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What we do 

• The Office for National Statistics (ONS) is the UK’s largest 
independent producer of official statistics and its recognised 
national statistical institute. We collect and publish statistics 
related to the economy, population and society at national, 
regional and local levels. We conduct the census in England 
and Wales every 10 years. 

• ONS employs over 1,000 social survey interviewers, who work 
face-to-face, on the telephone and at ports and airports. 

• We collect data for core surveys like the Labour Force Survey, 
the Living Costs and Food Survey and the International 
Passenger Survey. 

• We also win competitive tenders to run externally-funded 
surveys, such as the Family Resources Survey and the National 
Survey for Wales. 



How we communicate with 
respondents 

Printed materials: 
- Advance letters 
- Leaflets (sent with 
letter or available to 
interviewers) 

Website: 
- About ONS 
- About each survey 

Interviewers: 
- On the doorstep or 
phone 
- Answering helpline 
enquiries: 

Future: 
- Online survey help 
- Webchat  



What is Behavioural Science? 

Most of us believe that 
we are highly rational, 

making decisions on the 
basis of logic and 

evidence.  

Psychological research 
shows that our actions 

and behaviour are 
influenced as much by 

automatic reactions as by 
our cognitive processing. 

Behavioural science is about designing services and 
interventions to reflect the ways people really behave, 

rather than the ways theory or logic suggests they 
should rationally behave.  



What are the principles? 



Applying the principles to respondent 
communication 
ONS sends an ‘advance letter’ to each address selected to take 

part in one of its social surveys. 
 
We carried out a research project to use behavioural science to 

improve this letter to increase the likelihood of participation in 
the survey.  

 
Following various stages of testing and review, including focus 

groups and cognitive interviewing, we developed a new letter 
and tested its effect in a split-sample field experiment.  

 
The letter aimed to be simpler, more appealing and to make clearer 

what the recipient is being asked to do.  
  

 





New Letter 

Easy – repeats the 
phone number three times 

 
Attractive - Colourful 
design; headings to break 
up text and highlight 
messages 

 
Social – “Each year 
about half a million people 
take part in our surveys.” 

 
Timely – encourages 
them to get in touch with us 



Results of RCT and conclusions 
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Influence Workshop 

We also communicate via interviewers. We developed a workshop 
for face-to-face interviewers on using behavioural science 
techniques to gain respondents' cooperation on the doorstep. 

 
The principles were:  
• Reciprocity;  
• Commitment and consistency; 
• Social proof; 
• Liking  
• Authority; and  
• Scarcity. 

 



Future use of Behavioural Science 

• Projects across social surveys, business 
surveys census and ONS HQ relating to:  
• Encouraging response 
• Encouraging particular modes of response 
• Longitudinal response (Peak End Theory) 
• Recruiting and motivating staff 
• Influencing the way users engage with us 
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