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Council sends hundreds of thousands of letters and emails to Aucklanders 
every year, to collect money, to inform, and to encourage behaviour change. 
But are they effective?
Eye tracking studies in other countries show that, unless people are highly 
motivated, they often don’t read letters and emails, instead only scanning 
headings, images and coloured boxes.
Drawing on international behavioural insights trials RIMU has been working 
with council’s Licensing and Regulatory Compliance department to improve 
council’s infringement letters.

What did we do? 
In the first trial, RIMU partnered with council’s Animal Management Team to 
develop four new potential cover letters to accompany a legally-mandated 
infringement notice. The letters drew on a number of behavioural principles to 
increase comprehension, increase ease of payment, and to motivate action. 
The effectiveness of each of the four new letters was tested, along with the 
current letter, using a randomised control trial. 2285 letters were sent between 
September 2018 and February 2019.

Monitoring Research Quarterly

Results from a Behavioural Insights Team eye tracking study, showing very 
little attention is paid to the detailed content of letters. (Behavioural Insights 
Team (2012). Applying behavioural insights to reduce fraud, error, and debt. 
Retrieved from  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fraud-error-and-debt-
behavioural-insights-team-paper)

Using behavioural insights to improve council letters
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Behavioural insights – what did we find?

The results show a notable increase in payment rates. 
The most successful letter was characterised by a blue 
call to action and softer language (for example, use of 
‘please’ and highlighting the ‘ease of payment’), a high 
level of personalisation, and a handwritten message on 
the envelope. This increased payment rates by 69 per 
cent (reflecting a 6.4 percentage point increase. See 
RIMU Research note, Using behavioural insights to 
increase dog fine payments (2019)). The findings also 
show the importance of trialling different solutions before 
selecting the ‘winner’ that is implemented.

Two additional trials are underway, testing improvements 
to the envelope message used in the first trial, as well 
as communications to motivate payment amongst 
businesses that have failed to pay their food licence 
fees.

The changes we made seem obvious in hindsight, but 
drew on a significant amount of scientific research on 
attention, perception and motivation. Here’s how you can 
use these findings in your own work.

Tips for improving letters, emails and posters

• Make sure that your key message is presented early, 
ideally in the first sentence or subject line

• Use simple, non-technical language
• Be specific about recommended actions
• Make the desired behaviour easy by breaking it down 

into simple steps
• Highlight key information using colour, headings, call-

out boxes, and bold text
• Personalise messages where possible
• Highlight the consequences of not doing the desired 

behaviour
• Use rhyming statements to help people remember 

to act – such statements are easier to process (i.e. 
they have higher fluency) and are rated as more 
believable and likeable.

For more information about behavioural insights please 
contact Dr Jesse Allpress, Principal Social Scientist
jesse.allpress@aucklandcouncil.govt.nz

 Recent research activities
RIMU’s scientists, researchers, technical 
specialists and analysts have assisted with many 
Auckland Council projects over recent months. 
A list of new publications and information about 
research related activities follows. The reports 
noted here are available on the Knowledge 
Auckland website.  

New reports
• Cost benefit analysis of construction and 

demolition waste diversion from landfill. A 
case study based on HLC Ltd development in 
Auckland, TR2019/009

• Eco design advisor customer services survey 
2018, TR2019/005

• Te kā mai rawa, te ti taihara: Mana whenua 
cultural values and the Auckland Council 
resource consent process, TR2019/008

• River water quality annual report 2017, 
TR2019/010

• Unpicking the construction development 
pipeline: a community housing provider 
perspective, TR2019/007

RIMU symposium 25 June 2019
Data matters: the role of research and evaluation 
in shaping the future of Tāmaki Makaurau. 
With guest speakers Professor Juliet Gerard, 
the Prime Minister’s Chief Science Advisor, and 
Councillor Penny Hulse, Chair of the Auckland 
Council Environment and Community Committee. 
Speeches and presentations included:
• Science advice in Aotearoa, New Zealand
• Case study of a master planned community at 

Addison
• The Franklin nitrate issue
• Half on cascading, half on targeting and half on 

sharing: affordable housing policies in Auckland
• Hydrology in a changing landscape
• How pest free is Kaipātiki and does it matter 

anyway? 
• Mana whenua cultural values assessments 
• Seabird monitoring and research to support 

management and restoration
• Using behavioural insights to improve council 

services
The presentations and symposium posters are 
available on Knowledge Auckland.

Drones and river flow
RIMU hydrologists Nick Holwerda and Shane 
Sullivan attended a Space Time Image Velocity 
workshop in Wellington. Video from fixed cameras 
or drones is used to determine river flow by 
processing images through specialised software. 
The hydrology team will be looking at how to apply 
this technology in Auckland for council’s river 
monitoring programmes.

http://www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz/publication/?mid=2810
http://www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz/publication/?mid=2810
http://www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz/publication/?mid=2883
http://www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz/publication/?mid=2883
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Construction and demolition (C&D) waste makes up 
about 40 per cent of the total waste going to landfill 
in Auckland. Volumes are projected to increase as 
Auckland’s population continues to grow and more large-
scale infrastructure and development projects begin.

Auckland Council has limited influence over how C&D 
waste is managed by the construction industry, as 
it is a source of commercial waste. Developers and 
project managers do not always consider minimising or 
diverting C&D waste, as they typically want to demolish 
and construct buildings as quickly and as cheaply as 
possible. 

Recycle, reuse and reduce

In recognising that C&D waste such as rubble, concrete, 
metal and timber can be more easily diverted for reuse 
or recycling, in its Waste Management and Minimisation 
Plan, Auckland Council has identified C&D waste as 
one of the three priority waste streams for achieving the 
target of reducing total waste to landfill by 30 per cent by 
2027.

The practice of deconstruction instead of demolition 
is gaining growing support in Auckland as a method 
to divert C&D waste from landfill. Dismantling building 
components limits the damage of materials which 
facilitates recycle and reuse of materials. C&D waste 
can also be reduced by relocating old buildings and by 
better use of design methods to prevent waste during 
construction (i.e. designing out construction waste).

The council’s Waste Solutions Unit proposes to work 
with large-scale developers to support C&D diversion 
from landfill through wider uptake of deconstruction 
and relocation and facilitating the recycle and reuse of 
materials.

Diverting construction and demolition waste

Chart: The CBA shows that net benefits to Auckland from the C&D 
waste diversion option that focuses more on reuse and reduce double 
those under the option that focuses more on recycling. 

C&D waste diversion from landfill – the 
economic case for Auckland

The Research and Evaluation Unit has undertaken a 
Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA) to evaluate the impacts 
of  two proposed options for diverting C&D waste 
diversion from landfill. Using a planned large-scale 
residential development project by Homes. Land. 
Community (HLC) as a case study, results of the CBA 
show that Auckland would benefit when more C&D 
waste is diverted from landfill through deconstruction, 
relocation and designing out waste. Although the 
option that focuses more on reuse and reduce is 
more expensive, it is likely to deliver better economic, 
social and environmental outcomes for Auckland.

The results of the CBA are published in a new 
Auckland Council technical report, Cost benefit 
analysis of construction and demolition waste 
diversion from landfill. A case study based on HLC 
Ltd development in Auckland.

Financial impacts for developers

Results from the study also show that developers 
could breakeven when implementing C&D waste 
diversion from landfill. There may be additional 
gains for the developers associated with potential 
improvement in their reputation. Reputation 
improvement is not quantifiable and therefore not 
included in the analysis. Net returns to developers 
under either proposed option would also increase as 
the waste levy increases.

While both proposed options give similar propositions 
on the business side, C&D waste diversion with 
stronger focus on reuse and reduce is more 
beneficial to the wider Auckland community. 

For more information please contact Ting 
Huang, RIMU Research Economist
ting.huang@aucklandcouncil.govt.nz

http://www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz/publication/?mid=2922
http://www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz/publication/?mid=2922
http://www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz/publication/?mid=2922
http://www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz/publication/?mid=2922
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For more information about Auckland  
related research, data and monitoring 
programmes visit the Research Unit’s  
websites:  

Knowledge Auckland

www.knowledgeauckland.org.nz

Auckland Counts, census data

www.censusauckland.co.nz

Environmental data portal 

www.environmentauckland.org.nz
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The rocks under our feet are 
saturated with water, forming 
aquifers that we use for irrigation, 
drinking, and many other purposes. 
Aquifers are also the source of much 
of the water which flows in streams 
and rivers – as much as 90 per cent 
in some Auckland streams. RIMU 
has a network of bores drilled into 
the earth that allow us to measure 
the water level in our aquifers. This 
water level data is used to help us 
manage these vital resources.

RIMU’s Hydrology and 
Environmental Data Management 
Team has completed topographical 
surveys of all active monitoring 
bores. We are now using that survey 
data to convert all our groundwater 
monitoring records to the New 
Zealand Vertical Datum 2016 (NZVD 
2016), which is now the official 
national vertical datum for New 
Zealand. In the coming months, we 
will also convert all our historical 
records to NZVD 2016. This will 
allow us to directly compare new and 
old data to help us better understand 
changes to groundwater resources 
over time.

Historically, heights have been 
defined by 13 vertical datums across 
the country, each referenced to local 
mean sea level (MSL). We know that 
the Earth’s gravitational field has 
variations which affect sea level at 
different locations in New Zealand. In 
effect, sea level in Auckland doesn’t 
always equal sea level in Wellington, 
Dunedin, or other sites. The 
conversion to NZVD 2016 will allow 
groundwater level data measured in 
Auckland to be directly comparable 
to groundwater level data measured 
anywhere else in the country, helping 
to tell the collective groundwater 
story of New Zealand. 

The switch to NZVD 2016 will also 
allow for much easier data collection, 
quality assurance and quality control 
for the Hydrology Team. This will 
eliminate the need for site-specific 
ratings which have to be continually 
updated to transform groundwater 
level at a bore to the vertical datum. 
We will be able to automatically 
transform all groundwater 
measurements in the field to NZVD 
2016 using Canvas, a data recording 
app, on mobile devices.

For more information about 
groundwater data and 
studies, please contact Kolt 
Johnson, Senior Scientist
kolt.johnson@
aucklandcouncil.govt.nz  

Groundwater monitoring bores
and the New Zealand Vertical Datum 2016

Measuring groundwater level at Cornwall Park.

Acknowledgement: Page 1 banner. Tree planting at Pae o Te Rangi 
Regional Park. Photograph by Ann Jones.
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