Applying Behavioural
Economics at SEAI

What are we learning from Behavioural Economics?
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Why is a strong
understanding of behaviour
important for achieving net
zero scenarios?
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Behaviour can trump energy efficient design!
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What is behavioural
economics?
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What is Behavioural Economics/Behavioural Science?

The science of understanding what people are doing, why they are
doing it, and how we might encourage people to change what they
are doing.
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What is Behavioural Economics?
Example: Changing when people use energy

Economics

• Time-band pricing
• Critical Peak
Pricing

“Incentives Matter”

• Social Norms Feedback:
Action of Neighbours

Behavioural
Economics
Sociology

Psychology

“Culture and
Society Matters”

“Context Matters”

• Default – Opt-in or
Opt-out?
• Comprehension of
tariff structure

What are we learning from
behavioural economics in
SEAI?
How have we applied behavioural economics and what have learnt?
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What are we learning from behavioural economics in SEAI?

Understanding how
people think about
energy
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Pre-testing policy
tools & solutions

Field-testing policy
solutions, scaling,
and measuring
impact

Designing policy
through a
behaviourally
informed lens

People don’t know how much energy they use and how
their use compares to others’
•

How much electricity would you say you use in a
year?

•

We asked two groups of people the following
question:
– The average Irish household uses 4,200
KWh a year, how much do you think you
use?
– The average Irish household uses 7,000
KWh a year, how much do you think you
use?

9

www.seai.ie

Q.4 Please rank your TOP THREE energy saving / energy
efficient methods that you believe save the most energy?

People don’t know where energy is used in the home
(Base: All adults aged 18+; n=1,022)
Ranked as Number 1

Any Top 3 Ranking

Full load dishwashers/washing machine 11%

40%

Turn off lights when you are leaving
a room or where you do not need them 12%

Lighting and
appliances

39%

Use LED light bulbs 16%

37%

When purchasing, use energy rating labels
to help pick the most efficient appliance 14%
Turn appliances off at the plug and
not leave them in standby mode 8%

33%

26%

Wash clothes at the lowest temperature possible 6%

23%

Use a timer to control heating times 8%

23%

Use a timer for the immersion/hot water heater 7%

Home
Heating

19%

Get boiler serviced annually 7%

18%

Use a thermostat to set the
4%
temperature to 20 degrees Celsius
Use the radiator valve to turn the temperature
4%
down or off in rooms that you do not use a lot
Use zone controls for heating 4%

17%
15%
10%

Behaviours related to lighting and appliances are seen to save the most energy, while a notably smaller proportion
identify home heating behaviours as saving the most energy.

How do we know it works?

Eligible Homes
(HLI <2.0, Houses only, All Fuel Types)

Randomised to one of eight groups

N = (32,000)

Control
(n = 4,000)

A = Message on envelope
B = No Message on envelope
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Comfort
(n = 4,000)

Cost (graph)
(n = 4,000)

Exclusivity
(n = 4,000)

Norms
(n = 4,000)

Health/Air
quality
(n = 4,000)

Environment
(n =4,000)

Easy
(n = 4,000)

“You’ve been selected” outperforms all other letters…
Response rate to letter type - regression outputs
2.50%
- Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals
- Significant codes compared to Control: ‘***’ 0.001; ‘**’ 0.01; ‘*’ 0.05

Response rate (%)

2.00%
1.76% ***

1.50%
1.23% ***
1.00%
0.66% ***

0.71% ***

0.74% ***

Cost

Comfort

0.80% ***

0.81% ***

Easy

Social

0.50%

0.05%
0.00%
Control

Health

Letter type
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Environment Exclusivity

But, no change in heatpump uptake!

We need to engage with people at the right time to
encourage pro-environmental behaviour
•

It is important to communicate the benefits of energy
efficiency upgrades at key moments when people might be
more likely to change their behaviour

•

This might involve:
– Encouraging people to use public transport when they
are changing job
– Prompting people to choose meat-free options in
advance of conferences
– Prompting people to consider energy efficiency
upgrades when carrying out other home improvement
works
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Some final words…
• Nudging is not enough!
• Behavioural economics has helped us to
understand why people behave the way
they do
– This has helped us to design energy
policy that delivers real behaviour
change
• Behavioural economics is a useful tool that
should be part of every policymaker’s toolkit
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Behavioural
Economics

Nudging

Thank you!
Karl Purcell

Marek Bohacek

Andrew O'Callaghan

Jim Scheer

Behavioural Problem Diagnosis
Experiment Implementation
Behavioural Science
Email: Karl.Purcell@seai.ie

Data Modelling
Language Programming
Psychology/Neuroscience
Email: Mark.Bohacek@seai.ie

Behavioural Research
Experimental Design
Psychology/Carbon Mgmt.
Email: Andrew.OCallaghan@seai.ie

Policy Insights and Design
Head of Department (Interim)
Energy Modelling
Email: Jim.Scheer@seai.ie

