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Behavioral Science

• Key idea: people are 
systematically

irrational

– Huge implications for 

policy, workplaces, 

personal life, etc. 
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GovLabPHL

GovLabPHL, led by the Mayor’s Policy Office, is a multi-agency team centered on 

embedding evidence-based and data-driven practices into City programs and 

services through cross-sector collaboration.

Three streams of  work:

1. Create learning opportunities for city employees; 

2. Pilot innovative programs and prototypes; 

3. Ensure the public has access to learn about new initiatives and best 

practices.
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Testing Loss Aversion and Checklists in the 

City of Philadelphia’s Wellness Program

• Completion rate fell from 54% to 39% between 2014 to 2015
• The goal of  the City Administered Plan is to reduce health risks, improve 

health-consumer skills, and improve overall well-being
• Save the City and taxpayers money
• The department was engaging city employees and retirees in many ways 

without knowing which method worked better or best.
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Study involving ~6,000 active City of  Philadelphia employees and retirees

Random assignment to one of  four version of  a postcard:

Loss Framing + Checklist Gain Framing + Checklist
Loss Framing + No Checklist Gain Framing + No Checklist
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No Checklist Checklist

@GovLabPHL



Zero Waste Behavioral Science Initiative 

• The Zero Waste and Litter Cabinet is an interdepartmental effort.

• Recycling saved Philadelphia over $5 million in 2017 on disposal fees and is 
a major component of  our Zero Waste goals.

• On average 60% of  a typical maintenance crew’s total staff  time was spent 
picking up litter and managing waste.
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Tracking Litter – Developing the Litter Index

In 2017, the Zero Waste and Litter Cabinet in 

coordination with the Streets Department, CLIP, SEPTA, 

Parks and Recreation, the School District and the Water 

Department developed a litter index tool based off  of  a 

previous litter index developed by the Streets Department 

in 2007. This index: 

• Takes litter counts and litter rating scores from assets 

monitored by all 6 partner organizations 

• Creates an aggregated score of  an area 

• Is used internally to coordinate multi-department 

responses to litter as well as publically for residents to see 

their litter index score
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What we did Results are published!

• Changing the number of  

public waste bins 

available and examining 

the influence on litter

• Distributing recycling 

bins to local residents 

and examining changes 

in recycling behavior

• Dovetailed with the 

city’s litter index pilot
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Results

• Overall, distributing bins in Port Richmond resulted in an increase in recycling 

of  0.66 tons each week

• If  this intervention had been implemented across all of  Port Richmond, this 

would have resulted in an annual savings of  $9,884.16 in this neighborhood

• Increase recycling bin distribution locations beyond the 6 sanitation center sites

• Pilot an investment in larger bins with attached lids

• An increase in publicly accessible waste receptacles led to a 30 minute decrease 

in time spent picking up litter by sanitation staff

• Encourage businesses to “adopt-a-receptacle” to decrease litter

• Plan for future placement of  waste receptacles 
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• Narrowing the key policy questions in collaboration with 

diverse partners

• Developing a consistent process / opportunity to re-train 

staff  team

• Improvements to data collection + incentive to do data 

clean-up

• Assessing implementation methods and assuring they 

integrate seamlessly with partner agency’s workflow
• Designing an intervention and testing a hunch

• Insights on subgroups of  employees

Overall Impact 
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• Early insights into how the department or agency is currently 

engaging their constituents

• Creation of  new evidence with low-cost interventions 

• Reinforcing existing engagement efforts

• Actions are driven by data and evidence – economic and 

operational justifications

• Increased accountability

• Increased transparency

• Craft policy and regulation through strategic partnerships

• Inform new future programs and initiatives  

• Supports the spirit of  innovation 

Overall Impact 

@GovLabPHL



Questions?

Thank you!
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