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On our very best 

behaviour 

➢ Human behaviour is complex and always changing, 

but understanding it is key to achieving policy goals 

that depend on people modifying their everyday 

habits and decisions.  

➢ Though historically economists have simplified 

humans as “perfectly rational”, this approach causes 

problems that behavioural economists aim to 

address. The frameworks they’ve established help us 

better understand human behaviour. 

➢ Large-scale behavioural changes, such as those 

needed to tackle issues like climate change, require 

the thoughtful understanding of individual motivations 

and incentives by governments. 

Human behaviour is complex and adaptable. This fact 

applies to individuals who change their behaviours 

throughout their lifetimes, as well as societies that evolve 

and transform through time. Psychologists, sociologists, 

economists, and others study human behaviour with the 

goal of understanding how and why decisions get made 

and how those decisions contribute to the formation of 

communities, societies and, for economists, economies.  

 

 

In 1759, the father of economics, Adam Smith, made 

abundantly clear the importance of considering “multi- 
dimensional and realistic human beings”1 when studying 

the workings of the economy. However, economics as a 

field has historically grappled with the complexity of 

people by pretending it didn’t exist. Instead, we invented 

homo economicus (the “perfectly rational” economic 

man) to assist in our elegant economic models and 

forecasts and perhaps to represent what authors 

considered the ideal behaviour of a person. And while all 

models are a generalisation of reality, one that assumes 

“perfectly rational behaviour” from actual, real-life human 

beings could lead us astray when setting policy or 

predicting outcomes. Thus, it’s vital for governments to 

understand what really motivates peoples’ behaviours.  

Behavioural economics: putting 
real people at the core 

While the field of behavioural economics has arguably 

existed as long as economics itself, it truly came to 

prominence in the late 20th and early 21st centuries when 

several behavioural economists were recognized with 

Nobel Prizes. But behavioural science has helped 

underpin the work to put people at the centre again.  
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Perhaps most notably, Richard Thaler was honoured for 

his exploration of the connection between psychological 

assumptions and economic decision-making. In the past 

few decades, behavioural economics has only risen in 

prominence, especially when applied to governance. 

There are many frameworks including Auckland Council’s 

Behavioural Insights Toolkit2 that help behavioural 

economists understand, explain, and influence 

behavioural changes, but the following framework, the 

EAST framework3, is the one we discuss here. The E-A-S-

T framework stands for the parameters Easy, Attractive, 

Social, and Timely.  

Easy as Sunday morning 

How easy an action is to undertake relative to alternatives 

will have a significant impact on whether people embrace 

it. For instance, participation in KiwiSaver is high, in part, 

because the process to get started is so easy. If the 

process made it difficult to select providers, more people 

would opt not to join. Instead, people are enrolled 

automatically, with no effort, and the government has done 

the work to identify default service providers so even if 

individuals do nothing more than sign up, they are safely 

saving for their retirement.   

When we, as Auckland Council, aim to change the 

behaviour of Aucklanders to benefit the greater good (for 

example, encouraging citizens to use public transport, to 

produce less rubbish, or to save water). One of the best 

ways to get people to choose an action is to make it 

easier than the alternative.  

Attracting attention 

People also tend to do the things that attract their 

attention, something marketers know well. Simple things, 

like personalised messages, have been shown to boost 

responsiveness and encourage particular outcomes. And, 

of course, there is one thing that always attracts attention: 

a good, old-fashioned monetary incentive.  

One example of attraction in action is at Takapuna Beach 

where smart council design nudges swimmers to read the 

Safeswim4 signs before they enter the water. Bright, 

colourful signage and footsteps outlined on the ground 

attract people to the information board, empowering them 

to make better and healthier swimming decisions. 

Social work 

People are social creatures. We tend to follow trends and 

align with what people around us are doing, buying, and 

thinking. (If you doubt this, you clearly don’t spend much 

time on social media or never read a magazine!) Actions 

endorsed by others, especially people we trust, can 

enhance our desire to follow suit. Social norms are a 

powerful way of using the behaviour of majorities to 

influence those not yet choosing a desired behaviour. 

This social aspect of human behaviour means it’s 

important for Auckland Council to lead by example. 

We don’t want to be saying “do as I say, not as I do”. 

Instead, we want to use our influence to show people 

how change can happen and how they can do it, too.  

This is part of the rationale behind many of Auckland 

Council’s emission-cutting activities, to demonstrate 

that environmental-friendly measures are not too 

onerous to adopt. 

Perfect timing 

Finally, timing matters, more than some may think. 

People value their time in different ways, and they 

sometimes make different decisions depending on 

timing. Generally, we gravitate toward choices that 

provide us with instant gratification over longer-term 

benefits. This could be due to the uncertainty that 

comes with waiting or the simple fact that people find 

it difficult to value the implications of their choices.  

For example, Auckland Council family is providing 

free public transport (trains and buses) after 9pm for 

those attending the Elemental AKL festival during 

July. People discount certain choices depending on 

the times they occur, and this can affect if the choice 

is made at all. Understanding how this works, means 

that the immediate benefit of, for instance, a free 

travel option when people tend to use private vehicle 

travel can bring with it a raft of economic benefits, 

such as public safety (lower the risk of drunk driving) 

and easing congestion (think back to the gridlock 

around America’s Cup).  

Government can help encourage behaviours by 

relieving the uncertainty of the future. Recognising the 

time-sensitive nature of some interventions can also 

help policy-makers elicit a stronger response toward a 

policy goal.  

Applying what we’ve learnt 

Behavioural economics is a part of the growing 

movement of behavioural insights. The field continues 

to provide valuable insights and on how to restore the 

person at the centre of economic decision making. 

Frameworks like EAST provide a high-level insight 

into how economic ideas can be used to propel 

people to take certain actions and assist in leading to 

certain outcomes. This type of discussion will become 

even more important as we grapple with policies like 

Net Zero by 2050, Auckland Council’s Climate Action 

Plan, Transport Emissions Reduction Plan, National 

Policy Statement on Urban Development, and Three 

Waters Reform in the future.  
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The success of each of these policies depends on 

individual people changing their behaviours. How can 

council encourage the behaviour we want to see?  

Things like the EAST Framework will help us think through 

those goals. For example, when trying to get more people 

to ride public transport, perhaps we allow the use of 

mobile phones as a fare card (E), send a personalised text 

with the next bus time (A), social norms like the increasing 

number of Aucklanders using public transport, posting 

stories of influential celebrities riding the bus (S) or offer a 

discount during peak-traffic times (T). 

Individuals generally make choices to maximise their 

wellbeing, and while the factors that influence behaviour 

are complex and sometimes messy, this does not mean 

they cannot be understood and influenced. Frameworks 

like EAST can help make sense of this complexity and 

guide us as we navigate toward better outcomes for 

society.  

 

Shyamal Maharaj  

Economist, Chief Economist Unit 

 

 

Disclaimer: This newsletter provides general information on economic issues and is not intended to be used as a basis for any particular course of 
action or as substitute for financial advice. The views and opinions expressed are those of the relevant author, and do not necessarily reflect the views 
of Auckland Council. Auckland Council disclaims all liability in connection with any action that may be taken in reliance of this newsletter, and for any 
error, deficiency, flaw or omission contained in it. Find out more: visit the Auckland Council Chief Economist Page or contact us 
chief.economist@aucklandcouncil.govt.nz 

 

 
2 Some others include Friction and Fuel, Principles of Persuasion and Auckland Council’s Behavioural Toolkit 
3 https://www.bi.team/publications/east-four-simple-ways-to-apply-behavioural-insights/ 
4 https://knowledgeauckland.org.nz/media/1813/nudging-visitors-to-notice-safeswim-signs-summary-dec-2018.pdf  
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