benefits.	
b	We	found	that	around	70%	of	people	with	a	debt	below	£300	repay	in	a	lump	sum,	while	
approximately	80%	of	people	with	a	debt	above	£300	repay	via	payment	plan.	
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consequences.	Implementation	intentions	were	used	to	help	with	action	planning:	

e.g."	If	you	cannot	call	us	now,	please	plan	a	time	to	call	us."	

The	new	behavioural	versions	of	these	letters	are	described	in	the	table	below	(full	

copies	in	Annex	1).	In	order	to	test	the	efficacy	of	these	letters	they	were	tested	

against	the	standard	letter	cycle.		

Letter	Type	 Details	of	intervention	

Standard	letter	cycle	
(control)	

These	were	 the	 ‘business	 as	 usual’	 letters	 routinely	
sent	out	by	Croydon	Council:	the	first	notification,	the	
reminder	letter,	the	final	letter	

Treatment	letter	cycle	

First	notification		
	
(p.	31-32	for	‘low	debt’	
cycle,	p.	35-36	for	‘high	
debt’	cycle)	

The	main	intervention	consisted	of	an	introduction	of	

a	personalised	social	norm	message	about	the	method	
of	 repayment	 preferred	 by	 the	 majority	 of	 people	

within	the	same	debt	bracket.		

For	the	‘High’	Debt	cycle	this	was:	

‘Most	people	(80%)	with	a	debt	like	yours	choose	to	pay	
by	monthly	instalments	as	part	of	a	Payment	Plan.’	
	
For	the	‘Low’	Debt	cycle	(p.31,32)	this	was:	

‘Most	people	(70%)	with	a	debt	like	yours	choose	to	pay	
it	off	in	one	go.’	
	
	

Reminder		
	
(p.	33	for	‘low	debt’	
cycle,	p.	37	for	‘high	
debt’	cycle)	

The	reminder	letters	repeat	the	social	norm	default	
method	of	payment	(e.g.	Payment	Plan	or	full	payment	
online).		
	
The	cost	of	failure	to	repay	is	clearly	stated	and	made	
more	salient	by	adding	a	simple	diagram	visualising	
the	debtor’s	options.		
	
‘High’	Debt	cycle	example	
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Last	reminder	letter	
	
(p.	34	for	‘low	debt’	
cycle,	p.	38	for	‘high	
debt’	cycle)	

The	final	letters	included	an	active	choice	message:	
	
‘Previously,	we	treated	your	lack	of	response	as	an	
oversight.	Now,	if	you	do	not	contact	us,	we	will	
consider	this	to	be	your	active	choice.’	
	
	

A	 diagram	 (‘Small’	 Debt	 example)	 is	 again	 used	 to	

visualise	the	active	choice.	
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Implementation	
The	trial	ran	from	December	2016	to	18th	August	2017.	This	was	longer	than	initially	

planned,	 due	 to	 the	 lower	 number	 of	 invoices	 sent	 per	 week	 than	 initially	

estimated.	During	 this	 time,	Croydon	Council	 received	notifications	 that	2,096	

customers	 eligible	 for	 inclusion	 in	 the	 trial	 had	 been	 overpaid	 HB.	 	 These	

notifications	come	to	Croydon	from	number	of	sources.	For	example,	HMRC	may	

advise	that	a	customer	has	had	a	change	in	income	which	the	council	are	not	aware	

of.	Each	of	these	debtors	is	assigned	to	a	benefits	officer,	responsible	for	creating	

an	invoice	and	for	sending	the	notification	letters	requesting	repayment	of	their	
HB	Overpayment.		

To	 robustly	 evaluate	 our	 intervention,	 we	 needed	 to	 randomise	 the	 debtor	

population	-	i.e.	randomly	allocate	the	debtors	in	the	standard	or	the	new	letter	

group.	 Croydon’s	 benefit	 officers	 undertook	 randomisation	 on	 a	 daily	 basis,	

assigning	each	 invoice	 to	either	 control	or	 treatment	 letter	 cycle	based	on	HB	
reference	number	being	even	or	odd,	respectively.	In	practice,	benefit	officers	use	

a	computer	interface	to	select	the	cycle	of	letters	to	be	sent	from	a	dropdown	list	

when	 they	 are	 creating	 the	 invoice.	 Instead	 of	 the	 usual	 one	 option	 for	 HB	

overpayments,	this	dropdown	option	was	replaced	with	three	options:	one	for	odd	

HB	reference	numbers,	one	for	even	HB	reference	numbers	and	debts	below	£300	

and	one	 for	even	HB	reference	numbers	and	debts	above	£300	 (for	details	see	

intervention	below).	Once	a	benefits	officer	set	the	cycle	of	letters	to	be	sent,	all	
the	 letters	 were	 sent	 out	 periodically	 and	 automatically	 unless	 a	 payment	 is	

received.	This	removed	the	risk	of	contamination	resulting	from	a	mistake	resulting	

in	an	individual	receiving	both	treatment	and	control	letters	during	the	duration	of	

the	trial.		
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Results	
Effect	on	likelihood	of	repayment	within	45	days	

The	key	outcome	measure	was	whether	customers	repaid	overpayment	-	in	full	or	

by	 setting	up	a	payment	plan	 -	within	45	days	of	 receiving	 the	 first	 letter	with	

invoice	 (i.e.	 in	 the	 time	 frame	before	entering	 the	debt	 recovery	process).	We	

found	 that	 the	 behavioural	 letters	 increased	 the	 rate	 of	 repayment	 of	 HB	

overpayment,	compared	to	the	standard	(control)	letters.	

The	rate	of	repayment	in	the	control	group	was	25.4%	but	rose	to	29%	for	those	

in	the	treatment	group.	This	represents	an	 increase	of	14%	 in	the	proportion	of	
people	repaying	within	45	days.	However,	while	the	behavioural	letters	generated	

higher	 repayment	 than	 the	 standard	 letters,	 the	 effect	 was	 only	 statistically	

significant	at	the	10%	level	rather	than	the	conventional	5%	level	(p	=	.08).	

Figure	1.	Repayment	within	45	days	by	treatment	condition	
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Effect	on	amount	repaid	per	invoice	sent		
The	revised	letters	also	increased	the	amount	repaid,	as	customers	who	received	

behavioural	letters	tended	to	repay	a	larger	amount	than	those	who	received	the	

standard	letters.	Customers	in	the	treatment	group	on	average	repaid	25%	more	

per	invoice	sent	(at	the	average	amount	repaid,	this	equates	to	a	£90	difference).	

Again	this	finding	 is	significant	at	the	10%	 level	rather	than	the	conventional	5%	

level.	

Figure	2.	Amount	repaid	per	invoice	sent	within	45	days		

	

				

	

	

		

	

	

	

	

Overall,	we	estimate	that	the	behavioural	letters	brought	in	£56,000	of	additional	

revenue	during	 the	 trial	period.	 If	 these	 letters	are	rolled	out,	Croydon	Council	

should	be	able	to	collect	estimated	extra	£212,000	per	year	and	save	£4,500	 in	

costs	associated	with	debt	recovery.	The	cost	of	the	intervention	itself	is	only	the	

cost	of	colour	printing	for	two	of	the	behavioural	 letters.	This	would	be	roughly	

£520	per	year	(see	Annex	2	for	calculations).	
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Effect	on	repayment	method		
We	were	also	interested	to	see	whether	the	type	of	letter	influenced	how	people	

tended	to	repay.	To	maximise	the	repayment,	we	used	different	messages	on	the	

size	of	their	debt.	That	is	why,	we	aimed	to	steer	customers	with	low	debts	to	pay	

in	one	go	and	to	encourage	customers	with	high	debts	to	sign	up	for	a	payment	

plan.	To	achieve	 this	aim,	we	 tailored	 the	behavioural	 letters	 to	convey	a	social	

norm	about	the	common	payment	method	based	on	the	size	of	a	customer’s	debt.	

Customers	with	an	overpayment	below	£300	 (the	 low	debt	cycle)	were	told	that	

the	majority	of	people	with	a	debt	 like	theirs	repays	 in	cash,	while	those	with	a	

debt	above	£300	(the	high	debt	cycle)	were	advised	to	pay	in	monthly	instalments	

within	a	Payment	Plan.		

Figure	3.	Method	of	repayment	by	treatment	condition	

	

We	 found	that	the	behavioural	 letters	had	the	desired	effect.	Those	 in	the	 ‘low	

debt’	 cycle	 were	 significantly	 more	 likely	 to	 repay	 via	 a	 lump	 sum	 but	 not	

significantly	less	likely	to	repay	in	a	payment	plan.	Conversely,	those	in	the	‘high	

debt’	 cycle	were	 significantly	more	 likely	 to	 repay	 via	 a	 payment	 plan	 and	 not	

significantly	 less	 likely	 to	 repay	 via	 a	 lump	 sum.	 Both	 of	 these	 results	 were	

significant	at	the	5%	level.		
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Effect	on	monthly	instalment	amount	
To	increase	the	likelihood	that	customers	with	high	debts	made	a	repayment,	we	

referred	to	a	 lower	figure	owed	-	the	monthly	instalment	-	rather	than	the	total	

debt.	At	the	same	time,	the	figure	chosen	for	the	‘typical’	monthly	instalment	was	

relatively	high,	to	maximise	the	amount	collected.	We	found	some	evidence	that	

customers	who	received	behavioural	 letters	with	the	£80	suggestion	on	average	

tended	 to	 repay	with	 a	 higher	 instalment	 (£72	 per	month	 vs	 £58	 per	month),	

compared	to	the	control	group.	This	estimated	anchoring	effect,	however,	was	not	

statistically	significant	at	conventional	levels.			

Interestingly,	 when	 the	 raw	monthly	 repayment	 amounts	 are	 plotted,	 we	 can	

observe	a	bunching	around	£80	per	month	in	the	treatment	group,	not	present	in	
the	control	group.		

Figure	4.	Density	plot	of	monthly	instalments	by	treatment	conditionc		

	

			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 	

																																																

c	Due	to	the	skewed	distribution	instalments	above	£200	per	month	(5%	of	total)	are	not	included.	



	

23	
	

Effect	on	different	customer	groups	
We	further	analysed	the	data	by	looking	at	different	customer	groups	included	in	

our	 sample.	Our	 sample	 included	 two	customer	 types:	 ‘non-previously	advised’	

customers	who	were	being	contacted	about	a	HB	overpayment	by	Croydon	Council	

for	the	first	time;	and	‘previously	advised’	customers	who	were	previously	notified	

about	a	HB	overpayment	but	owing	 to	a	recent	change	 in	circumstances	 (e.g.	a	

change	 in	 income)	must	now	pay	back	 the	overpayment	directly	 rather	 than	via	

deductions	 to	an	existing	entitlement.	Surprisingly,	we	 found	 that	 the	effect	of	

behavioural	 letters	 were	 stronger	 and	 highly	 statistically	 significant	 for	 the	

‘previously	advised’	customers,	a	group	with	 lower	 repayment	 rate	prior	 to	 the	

trial.	While	in	the	control	group	21.8%	previously	advised	customers	repaid	their	
overpayment,	 30.9%	 of	 those	 who	 received	 behavioural	 letters	 did	 so.	 This	

represents	an	increase	of	9.1	percentage	points,	equivalent	to	a	42%	increase	in	

the	proportion	of	previously	advised	customers	repaying	within	45	days.		

In	the	non-previously	advised	group,	the	effect	of	revised	letters	was	directionally	

positive	but	not	statistically	significant	and	weaker,	equivalent	to	a	1.4	percentage	

points	increase	in	the	repayment	rate.		

Figure	5.	Repayment	within	45	days	by	customer	group		
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We	can	only	hypothesise	about	the	reasons	behind	the	strong	effect	of	behavioural	

letters	on	previously	advised	customers.	One	plausible	explanation	could	be	that	

the	original	 letter	benefitted	more	from	behavioural	 improvements	than	for	the	

non-previously	advised	group.	Another	possibility	 is	 that	 the	previously	advised	

group	face	a	higher	cognitive	load.	We	explore	these	in	turn	below.	

The	original	letter	for	the	‘previously	advised’	group	did	not	specify	how	customers	

repay	very	clearly.	This	means	that	a	customer	willing	to	repay	has	to	be	motivated	

enough	 to	 research	 what	 the	 different	 options	 for	 repayment	 are	 (e.g.	 cash,	

payment	plan,	phone).		

Another	potential	reason	could	be	that	the	previously	advised	group	are	less	likely	
to	make	the	additional	effort	to	find	out	how	to	repay.	When	they	receive	their	

HBOP	 letter,	 previously	 advised	 customers	 are	 transitioning	 from	 benefits	 into	

work	which	is	bound	to	be	a	very	busy	period	when	many	different	things	require	
their	attention.		This	‘scarcity’	of	cognitive	resources	could	explain	why	they	may	

be	more	likely	to	overlook	HB	overpayment	and	not	repay,	especially	because	of	

the	extra	hassle	to	find	out	how	to	do	it.		

Given	this	context,	it	seems	only	intuitive	that	a	behavioural	letter	should	be	more	

effective	because	 it	made	 repayment	 easier	 for	 this	 highly	 cognitively	 strained	

group:	it	clearly	explained	the	transition	from	weekly	deductions	to	payment	and	

offered	a	default	payment	method	based	on	what	other	people	with	similar	debt	
are	doing.		
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Effect	of	different	letters	
We	also	looked	at	whether	some	of	the	letters	in	the	treatment	cycle	were	more	

impactful	 than	 others.	Overall,	 it	 seems	 that	 the	 effect	 on	 repayment	 can	 be	

attributed	to	the	complete	series	of	letters	rather	than	one	in	particular.	That	said,	

we	 found	 some	 tentative	evidence	 suggesting	 that	 the	 likelihood	of	 repayment	

might	have	risen	just	after	the	reception	of	the	first	‘friendly’	behavioural	letter.	

Should	 this	directional	 finding	be	confirmed,	 it	would	be	 an	 interesting	 insight	

about	the	relative	impact	of	deterrence-focus	vs.	providing	targeted	advice	for	the	

payment	collection.	However,	further	testing	with	a	 larger	sample	size	would	be	

required	to	be	able	to	settle	this	question	definitively.		

Effect	at	different	debt	levels		
We	explored	whether	the	effect	of	the	treatment	letters	varied	depending	on	debt	

level.	The	behavioural	 letters	 seem	 to	have	 influenced	customers	with	medium	

sized	debts	but	had	little	impact	on	repayment	of	customers	with	very	low	or	very	

high	debts	(below	£165	or	above	£3100).			

	

Figure	6.	Repayment	rates	across	quintiles	of	debt	amount		
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Conclusion	

In	this	trial	we	found	that	behavioural	letters	increased	the	proportion	of	debtors	

who	 agree	 to	 repay	 their	Housing	 Benefit	Overpayment	 (HBOP),	 as	well	 as	 the	

amount	they	repaid.	The	repayment	rate	in	the	treatment	group	increased	by	14%.	

This	 overall	 result	 was	 driven	 by	 a	 marked	 change	 in	 the	 behaviour	 of	 the	

‘previously	advised’	customers	where	the	repayment	increased	by	almost	a	half	(to	

31%	in	the	treatment	group,	compared	to	22%	in	the	control).	The	social	norm	in	

behavioural	letters	also	influenced	how	customers	repaid,	nudging	them	towards	

the	default	repayment	method	most	common	for	their	debt	size:	those	with	a	low	

debt	tended	to	repay	 in	one	go,	while	those	with	a	high	debt	opted	for	monthly	
instalments.		

	

The	behavioural	 letters	brought	 forward	 an	 additional	 £56,000	during	 the	 trial	

period.	We	recognize	that	our	overall	results	were	statistically	significant	at	the	

10%	 level,	rather	than	the	conventional	5%	significance	 level.	However,	this	trial	
outcome	seems	robust	given	 the	consistent	positive	direction	of	 the	effects	on	

both	the	size	and	method	of	repayment	across	different	customer	groups	and	debt	

levels,	with	no	negative	effects	at	any	 level.	Therefore,	we	recommend	Croydon	

Council	roll	out	the	behavioural	letters	as	the	new	business	as	usual.	We	estimate	

this	 will	 bring	 forward	 estimated	 £212,000	 per	 year	 not	 including	 saved	

enforcement	costs.	We	also	 think	 there	 is	 scope	 to	use	 this	approach	 in	other	

areas.	 Firstly,	 Croydon	 could	 extend	 the	 behavioural	 letters	 to	 other	 HBOP	
customer	groups	(such	as	‘recoverable	from	landlords’).	Secondly,	the	messaging	

used	in	these	letters	could	be	used	in	many	of	the	wider	revenue	collection	letters	
used	across	London.		

New	insights	gained	from	the	HBOP	trial	

This	trial	applied	some	behavioural	insights	that	we	have	previously	tested.	It	

also	yielded	some	fresh	insights:	

➔ Target	customer	groups	by	debt	size		
One-size-fits-all	 letters	 with	 many	 repayment	 options	 can	 feel	
unadapted	and	make	customers	disengage.			

Solution:	People	with	low	debts	can	be	persuaded	to	repay	in	one	go.	
Those	 with	 high	 debts	 should	 be	 automatically	 offered	 just	 the	
Payment	Plan.	
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➔ Anchor	customers	with	high	total	debt	on	a	lower	figure		
Customers	may	be	discouraged	from	repayment	when	they	face	the	
exuberant	total	amount.		

Solution:	Referring	to	a	smaller	sum	-	such	as	the	amount	of	monthly	
instalment	-	can	make	repayment	seem	more	feasible.				

➔ Anchor	customers	with	a	specific	higher	monthly	instalment	
Customers	who	set	up	a	payment	plan	may	choose	as	low	instalment,	
as	possible.		

Solution:	Mentioning	how	much	people	typically	choose	to	repay	by	
month	 (social	 norm)	 can	 encourage	 people	 to	 choose	 similar	
instalment	amount.	
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Annex	1:	Behaviourally-informed	letters		

Low	Debt:	Notification	of	Invoice	

	

	

	

	

	



	

29	
	

Low	Debt:	Notification	of	Invoice	for	Previously	Advised	
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Low	Debt:	First	Reminder	
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Low	Debt:	Overdue	Notice	
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High	Debt:	Notification	of	Invoice	
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High	Debt:	Notification	of	Invoice	for	Previously	Advised	
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High	Debt:	First	Reminder	
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High	Debt:	Overdue	Notice	
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Annex	2:	Technical	annex	

This	annex	contains	a	more	detailed	presentation	and	discussion	of	the	results	of	

the	trial.		

Introduction	
The	aim	of	this	trial	was	to	test	whether	behavioural	science-informed	changes	to	

the	letters	sent	to	people	who	have	received	an	overpayment	of	Housing	Benefit	

(HB)	and	who	now	have	to	repay	it	to	Croydon	Council.	These	overpayments	occur	

for	a	number	of	reasons,	for	example	if	a	person’s	entitlement	changes	as	a	result	

of	change	in	work	or	in	their	residence.	If	the	person	does	not	inform	the	council	

of	this	change	they	will	be	overpaid	HB.		

Summary	of	findings	
The	 key	 finding	 is	 that	 we	 find	 some	 evidence	 that	 the	 behavioural	 science-

informed	letters	increase	the	likelihood	that	a	recipient	repays	within	45	days	of	
receiving	 their	 first	notification	 letter	by	3.6	percentage	points	 (p	=	 .08).d	 The	

repayment	rate	 in	 the	control	group	 is	25.4%	 (95%	CI;	 [21%,	30%])	while	 in	 the	

treatment	group	it	is	29%	(95%	CI;	[24%,	35%]).e		

We	also	find	an	 increase	 in	the	amount	of	money	that	people	who	received	the	

behavioural	letters	pay	or	agree	to	repay	via	a	payment	plan	(p	=.09).	The	increase	

is	estimated	to	be	25%	higher,	or	a	£90	difference	at	the	average	amount	repaid.	

The	exploratory	analysis	suggests	that	most	of	the	effect	is	driven	by	customers	in	
the	“previously	advised”	category.	These	are	customers	who	had	been	having	their	

overpayment	recovered	through	direct	deductions	to	their	benefits.	

	 	

																																																

d	Note	that	this	is	above	the	5%	level	typically	used.		
e	These	figures	are	estimated	marginal	effects	at	the	means	of	the	covariates	rather	than	the	raw	
means.	
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Outcome	Measures	 	 	 	 	
There	are	four	primary	and	secondary	outcome	measures:	

Whether	or	not	an	individual	agrees	to	pay	back	the	debt	either	in	a	lump	sum	or	
via	a	payment	plan:	The	main	outcome	measure	in	this	trial	will	be	whether	or	not	
an	 individual	signs	up	to	repay	the	housing	benefit	 (either	via	a	payment	plan	or	

through	a	lump	sum).	From	the	time	that	a	notification	letter	is	sent	informing	the	

person	 that	 they	need	 to	 repay,	 they	have	45	days	until	 their	 case	 is	officially	

opened	by	an	officer	who	will	begin	the	process	of	recouping	the	debt.	A	person	

is	classified	as	having	not	repaid	if	they	enter	this	process.	

Average	amount	repaid	per	 invoice	sent:	This	outcome	measure	will	capture	the	
total	 amount	 that	 is	 agreed	 to	 be	 repaid	within	 45	 days	 per	 invoice	 sent.	 The	

definition	of	repayment	in	time	is	the	same	as	above.	

The	 proportion	 of	 people	who	 repay	 after	 first	 notification:	 This	 outcome	will	
measure	whether	those	in	the	treatment	group	are	more	likely	to	repay	after	the	
first	notification	letter	than	those	in	the	control	group.		

Monthly	instalment	value:	The	monthly	instalment	value	is	the	monthly	amount	that	
people	agree	to	pay	back	if	they	agree	to	pay	back	via	a	payment	plan.	The	analysis	

assesses	whether	or	not	those	that	received	the	behavioural	letters	paid	back	in	a	

higher	monthly	instalment.	
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Description	of	Data		
The	data	was	transferred	from	Croydon	Council	to	BIT.	The	final	dataset	used	in	

the	analysis	comes	in	a	number	of	different	datasets.		

● The	Debt	R006	has	data	on	all	payments	against	invoices	
● The	Debt	R004	has	all	the	invoices	for	that	have	been	generated	
● The	Debt	R009	contains	the	reason	for	the	overpayment	
● The	Debt	R003	contains	the	details	about	how	people	are	paying	back	their	

instalments	
These	datasets	can	be	merged	using	the	unique	invoice	ID	as	a	merging	indicator.	

A	file	of	historical	debts	is	also	used	in	order	to	see	how	many	historical	debts	a	

customer	has.	

Table	1:	Total	numbers	and	%	paid	in	control	and	treatment	groups	

	 Total	number	 Number	paid	in	45	
days	

%	 paid	 within	 45	
days	

Control	 1108	 328	 29.6%	

Treatment	 989	 335	 33.9%	

	

The	 total	 sample	 included	 in	 the	 trial	and	 the	 treatment/control	 indicators	 for	

these	 individuals	were	 identified	based	on	 the	 letters	 that	 they	were	 sent.	The	

“treatment	cycle”	defines	the	type	of	letters	that	were	sent	to	each	customer.		

There	were	new	treatment	cycles	created	for	the	new	letters.	Based	on	the	final	

digit	of	the	housing	benefit	reference	number	and	the	size	of	the	debt	the	benefit	

officer	would	allocate	the	customer	to	receive	the	appropriate	“treatment	cycle”.	

The	debt	size	was	used	to	indicate	whether	a	customer	received	the	letter	nudging	

them	to	repay	in	a	lump	sum	(debts	below	£300)	or	received	the	treatment	letter	

nudging	them	to	repay	via	a	payment	plan.		

	

	 	



	

39	
	

Analytical	Strategy	
Outcome	 1:	 The	 first	 primary	 outcome	 to	 be	 analysed	 is	 whether	 or	 not	 the	
behavioural	 letters	 increase	 the	 proportion	 of	 people	who	 agree	 to	 repay	 the	

housing	 benefit.	 This	 will	 be	 measured	 using	 a	 model	 with	 the	 following	

specification	

Specification	1:	Likelihood	of	agreeing	to	repay	overpaid	housing	benefit	(logistic	
regression)	

	
		𝒍𝒐𝒈𝒊𝒕	 𝑷𝒓 	𝒀𝒊 	= 	𝟏

= 		𝜶	 +	𝜷𝟎. 𝑻𝒊 +		𝜷𝟏𝒍𝒐𝒈(𝑨𝒊) 	+		𝜷𝟐𝑯𝒊 +		𝜷𝟑𝑸𝒊 +	𝜷𝟒𝑫𝒊	+	𝜷𝟓𝑴𝒊			
	
Where	𝑷𝒓(	𝒀𝒊 	= 	𝟏)	is	a	linear	function	to	predict	the	probability	that	individual	i	
agrees	to	repay	the	housing	benefit	(either	via	a	payment	plan	or	in	a	lump	sum),	

within	40	days	of	receiving	the	invoice.		

𝑇>,@	is	a	vector	of	binary	treatment	indicators,	where	individual	i	receives	treatment	
j,	where	 j	equals	 1	 if	 individual	 i	 receives	 the	 treatment	 letters	and	equals	0	 if	

individual	i	receives	the	control	letters.		

𝑙𝑜𝑔(𝐴>	)	 is	 the	 natural	 log	 of	 the	 total	 invoice	 amount	 in	 pounds	 sterling	 for	
individual	i.f			

𝐻>F	is	a	fixed	effect	for	the	benefit	officer	who	handles	the	case	for	individual	i.		

𝑄>H,	 is	a	 vector	of	 reasons	 for	 the	HB	overpayment	 to	 individual	 i	 indicates	 the	
reason	for	the	overpayment	(e.g.	increase	in	income).	

𝐷>,	is	the	number	of	existing	HB	overpayment	invoices	that	individual	i	has	in	the	
Croydon	Council	database.		

𝑀>Kis	a	fixed	effect	the	month	in	which	the	invoice	is	sent	to	individual	i.	

𝛼	is	the	regression	constant	

Outcome	 2:	 The	 second	 primary	 outcome	 is	 whether	 the	 amount	 repaid	 per	
invoice	sent	is	higher	for	individuals	who	receive	the	treatment	letters.	

	

																																																

f	The	log	is	taken	due	to	the	right	skewed	distribution	of	the	debt	balances.			
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Specification	2:	Log	of	the	total	invoice	amount	that	is	agreed	to	be	repaid	(OLS	
regression).	

	
𝒍𝒐𝒈(𝑩𝒂𝒍𝒊	) 			= 		𝜶	 + 𝜷𝟎𝑻𝒊 +			𝜷𝟏𝑯𝒊𝒌 +		𝜷𝟐𝑸𝒊 +	𝜷𝟑𝑫𝒊	+	𝜷𝟒𝑴𝒊 	+	𝜺𝒊		

	

𝒍𝒐𝒈(𝑩𝒂𝒍𝒊	)	is	the	log	of	the	amount	that	is	agreed	to	be	repaid	by	individual	i	within	
40	days	plus	£1.	If	a	payment	is	not	made	against	the	invoice	within	40	days	this	will	

take	the	value	of	£1	(this	is	to	prevent	taking	the	log	of	0).	The	log	of	the	balance	is	

used	due	to	the	right-skewed	nature	of	the	distribution	of	debt	balances.		

	

𝜀>	is	an	error	term	with	White	robust	standard	errors.		

All	other	covariates	are	the	same	as	in	specification	1	apart	from	the	removal	of	the	

log	of	the	invoice	balance	as	a	covariate.	

Outcome	3:	The	first	secondary	outcome	is	whether	those	in	the	treatment	group	
that	agree	to	repay	are	more	likely	to	do	so	via	the	method	we	are	suggesting	in	

the	letters	we	send	them.	For	low	debts,	this	will	be	via	a	lump	sum;	while	for	high	

debts	 this	will	be	via	a	payment	plan.	This	outcome	will	be	measured	using	 the	

following	specification.	
	

Specification	3:	Likelihood	of	agreeing	to	repay	via	a	payment	plan,	in	a	lump	sum	
or	not	repaying	(multinomial	logistic	regression)	

	
𝒍𝒐𝒈𝒊𝒕	(	𝑷𝒓(	𝒀𝒊 = 	𝒌	)	) 	= 		𝜶	 + 𝜷𝟎𝑳𝒊𝒋 +		𝜷𝟏𝒍𝒐𝒈(𝑨𝒊) 	+		𝜷𝟐𝑯𝒊 +		𝜷𝟑𝑸𝒊 +	𝜷𝟒𝑫𝒊	+	𝜷𝟓𝑴𝒊		
	

𝑷𝒓 𝒌	, 𝒊	 is	a	 function	 to	predict	 the	probability	 that	 individual	 i	has	outcome	k,	
where	k	is	a	vector	of	three	outcomes:	non-payment,	payment	via	a	payment	plan	

and	payment	through	a	lump	sum.	

𝐿>,@	is	a	vector	of	treatment	indicators,	where	individual	i	receives	treatment,	which	
equals	1	if	individual	i	receives	the	low-debt	treatment	letters,	equals	2	if	individual	

i	receives	the	high-debt	treatment	letters	and	equals	0	if	individual	i	receives	the	

control	letters.		

All	other	covariates	are	the	same	as	in	specification	1	above.	

Outcome	 4:	 The	 second	 secondary	 outcome	measure	 is	whether	 those	 in	 the	
treatment	group	are	more	 likely	 to	 repay	after	 the	 first	notification	 letter	 than	

those	in	the	control	group.	This	will	be	measured	with	the	following	specification.			
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Specification	4	Likelihood	of	 repaying	 after	 the	 first	notification	 letter	 (logistic	
regression).	

𝑳𝒐𝒈𝒊𝒕	(	𝑷𝒓(	𝒀𝒊 	= 	𝟏	|	𝑹𝒊 	= 	𝟎)	) 		
= 		𝜶	 +	𝜷𝟎𝑻𝒊 +		𝜷𝟏𝒍𝒐𝒈(𝑨𝒊) 	+		𝜷𝟐𝑯𝒊 +		𝜷𝟑𝑸𝒊 +	𝜷𝟒𝑫𝒊	+	𝜷𝟓𝑴𝒊		

	

Where	 𝑷𝒓(	𝒀𝒊 	= 	𝟏	|	𝑹𝒊 	= 	𝟎)is	 a	 linear	 function	 to	 predict	 the	 probability	 that	
individual	i	agrees	to	repay	the	housing	benefit	(either	via	a	payment	plan	or	in	a	

lump	sum)	conditional	on	not	receiving	the	first	reminder	letter	(𝑳𝒊 	= 	𝟎	).	For	the	
analysis	we	will	likely	define	those	who	did	not	receive	the	first	reminder	letter	as	

those	who	repaid	within	15	days	of	the	invoice	being	sent.	

All	covariates	are	the	same	as	in	specification	1	above.	

Outcome	5:	Monthly	 instalment	value	 is	the	third	secondary	outcome	measure.g	
The	hypothesis	is	that	there	will	be	a	difference	between	the	monthly	instalments	

of	those	that	choose	to	pay	by	a	payment	plan	in	the	control	and	treatment	groups.	

The	reasoning	behind	this	hypothesis	is	that	£80	will	act	as	an	anchoring	amount	
and	that	monthly	instalments	will	be	closer	to	£80	in	the	treatment	group	than	the	

control	group.		

Specification	5:	Monthly	instalment	amount	

The	following	analytical	strategy	will	be	used	to	test	this	hypothesis	
	

𝒍𝒐𝒈(𝑴𝑰𝒊		|	𝑷𝑷𝒊 = 𝟏) 			= 		𝜶	 +	𝜷𝟎𝑻𝒊 +		𝜷𝟏𝒍𝒐𝒈(𝑨𝒊) 	+		𝜷𝟐𝑯𝒊 +		𝜷𝟑𝑸𝒊 +	𝜷𝟒𝑫𝒊	+	𝜷𝟓𝑴𝒊			
	

Where	 𝒍𝒐𝒈(𝑴𝑰𝒊		|	𝑷𝑷𝒊 = 𝟏)			 is	 the	 log	 of	 the	 monthly	 instalment	 amount	 that	
individual	i	agrees	to	pay	back,	conditional	on	individual	i	setting	up	a	payment	plan	

(𝑷𝑷𝒊 = 𝟏)	

All	covariates	are	the	same	as	in	specification	1	above.	

	 	

																																																

g	This	outcome	measure	was	added	in	an	addendum	to	the	TP	in	March	2017.		
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Primary	Analysis	Findings	
Primary	outcome	1:	Likelihood	of	paying	(or	agree	to	pay	via	payment	plan	within	
45	 days.	 Table	 2,	 below,	 provides	 the	main	 results	 of	 the	 analysis.	Columns	 1	
through	 to	4	provide	 the	 results	of	 the	 logistic	 regression	models	with	 slightly	

differing	specifications.		

● Column	1	shows	the	exact	model	specified	in	the	TP.		
● Column	2	adds	the	 (censored)	debt	maturity	which	 is	the	number	of	days	

from	invoice	being	received	to	the	16th	of	August	or	45	days,	whichever	is	
lower.		

● Column	3	drops	the	fixed	effect	for	“reason	for	overpayment”	and	instead	
includes	a	fixed	effect	for	whether	a	customer	is	previously	advised	or	not,	
this	should	be	included	given	the	imbalance	in	treatment	and	control	for	this	
group.		

● Column	4	 runs	 the	 same	 specification	 as	column	3	but	with	 “reason	 for	
overpayment”	added	back	in.		

● Column	5	runs	the	same	specification	as	column	4	but	on	the	dataset	after	
it	has	been	pre-processed	using	a	CEM	matching	algorithm	and	observations	
are	weighted	according	to	the	CEM	weights.h		

We	can	see	that	in	all	5	specifications	there	is	a	consistent	treatment	effect	which	

is	not	markedly	changed	by	 the	addition/dropping	of	covariates	or	 running	 the	

analysis	on	matched	data.		

We	conclude	that	specification	number	4	is	the	most	thorough	and	should	be	the	

one	that	is	reported.		

																																																

h	This	is	performed	as	a	robustness	check	owing	to	an	imbalance	in	the	matching	
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Figure	1	below	shows	the	results	of	model	4	above.	The	figure	shows	the	marginal	

effect	of	the	treatment	at	the	means	of	the	covariates.		

Figure	1.	Repayment	rates	in	treatment	and	control	
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Primary	outcome	2:	Amount	paid	back	(or	agreed	to	be	paid	back)	per	invoice	sent.	
Table	3	below	shows	the	result	of	an	OLS	regression	with	 log	of	debt	repaid	 (or	

agree	to	be	repaid)	as	the	dependent	variable.		

● Column	1	shows	the	exact	model	specified	in	the	TP.		
● Column	2	adds	the	 (censored)	debt	maturity	which	 is	the	number	of	days	

from	invoice	being	received	to	the	16th	of	August	or	45	days,	whichever	is	
lower.		

● Column	3	drops	the	fixed	effect	for	“reason	for	overpayment”	and	instead	
includes	a	fixed	effect	for	whether	a	customer	is	previously	advised	or	not,	
this	should	be	included	given	the	imbalance	in	treatment	and	control	for	this	
group.		

● Column	4	 runs	 the	 same	 specification	 as	column	3	but	with	 “reason	 for	
overpayment”	added	back	in.		

● Column	5	runs	the	same	specification	as	column	4	but	on	the	dataset	after	
it	has	been	pre-processed	using	a	CEM	matching	algorithm	and	observations	
are	weighted	according	to	the	CEM	weights.			
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We	find	evidence	that	the	treatment	led	to	a	statistically	significant	increase	in	the	

amount	of	money	that	repaid	or	agree	to	be	repaid	per	invoice	sent.			

	

	

	

	

	



	

47	
	

	

Figure	2	below	shows	the	marginal	effect	of	the	treatment	on	the	amount	of	debt	

paid	back	 (or	agree	 to	be	paid	back)	per	 invoice	sent.	For	reference,	 the	mean	

value	of	an	invoice	sent	is	£2085.	This	result	is	statistically	significant	(p	=	.08)	at	

the	10%	level.	

Figure	2.	Amount	repaid	per	invoice	sent	
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Secondary	Analysis	Findings	
Secondary	outcome	1:	Likelihood	of	repayment	via	a	payment	plan,	lump	sum	or	
not	repaying.	

This	outcome	was	specified	as	a	secondary	outcome	however	 I	believe	that	this	

should	 be	 exploratory	 analysis.	 The	 reason	 being	 that	 we	 cannot	 disentangle	

whether	an	increase	in	the	proportion	of	people	paying	via	a	lump	sum	is	the	result	

of	people	who	wouldn’t	otherwise	have	paid	back	now	paying	back	and	choosing	

to	do	so	in	a	lump	sum,	or	if	it	is	because	those	who	were	going	to	pay	back	anyway	

chose	to	do	so	through	a	lump	sum	because	of	the	letters.	

Figure	3	below	shows	the	results	of	the	multinomial	regression	split	into	high	and	

low	debt	groups.	

Figure	3.	Repayment	method	by	treatment	and	control	for	different	debt	sizes	

	

The	analysis	(see	table	4	below)	reveals	that	for	those	with	debts	below	£300	the	

treatment	group	are	significantly	more	likely	to	repay	via	lump	sum	(p	=	.03)	while	

the	slight	decrease	in	those	paying	via	payment	plan	is	not	statistically	significantly.	

Conversely	among	those	with	debts	above	£300,	those	in	the	treatment	group	are	

significantly	more	likely	to	repay	via	a	payment	plan	(p	=	.046)	and	the	decrease	in	

those	paying	via	a	lump	sum	did	not	significantly	decrease.	
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Secondary	outcome	2:	Repayment	after	the	first	notification	letter.	This	analysis	
measured	whether	those	 in	the	treatment	group	were	more	 likely	to	repay	after	

just	receiving	the	first	notification	letter.	We	do	not	find	a	significant	increase	in	

the	likelihood	of	repayment	after	the	first	letter.	Table	5	details	the	results	of	this	

analysis.	
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Secondary	outcome	3:	 instalment	 amount.	 This	 analysis	measures	whether	 the	
monthly	 instalment	amounts	 for	 those	 re-paying	via	a	payment	plan	was	higher	

among	those	that	received	the	treatment	letters.	This	is	because	the	figure	of	£80	

is	used	which	we	thought	may	act	as	a	higher	anchor.		

The	analysis	does	not	find	a	statistically	significant	increase	in	the	monthly	amount	

repaid	see	table	6	below.	However,	it	does	appear	that	more	people	are	paying	in	

a	monthly	instalment	of	£80	see	density	plot	in	exploratory	analysis	below.		
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Note:	the	following	figure	 is	really	exploratory	analysis	however	 it	 is	kept	 in	this	
section	 because	 if	 follows	 naturally	 from	 the	 analysis	 above.	 The	 figure	 below	
shows	the	distribution	of	monthly	instalment	amounts	for	those	in	the	treatment	

and	control	groups	for	those	that	choose	to	repay	via	a	payment	plan.	This	figure	
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shows	the	bunching	around	the	figure	of	£80	among	those	in	the	treatment	group.i	

This	figure	should	only	be	used	to	illustrate	some	evidence	of	an	anchoring	effect.	

Figure	4.	Monthly	instalment	amount	in	treatment	and	control	

	

	
	 	

																																																

i	Note:	Due	to	the	skewed	distribution,	this		figure	does	not	include	instalments	above	£200	per	
month	(7%	of	instalments)	
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Exploratory	Analysis	Findings		
The	 exploratory	 analysis	 investigates	 two	 areas:	 firstly,	 a	 differential	 effect	 on	

previously	advised	or	non-previously	advised	customers	and	secondly	a	differential	

effect	across	different	income	levels.	

Differential	 effect	 on	 customer	 type:	 The	 first	 part	 of	 the	 exploratory	 analysis	
examines	whether	the	treatment	effect	is	different	for	previously	advised	or	non-

previously	advised	customers.		

The	figure	below	shows	that	there	does	appear	to	be	a	differential	impact	with	the	

treatment	being	far	more	effective	for	previously	advised	customers.	

Figure	5.	Repayment	rates	by	customer	type	
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Differential	effect	on	debt	size:	The	figure	below	shows	the	difference	between	
repayment	rates	in	the	treatment	and	control	groups	across	quintiles	of	debt	size.		

Figure	6.	Repayment	rates	across	quintiles	of	debt	amount	

	

It	appears	that	for	customers	with	low	debts	(bottom	quintile)	and	high	debts	(top	
quintile)	there	is	no	treatment	effect	but	for	customers	with	medium	sized	debts	

there	is	a	treatment	effect.	It	should	be	noted	that	the	only	statistically	significant	

difference	is	in	the	2nd	quintile.		

Real	World	Impact		
In	order	to	estimate	the	 impact	of	the	trial	we	take	the	model	used	to	measure	

primary	outcome	1.	We	then	estimate	how	much	less	would	have	been	paid	back	

in	the	treatment	group	had	they	actually	received	the	control	letters.	This	allows	

us	to	estimate	how	much	more	has	been	repaid	as	a	result	of	the	trial.	
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Table	7:	Estimate	of	the	real	world	impact		

Increased	amount	repaid	per	invoice	 £57j	

Size	of	treatment	group	 989	

Total	value	brought	forward		 £56,000	

Over	the	course	of	a	year	we	estimate	that	Croydon	would	send	invoices	to	roughly	

3,720	eligible	customers.	This	would	equate	to	£212,000	brought	forward	during	

the	year	and	£4,500	less	spent	recovering	debts.k	The	added	annual	cost	of	sending	

out	the	behavioural	letters	in	colour	would	be	£520.	

The	ultimate	recovery	rate	of	this	debt	 in	Croydon	fluctuates	between	55%	and	

60%.l	We	 cannot	 say	whether	 the	 customers	who	 responded	 to	our	 treatment	

letters	would	ultimately	have	paid	through	the	debt	recovery	process.	However,	it	

seems	 likely	 that	 a	 significant	proportion	of	 the	£56,000	brought	 forward	 as	 a	

result	of	the	trial	would	have	otherwise	ended	up	being	written	off.		

Value	for	Money	Analysis		

In	the	value	for	money	analysis	I	do	not	consider	BIT	time	in	the	cost.	The	

incremental	cost	of	printing	two	colour	pages	per	person	in	the	treatment	group	
is	14p	per	person	(£138).	

Table	8:	Cost42	

Item	 Cost		
Printing	letters	in	colour	 £138	
Total	Cost:		 £138	

Table	9:	Returns	

Item	 Return		
Payments	brought	forward			 £56,000	
Total	Returns:		 £56,000	

	

	 	

																																																

j	Note	that	this	is	lower	than	the	figure	of	£90	quoted	above.	This	is		because	the	increase	of	25%	
at	the	mean	amount	repaid	(equivalent	to	£90)	is	higher	than	the	average	increase	due	to	the	right	
skewed	distribution.				
k	Croydon	Council	have	estimated	that	the	administrative	cost	of	debt	recovery	comes	to	£34	per	
invoice		
l	Information	provided	by	Croydon,	debt	is	written	off	after	roughly	7	years.		
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Discussion	
Discussion	of	results:	We	conclude	that	there	is	evidence	that	this	intervention	led	
to	more	customers	paying	back	 their	HB	overpayment	either	 in	a	 lump	 sum	or	

payment	plan	within	45	days	of	receiving	the	invoice.	The	overall	effect	appears	to	

be	driven	by	a	pronounced	statistically	significant	effect	in	the	“previously	advised”	

customer	group.		

There	is	also	evidence	that	the	wording	and	content	of	the	letters	influence	how	

people	paid	back.	Customers	with	a	debt	below	£300	were	nudged	towards	paying	

back	in	a	lump	sum	and	customers	with	a	debt	above	£300	were	nudged	towards	
paying	with	a	payment	plan.	The	analysis	demonstrates	that	these	customers	were	

more	 likely	to	pay	back	 in	the	method	suggested	by	their	respective	 letters	and	

that	they	were	not	less	likely	to	pay	back	in	the	opposite	way.	

There	is	no	evidence	that	the	behavioural	letters	led	to	any	decreases	in	repayment	

rates	 for	different	 customer	 groups	 at	different	debt	balances.	 Therefore,	our	
conclusion	would	be	that	these	letters	should	be	rolled	out	as	the	new	business	as	

usual	letters.	

The	p-values	for	the	primary	and	outcomes	are	significant	at	the	10%	rather	than	

the	5%	 level.	This	tells	us	that	there	 is	a	higher	risk	of	a	false	positive	 (we	think	

there	is	an	effect	but	in	reality	there	isn’t)	than	scientific	convention	would	use	to	

draw	a	robust	positive	conclusion.	However,	we	can	see	the	letters	influence	how	

people	paid	back	with	statistical	significance	at	the	5%	level.	This	adds	weight	to	
the	evidence	that	the	intervention	did	influence	whether	or	not	people	paid	back	

since	and	the	results	is	less	likely	to	be	a	false	positive.		

We	would	recommend	rolling	out	this	intervention	for	three	reasons.	Firstly,	this	

is	a	low	cost	intervention	with	potential	for	a	high	return	on	investment.	Secondly,	

there	 is	 no	 evidence	 that	 it	 had	 a	 negative	 effect	 on	 any	 customer	 group’s	
likelihood	to	repay.	Finally,	there	is	strong	evidence	to	suggest	a	positive	effect	on	

at	least	some	customer	groups	and	moderate	evidence	of	a	positive	effect	across	

all	customer	groups	and	debt	amounts.	
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