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1. Executive Summary
Transportation is the second largest source of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in Canada. 1
Reducing emissions from commuting can play a key role in ensuring a clean, safe, and
sustainable environment for present and future generations. Though many Canadians would
like to reduce their carbon footprint through more sustainable commuting, they face
significant barriers in doing so.2 Structural barriers, such as the availability of public transit,
limit commuting options and promote single occupancy driving. Even when reasonable
options do exist, there are cognitive barriers, like the tendency to stick with the status quo,
that stand in the way of making sustainable commuting choices. Commuting behaviours are
particularly difficult to change because of how deeply entrenched these habits are.
However, COVID-19 has created a disruption in commuting habits, presenting a promising
yet fleeting opportunity to encourage new, more sustainable, choices as we recover from the
pandemic. Teleworking, which eliminates commuting altogether, has increased dramatically
and survey data suggest potential for this change to persist. Though we have seen a
reduction in the number of people commuting by car over the course of the pandemic, driving
remains, by far, the most common mode of commuting. Transit use, on the other hand,
plummeted, and health and safety concerns pose a threat to recovery in ridership.
Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) engaged the Behavioural Insights Team
(BIT) to conduct research and provide a deeper understanding of these commuting trends
and to identify promising, evidence-based approaches to helping Canadians adopt more
sustainable commuting behaviours as we recover from COVID-19. This work is part of
ECCC’s broader Green Economic Recovery policy work.
In this report, we recommend approaches that the Government of Canada may be able to
implement through its own policies and programs, in its role as an employer, or through its
funding capacity. We developed these recommendations based on a review of commuting
data, a scan of relevant behavioural science literature, and consultations with academic
experts and relevant government departments.
First, we propose ways to apply a behavioural science lens to certain large-scale policy
levers (e.g., policies, programs, and transfers). Most of these ideas build on existing
Government of Canada initiatives.
Recommendations to apply behavioural science to large-scale policy levers
⬥ Leverage infrastructure investment processes to encourage municipal and
regional actors to develop more effective strategies for modal shift (e.g., from
private vehicle to public transit).
⬥ Incentivize vehicle manufacturers to produce and promote EVs over combustion
vehicles to help commuters reduce emissions without needing to change their
commuting habits.
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⬥ Make EV charging stations attention-grabbing (salient) and convenient to help
address “range anxiety.”
⬥ Support the development of models for road pricing that include psychological
factors like “pain of paying” and share them with municipal and regional
governments.
⬥ Create or encourage programs that certify or provide a designation for workplaces
that encourage low-emission commuting behaviours.
⬥ More broadly, consistently integrate a behavioural science lens into the
development and analysis of policies that impact transportation emissions.
Second, to address cognitive barriers to reducing commuting emissions, we propose
complementary ideas for “nudging” commuting choices.
Recommendations to nudge commuting choices
Exploring new modes of commuting
⬥ Provide personalized travel plans at transitional moments such as returning to the
office, starting a new job, or moving homes.
⬥ Run employee challenges to encourage people to try out commuting alternatives.
⬥ Support adoption of contactless payment systems or other measures to increase
ease of payment for public transit.
⬥ Use behaviourally-informed communications to encourage employees to download
mobile applications that make the reliability and convenience of public transit
salient.
Returning to public transit
⬥ Commission and share research on best practices for health risk communication in
a public transit context.
⬥ Subsidize time-limited free or discounted transit passes or tickets.
Maintaining teleworking post-pandemic
⬥ Make hybrid working arrangements the default and prompt managers and
employees to actively choose how time is split.
⬥ Publicize the acceptance of hybrid working arrangements amongst managers.
⬥ Nudge managers to take up new tools and training for performance management
in a hybrid workplace.
Purchasing Zero Emission Vehicles (ZEVs)
⬥ Encourage ZEV ownership through communications campaigns that leverage
social norms.
⬥ Support the development of a new price labelling standard that makes cost
comparisons between ZEVs and combustion vehicles easier and more accurate.
⬥ Use timely prompts to increase awareness and salience of ZEV incentives.
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⬥ Personalize information on the iZEV program website to help potential consumers
choose a vehicle that meets their needs.
We suggest that ECCC work with its partners to assess and adapt these recommendations,
prioritizing the time-sensitive recommendations that are tied to reopening plans.

2. Introduction
Project Context
Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) has a mandate to ensure a clean, safe,
and sustainable environment for present and future generations. The transportation sector
poses a major threat to this vision. In 2019, it accounted for 25% of all GHG emissions in
Canada – a 16% increase from 2005 levels.3 Many Canadians support the idea of reducing
their carbon footprint through climate-friendly transportation choices, but a variety of
obstacles prevent them from moving from intention to action. Commuting choices, in
particular, are complex habitual behaviours that are difficult to change. Large-scale and
highly intertwined structural barriers such as the availability of public transit, land use
planning, and limited road pricing restrict commuting options and promote driving. Individual
cognitive barriers, like how deeply entrenched these habits are, limit the adoption of
sustainable options where they are available.
Once people have formed a habit, such as driving to work every day, it is very difficult to
deviate from that status quo to form new habits. The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted
many Canadians’ commuting habits, offering a rare window of opportunity to encourage
lasting behaviour change. For example, the proportion of the workforce teleworking
increased from 4% pre-pandemic to 32% at the beginning of 2021.4 Effective interventions
may be able to help these changes stick and in doing so, reduce commuting-related GHG
emissions. As part of a broader effort to support a Green Economic Recovery, ECCC
engaged the Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) to identify promising, evidence-based
approaches to help Canadians adopt and maintain more sustainable commuting behaviours
as we recover from COVID-19.
This report applies a behavioural science lens to the design and implementation of largescale policy levers that address structural barriers. It also additionally identifies
complementary nudges5 to address cognitive barriers limiting environmentally friendly
commuting choices.
Project Approach
The scope of this project included:
●
●

mapping the behaviours of key actors that could help reduce commuting emissions;
describing trends in commuting behaviours over the course of the pandemic;
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●
●

identifying the structural and cognitive barriers to creating and sustaining
environmentally-friendly commuting habits; and
developing evidence-based recommendations to reduce commuting emissions in the
months and years ahead.

We focused on approaches that the Government of Canada may be able to implement or
otherwise encourage through its policies and programs, it’s funding capacity, or in its role as
Canada’s largest employer.
To address these topics, we conducted a scan of relevant literature, a review of data on
commuting behaviours, and consultations with academic experts and relevant government
departments. We are grateful for the insights generated through consultations with
representatives from Statistics Canada, Transport Canada, Infrastructure Canada, the
Treasury Board Secretariat’s Centre for Greening Government and Office of the Chief
Human Resources Officer, Société de Transport de l’Outaouais as well as transport demand
expert Dr. Khandker Nurul Habib (University of Toronto) and behavioural science expert Dr.
Ariella Kristal (Harvard University). These exploratory research activities informed our
identification of key barriers to reducing commuting emissions, based upon which we
developed our recommendations.
A limitation of many behavioural interventions targeting commuting behaviours is that these
have generally relied on self-reported survey data, focus groups, and correlational data.
Further, the COVID-19 pandemic is a unique context; strategies and interventions that had
not previously been effective may now work, and vice versa. Throughout our
recommendations, we detail the evidence supporting different approaches and flag instances
in which we believe that implementation in the context of COVID-19 recovery will lead to
different results.
Figure 1 – Project Approach
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The following sections present: how COVID-19 has impacted commuting in Canada (section
3); recommendations for applying behavioural insights to large-scale policy levers (section
4.1); proposed interventions to nudge commuting choices (section 4.2), and; considerations
for next steps (section 5). It will be critical to consider equity implications in the
implementation of these solutions to mitigate any differential impacts that could exacerbate
inequalities.

3. The impact of COVID-19 on commuting
Overview of commuting trends in Canada
Prior to the pandemic, over 60% of workers in Canada’s largest urban centres travelled more
than 5 km to work, with a substantial minority traveling over 25 km to work (ranging from ~7
to 19%).6 As distance from workers’ jobs to city centres increase, the proportion of workers
who commute primarily by car also increases. For instance, in Montréal in 2016, 90.9% of
commuters who travelled more than 25 km drove to work, compared to only 35.9% of those
within 5 km.7
Overall, most Canadians (~68%) drove personal motor vehicles to work or school. 8 About
16% took public transit, and 8.4% used active transportation, like biking (1.5%) or walking
(~7%).9 Data on carpooling is less clear, with estimates ranging from 3% to 12% of
commuters in census metropolitan areas.10,11 About 4% of Canadians worked remotely, or
teleworked (with up to 14% working some hours from home).12
During the pandemic, many Canadians began to work from home or stopped working
entirely, resulting in decreased commuting across all modes. However, there are different
effects in the degree to which travel was reduced across modes – unfortunately, not always
in ways that are beneficial to the environment. The largest decrease was among public
transit users, many of whom switched to telework or to commuting by car. Despite a
significant decrease, personal motor vehicles remained the most common way to commute.
There is a concern that former car users will stick with, or return to, car use while past public
transit users may form new lasting driving habits. On the other hand, efforts to maintain new
levels of teleworking, which has increased from 4% to 32% as of January 2021, offer promise
for reducing commuting-related GHG emissions long term.13
Figure 2 – Changes in Commuting During the Pandemic14
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Changes in commuting by personal motor vehicles
Personal motor vehicles continued to be the most common way of commuting for Canadians
(51.8% of commuters, excluding teleworkers, in June 2020, down from 68.1% prepandemic).15 The majority (84%) of people who commuted via personal motor vehicle had
not switched to other modes of transportation, and most of the remainder had switched to
telework rather than other modes of transportation.16 Even this relatively modest drop had a
large impact on congestion in highly urbanized regions. For instance, since the pandemic
began in March 2020 Vancouver experienced a 47.2% decrease in morning rush hour traffic
and a 34.9% decrease in the evening compared to 2019. 17 This is consistent with Canadawide GPS data which showed that road congestion was lower than 2019 levels in all the
cities that were analyzed.18 In 2021, congestion has trended back toward pre-pandemic
levels. For example, in January 2021 Vancouver’s congestion was 31% below 2019 levels,
but the gap had closed to 16% by May and about 14% in July.19
Changes in commuting via public transit
With the onset of lockdowns and widespread coverage of the pandemic in March 2020,
public transit ridership (buses, trains, subways) dropped by 42% that month.20 The downward
trend continued with declines of over 80% in April and May.21
By June 2020, only 3.7% of workers were commuting via transit, down from 16%. Less than
20% of commuters who used transit before the pandemic continued to use it.22,23 About 34%
15
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of transit commuters switched to another mode of transportation, with the remainder (42%)
teleworking24 or losing their employment. Among the 34% who continued commuting, most
used a personal motor vehicle (about 75%) and about 20% switched to active transportation.
In a representative survey of the Greater Toronto Area, the proportion of commuters who
switched from public transit to active transportation was much larger (almost 60%) and
another 14% switched to car sharing or taxis.25 The authors of this study highlighted the role
that car ownership played in decisions to switch commuting modes, and noted that people
with access to private cars left transit at higher rates and more often switched to driving.
Overall, the pandemic had a massive impact on use of public transit. By February 2021,
Statistics Canada estimated that Canada’s urban transit networks experienced a decrease of
approximately 71% year over year, representing a decrease from 115.1 million trips. 26,27
Mobility trend data from Google reinforces the scale of this decline, estimating that traffic at
public transit hubs, like bus stations, has decreased 54% from baseline (ranging from 26% in
the Northwest Territories to 59% in Ontario).28
Changes in commuting via active transportation
Prior to the pandemic, 8.4% of Canadians commuted via active transportation modes.29
Despite some former transit commuters switching to active transportation, data from June
2020 shows modest (but not statistically significant) declines in the proportion of Canadians
walking (6.9% to 5.1%) and cycling (1.5% to 1.3%) to work.

Changes in teleworking
Statistics Canada estimates that about 39% of Canadians hold jobs that could be done
remotely.30 However, only 4% worked most of their hours from home prior to the pandemic,31
although up to about 14% worked at least some of their hours from home.32
A representative survey of Canadians states that 39.1% of Canadians teleworked in March
2020.33 By June 2020, between 15 to 22% of Canadian workers were working remotely 34,
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which increased and held steady at about 30% in 2021.35,36,37 This survey data is reflected in
mobility trend data indicating that traffic to workplaces decreased by 34% over baseline as of
May 2021 (ranging from 2% in Prince Edward Island to 43% in Ontario, and no change in the
Yukon).38
Figure 3 – Proportion of Canadians Working Remotely

Who switched and who didn’t
Characteristics of workers who changed their commuting habits seem to be primarily related
to holding jobs that are amenable to telework as opposed to demographic or individual
characteristics. People who live in larger urban areas (i.e., with populations over 500,000),
used transit previously, and held office-based jobs were more likely to have switched.39
Workers with more education were also more likely to have switched to telework, with 38% of
workers with more than a bachelor’s degree working remotely, compared to 33% of people
with a bachelor’s degree and only 11% of workers with less than a bachelor’s degree. 40
Immigrant workers, who are also more likely to live in larger cities and hold a university
degree, were also more likely to have switched to telework compared to Canadian-born
workers. However, immigrant workers and visible minorities also comprise a significant
portion of essential workers, such as nurse aides and patient service associates (e.g., over a
third, compared to less than a quarter in other occupations), who are unable to telework. 41
A survey of transit riders in Toronto revealed that individuals who decreased or stopped their
transit use during the pandemic were more likely to be white, able-bodied, born in Canada,

35
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and have higher levels of education and more economic resources.42 These workers may be
more likely to telework or access alternate modes of transportation. This is consistent with
data from the US that suggests communities with higher proportions of essential workers and
populations disproportionately impacted by COVID-19 (i.e., African Americans, Hispanic
people, women, and those over 45 years old)43 were also less likely to have decreased their
transit use.44 Canadian surveys show similar patterns, with women were more likely than
men to have switched their mode of commute.45 It is also worth noting that several
demographic factors, such as education, that were related to switching (either mode of transit
and/or to telework), seem to be conflated with the location and nature of jobs held. For
instance, an individual working in a highly technical field is likely to have a university degree,
hold a job that is located in a major city, and have a position that can be done remotely.
Additionally, transit users are more likely to live and hold office-based jobs located in larger
cities46, as well as work in higher paying industries with the option to telework.47
In most large urban regions across Canada, population growth slowed between July 2019
and July 2020 compared with the previous year as people moved to surrounding areas,
although urban areas continued to be the fastest growing in Canada. 48 If this pattern holds, it
could result in changes in commuting habits if individuals continue to work in urban centres.
Looking forward: Survey data on return to work
Survey data suggests that roughly 60 - 80% of Canadians who shifted to telework during the
pandemic would prefer hybrid work arrangements, returning to the office several days a
week or on an “as needed” basis and working remotely the rest of the time.49,50 Only 20% of
Canadians want to return to the office full time.51 A Canadian survey of human resource
managers showed 52% were willing to continue flexible work arrangements post-pandemic52,
and other survey data puts this as high as 70% (for some of their workforce).53 A small US
survey found that most executives favoured a hybrid return-to-work model, with employees
spending some amount of time in the office.54 Only 13% were willing to convert completely to
telework and only 5% felt that the company culture could be maintained without physical time
in the workplace. Overall, workers are very keen to continue teleworking post-pandemic, at
least some of the time, while employers are more hesitant.
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Concern over the potential for COVID-19 transmission on public transit has led people to
avoid it altogether or change their use patterns based on perceived risk (e.g., ride at less
busy times).55 This is a major concern among former transit users who are teleworking or
have switched to other modes of transport when considering the return to physical offices. Of
Canadians who are not comfortable returning to the office, almost all of them (94%) reported
fear of public transit was one of their concerns.56 Of those who felt safe returning to their
workplace, 74% said they were very or extremely concerned about using public transit.
Ongoing safety concerns have led people to anticipate that they will use public transit less
frequently in the future. Between 40 and 60% of commuters in global surveys anticipate
using transit less often or not at all.57 In contrast, the proportion of US workers who anticipate
commuting by car and by active transportation post-pandemic both increased compared to
pre-pandemic commuting.58 A non-representative sample of Canadians found that 10% of
pre-COVID-19 transit commuters did not intend to return to public transit and fewer people
intended to return to carpooling.59 Interestingly, the same survey did not report an increase in
intent to drive to work. In fact, it noted a decrease, which was accounted for in the number of
people reporting that they intend to telework. No changes in active transportation were
reported. It is hard to anticipate how attitudes toward public transit and health risks will
evolve as the pandemic and recovery evolve and there is little data regarding the potential
extent to which transit will recover.
Looking forward: Low emission and zero-emission vehicles (LEVs and ZEVs)
As Canada moves into post-pandemic commuting, low and zero emission vehicles will be
increasingly important to a green recovery if reliance on personal motor vehicles continues.
Low and zero-emission vehicles make up a small proportion of personal motor vehicles
currently on the road.60 For instance, in 2020 only 6.2% of new vehicle registrations were for
hybrid61, plug-in hybrid, or battery electric vehicles.62 While the current rates of purchases are
very low, Canadians are clearly interested. A recent survey found that almost 70% of
Canadians planning to buy a car in the next five years said they were likely to purchase an
electric vehicle.63 Realizing the full benefits of a transition to low and zero emission vehicles
will also require shifting electricity generation to more renewable sources across the country.
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4. Applying behavioural insights to reduce commuting
emissions
Commuting choices are complex habitual behaviours that are difficult to change due to
structural barriers such as the availability of public transit as well as cognitive barriers like
how deeply entrenched these habits are. There are two large sets of opportunities for
applying behavioural insights to reduce commuting emissions. Subsection 4.1 below
describes structural barriers and how large-scale policy initiatives that address these can
benefit from a behavioural science perspective. Many of these recommendations build on
existing Government of Canada initiatives. Addressing structural barriers through large-scale
policies influences the realistic commuting options that people have – people who do not
have access to public transit cannot choose an environmentally-friendly mode of commuting.
But even if these barriers are addressed and people do have options, there are still cognitive
barriers that stand in the way of making environmentally-friendly commuting choices.
Subsection 4.2 describes these cognitive barriers and suggests complementary smallerscale nudge interventions that the Government can play a role in implementing or funding.

4.1. Applying behavioural science to large-scale policy
levers
Structural barriers to reducing commuting emissions
Key structural drivers of commuting choices include land use policies (e.g., how far people
live from employment and the types of areas they live in), public transit and active
transportation infrastructure, type of employment (i.e., amenability to teleworking), and the
cost of zero-emission vehicles (ZEVs). Where commutes are long, transit is unavailable,
cycling is unsafe, jobs cannot be done remotely, and ZEVs are expensive, people just do not
have good options for low-emissions commutes. As a result, behaviour change strategies are
unlikely to be effective. Traditional policy levers that can directly address the following
structural barriers are therefore critical.
●

Public transit infrastructure: Many Canadians do not benefit from accessible,
convenient, high quality and reliable public transit systems. Though 90% of residents
in Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver live within 500m of public transit, convenient
access to public transit is lower in smaller and less densely populated metropolitan
areas (e.g., 49% in Saint John).64

●

Land-use policy: People living in large residential-only areas, like many suburbs, will
more likely have to drive to work, whereas living in an area of mixed residential,
recreational, and commercial land use more easily allows for active or public
transportation options.

●

Active transportation infrastructure: In addition to commute distance, barriers to
active transportation include a lack of safe and well-connected walking and cycling

64
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paths. For example, in Toronto, cycling-friendly zones are few and fragmented.
People who commute along low-stress routes are more likely to cycle to work.65 Other
practical barriers to cycling to work include a lack of supportive workplace
installations, like showers and bike racks.
●

Nature of employment: Though teleworking has increased dramatically during the
pandemic, only about four in ten Canadians hold jobs that can be done remotely (i.e.,
they do not need to be physically present to perform their functions or use specialized
equipment).66 Within this group, inadequate IT infrastructure, internet speeds, and
lack of a dedicated workspace at home pose substantial barriers.

●

ZEV costs and infrastructure: The high upfront costs relative to other vehicles and
insufficient charging infrastructure in both public and private spaces are primary
structural barriers.67 Most ZEVs also have long waitlists and are rarely available in
dealership lots. Both real and perceived lack of access to charging infrastructure
contribute to concerns around charger availability and “range anxiety”, the fear of
being left without power during a trip.

Conversely, there are relatively few structural and practical barriers to driving traditional
vehicles. Across the country, road pricing is uncommon, many workplaces provide free
parking, and few streets are blocked off to cars. US data suggests that there may be
significant “pent up” demand for vehicles as pandemic restrictions are lifted (i.e., the US saw
an 11% increase in sales between January and March of 2021)68 making efforts to shift these
purchases to ZEVs particularly important.
The Government of Canada is already addressing many of these structural barriers through
policy levers such as investments, economic incentives, legislation, regulation, taxation, and
large-scale programs. Our first set of solution ideas relate to applying behavioural insights to
inform the development and implementation of such traditional policy levers. Where timing is
flexible, further research on local commuting attitudes and behaviours should be undertaken
prior to making policy decisions or investments.

Solutions
Designing policy levers to align with how people process information, make decisions and
behave can make these approaches more effective.
For example, in 2016 the UK introduced the Soft Drinks Industry Levy (now commonly known
as the “Sugar Tax”). The goal was to improve public health by reducing the consumption of
sugar in beverages, a major contributor to obesity. The design of the Sugar Tax was
informed by behavioural science. Initially, the government was considering a tax
proportionate to the amount of sugar in the drink. However, BIT’s UK practice challenged the
assumption that customers would be sensitive enough to small changes in prices of highersugar beverages to shift their habits. Like commuting, drink purchasing habits are deeply
ingrained and hard to change. Instead, BIT recommended that the tax should have a primary
goal of encouraging manufacturers to reformulate their beverages, shifting the onus off of
65
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individual-level behaviour change. To do so, we recommended setting specific thresholds
where the tax would apply. Manufacturers were incentivised to reduce their sugar content
below the thresholds and consumers could keep on buying the same products but consume
less sugar. The government implemented this approach and the results were striking. Public
Health England reports average sugar levels in drinks subject to the levy falling by 44%
between 2015 and 2019.69
The Government of Canada is already implementing traditional policy mechanisms in ways
that reflect behavioural science considerations, for example, by electrifying buses to reduce
emissions without requiring modal shift. The Canada Infrastructure Bank has earmarked $1.5
billion over the next three years to accelerate the adoption of zero-emission buses and
charging infrastructure.70 This addresses the top barrier that transit agencies face in
accelerating the deployment of electric buses: high upfront costs.71 Similar to the Sugar Tax
example above, electrifying buses is an excellent strategy because individuals can reduce
their commuting-related emissions without having to change their habits.72 The iZEV program
is another example of a federal policy that is strong from a behavioural science perspective.
It addresses the structural barrier of high upfront vehicle costs which is exacerbated by the
cognitive barrier of hyperbolic discounting (or present bias), the tendency to overweight
short-term costs and benefits over long-term costs and benefits. By providing a rebate of up
to $5,000 on the purchase of a light duty ZEV at point of sale, the rebate program taps into
people’s sensitivity to short term costs and benefits. This point of sale rebate is likely to be
more effective than providing equivalent returns in the future.
In this section, we build on existing Government of Canada initiatives and also propose new
ways to apply a behavioural science lens to strengthen large-scale policy levers.
⬥ Leverage infrastructure investment processes to encourage municipal and
regional actors to develop more effective strategies for modal shift (e.g., from
private vehicle to public transit).
In 2021, the Government of Canada announced $14.9 billion for public transit projects
over the next eight years.73 This includes $400 million over the next five years
towards Canada's first active transportation fund.74 Depending on the asset type (e.g.,
major transit line, zero emission bus, active transportation infrastructure) and project
in question, access to this funding may depend on satisfying conditions including
demonstrating how the investments will drive down emissions, completing
substantive environmental reviews, ensuring affordable housing along the line, and
incorporating accessibility and other equity considerations, among other priorities.
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Infrastructure Canada could prompt funding recipients to consider and outline how
they will encourage use of the infrastructure as part of the funding process, or even
make demand management plans an evaluation criterion in competitive funding
scenarios. The department is already pursuing a similar strategy in its piloting of the
Climate Lens, which aims to add clarity and precision to the climate impacts of
individual investments and encourage project planners to make choices consistent
with Canada’s climate goals. Given the impact of modal shift on climate outcomes,
the Climate Lens itself could potentially be the vehicle for this prompt. The GHG
Mitigation Assessment could be expanded to include prompts for how indirect
emissions reductions may be achieved through modal shift. Proponents could be
asked a short series of questions about the demand management strategies they will
consider (e.g., land use planning changes, price incentives, communications
campaigns, complementary infrastructure investments in first / last mile solutions,
etc.).
Ideally, the Government of Canada could also help proponents develop their early
thinking, working with experts to compile a short demand management reference
guide and/or set of case studies, including “nudges” such as ways to reduce frictions,
harness timely moments, use effective communication strategies, and design
effective incentives. For example, BIT developed the Little Book of Green Nudges, an
evidence-based guide being used in over 100 universities to encourage sustainable
behaviours amongst students.
⬥ Incentivize vehicle manufacturers to produce and promote EVs over
combustion vehicles to help commuters reduce emissions without needing to
change their commuting habits.
The idea of ‘reformulating’ entrenched behaviours to make them less harmful rather
than changing them, as exemplified by the Sugar Tax and bus electrification efforts,
can also be applied to EV manufacturing. Most people will continue to drive, so
decarbonizing this choice by focusing on the behaviour of upstream actors such as
manufacturers will be critical. For example, electric car sales are set to triple in
Europe after a recent EU legislation introduced new emission standards that requires
manufacturers to reduce the average emissions of their vehicles to 95g of CO 2 per
km, with steep fines for exceeding this threshold.75 Manufacturers and dealerships
are therefore incentivized to produce and promote EVs (for purchase or lease). In its
regulatory capacity, the Government of Canada could consider this approach as a
way to increase the supply of EVs in Canada.
⬥ Make EV charging stations attention-grabbing (salient) and convenient to help
address “range anxiety.”
Range anxiety is a major barrier to EV adoption; there is a strong correlation between
the number of charging stations and EV adoption across jurisdictions.76 Over the next
three years, the Government of Canada will invest $150 million towards installing
charging and hydrogen refuelling infrastructure in public places, multi-unit residential
buildings, workplaces, and commercial areas. Behavioural science can be applied to
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ensure that this investment is as effective as possible by informing the placement of
the stations and ensuring that they are salient to potential users. Availability bias is
the tendency to judge the frequency of an event or behaviour by how easily it comes
to mind. If charging stations do not easily come to mind, people may hold the false
belief that charging stations are less common than they are, contributing to range
anxiety. The salience of charging stations can be increased, for example, by painting
them a bright colour or by placing them at the front of commercial and residential
parking lots, rather than at the back. Signage could be standardized to make it easier
for drivers across the country to identify stations. Placing stations in locations that
people would expect to find one, such as gas stations, is a powerful way to reduce
cognitive load (i.e., the amount of mental effort required) and work with people’s
existing habits and expectations. This is
equally true in the digital environment.
Figure 4 – Google Maps app home screen
Creating digital salience for EV charging
stations on platforms that people already
use can help highlight the availability
of stations. For example, though Google
Maps currently allows users to make a
targeted search for nearby charging
stations, the prominence of this
information could be increased by
including EV charging stations in the
default bar of location suggestions,
alongside gas stations. The Government
of Canada may be able to use its funding
to commission research and promote the
development of salient and convenient
stations.
⬥ Support the development of models for road pricing that include psychological
factors like “pain of paying” and share them with municipal and regional
governments.
Road pricing and paid parking are fundamental ways to affect modal shift as they
enable private vehicle users to bear the full cost of commuting. They increase the
cost of driving, encouraging drivers to substitute newly costly car trips with public
transit, active transportation, car sharing or teleworking. Though requiring employees
to pay for parking at the workplace is likely to reduce driving, potential trade-offs
related to well-being and disproportionate impact on low income workers mean that
we cannot recommend this measure for all employers. There are many road pricing
models that have been implemented around the world from Sweden to Singapore,
including distance-based, congestion-based, and pay-as-you-drive.77 However, there
is limited publicly available research regarding how psychological factors influence
the effectiveness of various models, which in turn, limits the ability of Canadian
municipalities and regions to implement the most effective models. For example,
during peak hours, drivers’ behaviours can be inelastic in response to road pricing,
77
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meaning that they continue to drive despite lower costs of alternate modes of
transportation.78
We know that not all costs are experienced in the same way - costs that are more
transparent and salient have a higher pain of paying than others.79 For example,
paying cash has a higher pain of payment than paying by credit card 80 or mobile
payment.81 As a result, people spend less when using cash compared to credit or
debit cards. Pain of paying is also higher when payment and consumption happen at
the same time,82 so making recurring payments has a higher pain of payment than
paying a lump sum in advance (e.g., avoid a subscription or membership). Paying a
lump sum in advance also risks tapping into the sunk cost fallacy, leading individuals
to feel that they have already invested and are therefore committed to using the
product or service.83 With regard to parking or road pricing, this could mean avoiding
time-bound passes and low-barrier methods such as auto-pay. ZEVs could be
exempt from road pricing charges and revenues from combustion vehicles could be
used to subsidize public transit. Simultaneous investments in public transit will be
critical to mitigate any unequal financial burdens for low income workers 84 by
providing access to convenient, cost-effective alternatives. To the best of our
knowledge, these behavioural science considerations have not been rigorously
explored and integrated into econometric road pricing models, a gap that the
Government of Canada may be able to fill on behalf of municipalities.
⬥ Create or encourage programs that certify or provide a designation for
workplaces that encourage low-emission commuting behaviours. Employers
play an important part encouraging employees to commute via active, shared, or
public transportation. A study of US “Best Workplaces for Commuters” (BWC) found
that employers who incentivize non-SOV commuting and provide support (i.e.,
financial, ride home services, information) for employees to do so, reduce employee
trips and fuel consumption by 7 to 15%.85 BWC is a government-sponsored
designation for employers who have policies that encourage non-SOV commuting
and meet certain criteria.86 The BWC designation is marketed as “elite” and is paired
with benefits to participating workplaces, such as national recognition and tax
incentives. Similar “green” credentialing programs, such as LEED and green
credentials for builders, have been widely adopted and are perceived as beneficial by
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businesses with these designations.87,88 The GC can create a certification program to
incentivize employers to provide commuting benefits for their workers. Programs that
use economic incentives, such as tax breaks, may lower the barrier for employers to
start the certification process, but there is evidence from the BWC model that once
the program is recognized, workplaces are willing to pay membership fees to retain
their designations. Using salient branding allows employers to signal their
participation both to prospective employees but also other employers, which may
boost interest in the program.
⬥ More broadly, consistently integrate a behavioural science lens into the
development and analysis of policies that impact transportation emissions.
As described above, the Government of Canada is already developing policy
initiatives that reflect behavioural science principles. Point of sale rebates on electric
vehicles are likely to be more effective than savings that come after purchase, and
bus electrification eliminates the need for bus users to change their behaviour at all to
reduce emissions. However, our consultations with government departments suggest
that such behavioural science considerations are not systematically being considered
in the development and analysis of policy options. Recognizing that behaviour
change is central to transportation emissions reduction, we recommend that policy
development and analysis includes:
1. A clear identification of the specific behaviours the policy aims to shift, and the
target population.
2. A theory of change explaining how the policy, including the implementation
approach, will accomplish that behaviour change.
3. A rationale for the theory of change that references both relevant economic
and behavioural science evidence.89

4.2. Nudging commuting choices
Cognitive barriers to reducing commuting emissions
Even when structural barriers are addressed through large-scale policy levers, significant
cognitive barriers may continue to prevent Canadians from making green commuting
choices.
●

Information gaps, like not being aware of the savings from switching to transit or
where bike lanes are located, are meaningful barriers to modal shift.

●

Confirmation bias can entrench negative attitudes toward transit or active
transportation; if people believe that transit is unreliable, they will see every instance
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of a train or bus being delayed as important evidence they are correct in their general
view.
●

Availability bias, the tendency to value information based on how easily it comes to
mind rather than how relevant it is, is a similar barrier. It’s easier to remember the
time when a late bus caused us to miss an important meeting than the hundreds of
times it arrived on-time. (Even here, we see the importance of structural factors, like
the reliability of transit service.)

●

Hyperbolic discounting, the tendency to overweight short-term costs and benefits,
can lead people to underestimate the true costs of driving (e.g., long-term
maintenance, interest costs on leases) compared to immediate, upfront costs of
public transit or ride hailing services. This also leads people to under-value EVs
which tend to be more expensive upfront but significantly cheaper in the long run. It
also explains why people so often undervalue the environmental costs of their
choices, as the negative impact is often very long-term (and quite abstract).

●

Friction costs refer to seemingly minor annoyances or time costs, which can have
an outsized impact on behaviour. For instance, a US survey found that the biggest
roadblock to recycling more was not having a recycling bin in each room in the home.
Of the people surveyed, nearly three-quarters said they consistently recycle in the
home, however only about half recycled in rooms outside the kitchen because of that
small friction of walking to the kitchen to recycle the item. 90 Potential frictions abound
in modal shifts, like looking up unfamiliar bus routes or purchasing transit passes.
Cycling to work entails getting the bike out of the garage or home, ensuring that the
tires are pumped, changing into athletic clothes and shoes, risking bad weather,
knowing the best route, locking the bike up and showering and changing at work.
When compared to the relative ease of driving and parking at work, these frictions act
as a major disincentive to active travel and reinforce driving .

●

Status quo bias: Most people drive to work; it’s their status quo. Unfortunately, the
status quo exerts a powerful influence on our behaviour. Status quo bias, our
tendency to “go with the flow” of an existing habit or default, is likely the most
significant cognitive barrier to reduced commuting emissions. It’s also very hard to
address through a nudge. Given this constraint, we think it’s critical to target nudges
at commuters whose habits have been disrupted. This includes people who have
recently moved or started a new job. Now, it includes the very large number of
Canadians whose commutes have been impacted by the pandemic. There is more
opportunity to nudge commuting behaviours today than at any other time, but that
window will close quickly.

The remainder of this report examines how to address the cognitive barriers described above
through thoughtful interventions delivered to the right people and organizations at the right
times. We want to capitalize on this critical opportunity to nudge commuting changes, while
also laying out post-recovery opportunities for behavioural interventions that can be
encouraged or incentivized by the Government of Canada.
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Solutions
The following recommendations focus on interventions that stem directly from the
behavioural insights literature, largely taking the form of nudges – simple interventions that
alter the environment in which people make decisions to encourage or make it easier to
perform a desired behaviour. Nudges generally address different types of barriers than
traditional policy reforms; they address cognitive barriers rather than structural ones.
Earlier in this report, we shared an example of applying behavioural science to a traditional
policy lever, the Sugar Tax. We have also had success nudging reductions in sugary drink
consumption. For example, we added visuals of stop signs next to soft drinks in a hospital
cafeteria, reducing purchasing of these drinks by about 7%.91 While the effects of this nudge
are much smaller and more narrow than the Sugar Tax, this type of intervention is still helpful
in addressing complex policy challenges like obesity – or emissions from commuting. Nudges
can complement traditional policy levers to support behaviour change on multiple levels.
Nudges have also been shown to be effective in promoting environmental behaviours. For
example, US company Opower leveraged the power of social norms to reduce energy
consumption. Mailing customers Home Energy Reports (HERs) that included information
about how their energy use compared with their neighbours led to significant and enduring
energy savings.92,93
We have identified the following target behaviours as essential to reducing commuting
emissions: exploring new modes of commuting, returning to public transit, maintaining
telework post-pandemic and purchasing ZEVs. Nudges to encourage these behaviours can
be implemented directly by the Government of Canada (i.e., in its role as an employer) or by
other actors (e.g., transit agencies) with support from the Government of Canada. While
many of the recommendations below propose interventions that the GC can implement with
its own workforce, note that these recommendations are broadly applicable to other public
and private sector employers, should the federal government hold levers to influence these
actors.
Exploring new modes of commuting
Reducing single occupancy vehicle (SOV) commuting is key to decreasing commuting
emissions. In this section, we examine behaviour change strategies to encourage Canadians
to switch to, or increase the frequency of, transit use, active transportation, and carsharing.94
Commuting behaviours are hard to change as they are habitual, with greener modes often
subject to frictions or increased effort. Nudges can also be less effective for behavioural
changes that must be sustained over time.95 These barriers to change may be particularly
significant for driving as the built and social environment makes commuting by car
convenient, and the default choice for many people. As such, our literature scan suggests
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that many interventions such as the provision of information on greener modes tend to have
little or no impact.
We recommend targeted solutions for specific populations whose commuting habits
are in flux, and who are new or occasional users of public and active transportation.
For example, people who have recently had their commuting habits disrupted due to COVID19 or who are in moments of transition such as starting a new job or moving to a new home
may be more receptive to nudges. This is what the City of Portland and BIT found in a trial
aimed at boosting ridership of a bike sharing program. BIT sent postcards highlighting offers
to two groups of potential users: those who recently moved into a neighbourhood with an
existing dock, and those who lived in a neighbourhood where a new dock had recently been
built. We found that new movers were almost four times as likely to redeem the offer than
those with a new dock built in their vicinity. 96 Similarly, another study targeting people who
had recently moved homes showed that an economic incentive that doubled the free travel
period increased uptake and long-term usage of public transit, especially amongst initial low
users.97 This may be because new movers are more likely to be re-evaluating their
transportation options since they are in a moment of transition and do not already have
ingrained habits.
We have four recommendations for encouraging exploration of new modes of commuting
amongst people whose commuting habits have been disrupted.
⬥ Provide personalized travel plans at transitional moments such as returning to
the office, starting a new job, or moving homes.
Personalized travel plans (PTPs) provide commuters with information about their
transportation options and related incentives based on where they live and work.
PTPs can help people who lack knowledge of their commuting options or who fail to
actively consider those options due to availability bias, two common cognitive
barriers.98 Good PTPs also reduce cognitive load in assessing options by providing
simple information about costs (including available incentives) and routes. When
provided by an employer, PTPs may also convey tacit support for alternative
commuting measures, which could help drive uptake.
Figure 5 – Travelchoice, a PTP website for the city of Peterborough, UK

96

Kirkman, E. (2019). Free riding or discounted riding? How the framing of a bike share offer impacts offerredemption. Journal of Behavioral Public Administration, 2(2), 1-10.
97
Gravert, C. A., & Collentine, L. O. (2021). When nudges aren't enough: Incentives and habit formation in public
transport usage. Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization, 190, 1-14.
98
Scheepers, C. E., Wendel-Vos, G. C. W., Den Broeder, J. M., Van Kempen, E. E. M. M., Van Wesemael, P. J.
V., & Schuit, A. J. (2014). Shifting from car to active transport: A systematic review of the effectiveness of
interventions. Transportation Research Part A: Policy and Practice, 70, 264-280.
The Behavioural Insights Team / Applying Behavioural Insights to Reduce Commuting Emissions

21

There is some evidence that PTPs used in combination with awareness campaigns
can reduce commuting by single occupancy vehicle99,100, but there is a lack of
rigorous evaluations in this area and some methodologically sound studies have
failed to find effects.101 However, these studies did not specifically look at populations
whose habits have been disrupted. We believe there is value in further
experimentation and evidence generation. PTPs are a low cost intervention and may
be worth testing in the Government of Canada’s capacity as an employer. The GC
can provide PTPs to existing employees as offices begin to welcome employees back
and include PTPs as part of onboarding new employees. In the short term, the GC
can leverage existing local platforms that create PTPs such as Smart Commute, and,
if successful, in the longer term, support the funding and evaluation of similar
programs across the country.
⬥ Run employee challenges to encourage people to try out commuting
alternatives.
Employers can challenge employees to try out, or increase their use of, green
commuting options (e.g., Bike to Work Month that many workplaces already
participate in). Such opportunities may help employees overcome barriers including
low cycling confidence and perceived safety. These employee challenges are most
effective when employees are put in teams and can win prizes based on their teams'
performance. There is evidence that both public commitments102 and group-based
incentives103 are more effective to motivate behavioural change than private,
individual commitments and rewards. Challenges can also take advantage of
gamification, including elements like point systems, leaderboards, or badges, to
motivate participation. A Flemish workplace cycling initiative that involved team-based
contests, cycling points, and provided information substantially increased commuter
cycling among employees who were aware of the program across all 12
99
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workplaces.104 The ability to participate in workplace challenges may be impacted by
limited mobility or access to alternate modes of transportation (e.g., inconvenient
transit or no place to store a bike). The GC can continue to run these challenges as a
large employer and adapt these programs using evidence-based practices, such as
gamification and timing. Using existing capacity (e.g., Experimentation Works), the
GC can rigorously evaluate these campaigns to increase their efficacy and develop
guidance on best practices that can be shared nationally. The GC can also support
organizations running national campaigns through grants and contributions
administered through agencies such as ECCC, Transport Canada, or the Public
Health Agency of Canada.
⬥ Support adoption of contactless payment systems or other measures to
increase ease of payment for public transit.
Decreasing associated “frictions”105 makes it more likely that people will engage in a
behaviour.106 A study in Indonesia explored resistance to adopting a new mode of
transportation introduced as a traffic reduction measure – a motorbike taxi service
that enabled riders to book and track drivers on their phone. It showed that perceived
ease of use (along with usefulness and trust) was a major barrier to adoption.107
People are more likely to adopt mobile ticketing systems when it is compatible with
systems they already use.108 A transition to contactless payments, which allow
customers to pay with their existing cards or phones rather than a dedicated transit
card, may be a particularly welcome change in the context of COVID-19. 44% of
Canadians report that the pandemic has changed their payment preferences to digital
and contactless long term.109 Such systems could also be useful for micro-mobility
initiatives, such as bike-shares. In New York, Lyft integrated the bike-share service,
Citi Bike, into its mobile application allowing users an easy way to pay for and access
bikes and scooters.110 Initiatives can also target friction when purchasing or reloading
contactless payment options. For example, by making payment instantaneous (i.e.,
some transit cards, such as Presto, have a 24 hour period before funds are available)
and including kiosks to reload cards in locations that are convenient to people with
limited banking and internet access. Such nudges are likely to be particularly effective
for new or occasional transit users as habitual users may no longer perceive these
frictions as barriers. Frictions can be further reduced through the eventual
development of a consumer-centric model of Mobility-as-a-Service (MaaS), which
integrates different modes of transportation into an integrated single-ticket
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experience. The federal government can support these measures through subsidies
for transportation systems and grants to support the development of partnerships.
⬥ Use behaviourally-informed communications to encourage employees to
download mobile applications that make the reliability and convenience of
public transit salient.
Some individuals may avoid public transit due to misperception that it is less
convenient or reliable than it actually is. This can arise due to availability bias, with
people overweighting highly salient, but relatively rare negative events (like major
transit delays) that come easily to mind. Information about the frequency and
reliability of transit could provide evidence to the contrary and reduce people’s
uncertainty around transit. As a large employer, the government could send
behaviourally-informed emails encouraging their employees to download a transit
application, such as the “Transit” or “Moovit”, and nudging them to open and act on
the email. For example, using social norms that reference the popularity of the apps
or leveraging gain framing by highlighting the health benefits of active commuting.
These applications provide real-time information about transit routes that may close
the gap between reality and perceptions of reliability. In parallel, information such as
vehicle arrival times and routes should also be salient in the physical environment,
such as electronic displays in all bus stops.
Carpooling makes up a small proportion of Canadian commuters. A number of interventions
have tried to increase the number of people who carpool, generally without success. Some
interventions, such as the use of ride matching software (i.e., to match people with similar
commutes) on a carpooling website, have increased carpooling111, although a similar study
failed to find a significant change.112 Based on the strength of this evidence and the number
of people who carpooled prior to the pandemic, directing efforts to increase carpooling may
not be the best use of resources.
Returning to public transit
During the pandemic, transit ridership experienced a steep decline. Many riders switched to
telework113, with a small proportion switching to single occupancy vehicles or active
transportation. Surveys indicate that up to 60% of commuters globally may not return to
transit or intend to use it less frequently114, primarily citing the ongoing risk of COVID-19
transmission.115 We do not know whether people will quickly update these intentions if the
risk of transmission declines, but there is a risk that they do not. For example, as people
confront a wide range of decisions related to COVID-19 recovery, they may experience
cognitive overload. They may be less likely to engage in deliberate risk calculations and
more likely to default to their current, status quo commuting option. As workspaces re-open,
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there is a window of opportunity to encourage return to transit, where it is safe to do so,
before alternative modes, especially single occupancy vehicle trips, become habit.
⬥ Commission and share research on best practices for health risk
communication in a public transit context.
As transit agencies across the country struggle with decreased ridership revenue,
they may be unable to undertake or commission research into how to help
commuters make evidence-informed decisions about health risks. There is a gap in
the literature on how to help people make better risk assessments about infectious
diseases and public transit. Unsurprisingly given the novelty of COVID-19, our
literature scan did not identify any studies that directly addressed this challenge. The
Government of Canada can address that gap by funding or developing relevant
guidance and disseminating it to transit agencies. This research would focus on
effective communications and operational strategies and could leverage adjacent
insights on health risk communications, including:
○

○
○

○

Visuals that simplify the presentation of risk information can decrease the
cognitive bandwidth required to process these messages, increasing
comprehension. Specific strategies include using graphs to communicate
relative risk116 and relying on frequency statements (e.g., 2 in 10) in lieu of
probabilities (e.g., 20%).117
Risk communication campaigns are more effective when they use multiple
channels and messengers to reinforce the message.118
People often find stories and anecdotes more compelling than abstract,
numerical statements.119 Featuring personal narratives about return to transit
in communications may be effective.
Social norms are a powerful communication tool, as people take cues about
what behaviour is acceptable and what is risky from others. 120 Messages that
evoke social norms about people using and returning to transit may reassure
people that it is safe to do so themselves.

We recommend that such communications take a two-pronged approach: helping
people make accurate risk assessments relating to transit use and also offering
strategies to help mitigate real or perceived risk e.g., promoting off-peak travel when
transit is less crowded.
⬥ Subsidize time-limited free or discounted transit passes or tickets.
Risk perceptions related to COVID-19 may be assuaged by using transit and
observing others doing the same, especially given low current ridership levels.
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Offering free or discounted transit passes or tickets could prompt people to return to
transit during this window. This should be done in consultation with public health
authorities to ensure they believe risk is sufficiently low. Overall, there is mixed
evidence supporting the use of free passes, with some studies failing to find a
noticeable change in commuting behaviours.121 However, this type of intervention
does tend to be effective among people who have a desire to use transit and for
whom the infrastructure already exists.122 We believe that many former transit users
fit into this category. Though BIT research has shown that safety considerations such
mask wearing and crowdedness are currently more important to people than
discounts123, discounts may be effective once commuters' risk perceptions begin to
normalise. Offering passes or similar incentives on a time-limited basis allows them to
be promoted using loss aversion and anticipated regret (e.g., “Don’t lose out on a free
month of travel”), which are often effective behaviour change tactics. It is important to
note that as many former transit users transition to hybrid working arrangements,
existing transit passes or ticket packages, such as a monthly pass, will no longer offer
an economic benefit. Developing options tailored to part-time commuters may help
encourage return to transit. In its capacity as a large employer, the Government of
Canada could offer such incentives as employees are transitioning back to physical
workspaces or to flexible work arrangements. Given the current financial pressure on
transit agencies, the Government of Canada could also consider a funding
mechanism to support transit operators in offering time-limited incentives as well as
develop and implement new pricing approaches. As noted, uptake of discounted
transit passes has been shown to be higher among higher-income employees who
already have access to high quality convenient transit. 124 In order for all workers to
benefit from discounted transit initiatives, these must be paired with increased access
to transit and improvement of transit infrastructure in underserved areas.

Maintaining teleworking post-pandemic
Teleworking or hybrid working arrangements, which enable employees to blend telework with
working in-office, have the potential to reduce net GHG emissions.125 Telework has
increased dramatically as a result of the pandemic126 and survey data suggest that most
people who shifted to telework during the pandemic would prefer hybrid working
arrangements going forward. Only 1 in 5 such Canadians want to return to the office full
time.127,128 Employers, however, may be more hesitant.129 The following recommendations
121
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address barriers to employers maintaining hybrid work arrangements as workplaces reopen
post-pandemic.
While the focus of our research is commuting-related emissions, there are potential
unintended consequences related to workplace equity. Women tend to take up flexible
working arrangements at higher rates than men130; if workers are penalized for flexible or
hybrid working (e.g., in promotion or pay decisions), inequality could increase.131 Efforts to
maintain teleworking post-pandemic should be complemented with HR and management
processes that mitigate these risks.
⬥ Make hybrid working arrangements the default and prompt managers and
employees to actively choose how time is split.
Though survey data shows that most employees would prefer hybrid working going
forward, some individuals, such as those who are precariously employed, may be
less willing to express that preference. Making hybrid working arrangements the
default addresses barriers to uptake of telework options for both employees and
employers.
People tend to prefer default options over alternatives132 and are even more likely to
choose the default option in cognitively taxing situations.133 For example, employees
overwhelmingly stick to the default pension option they are automatically enrolled
into.134 Post-pandemic, employers may still view in-person working as the default and
have complex approval processes for teleworking arrangements, reducing their
likelihood. The Government of Canada, in its role as an employer, could adopt a
hybrid work model as the default, prompting managers and employees to make an
active choice about how exactly time should be split. People are unlikely to consider
the costs of remaining in a default option unless they are prompted to do so. Active
choice framing makes the choice salient, which encourages people to consider
tradeoffs.135 To encourage teleworking for new employees, positions could be clearly
advertised as hybrid where appropriate to the role, and onboarding processes could
require active discussion of work arrangements. This would not only help the
environment, but also help attract top talent. In a recent trial with 20 million job
applicants, BIT – in partnership with Indeed – found that jobs advertised as flexible
(including telework options) attracted nearly 20% more applicants. 136
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⬥ Publicize the acceptance of hybrid working arrangements amongst managers.
Managers may be less willing to offer teleworking arrangements if they believe that
other managers are against it. Pluralistic ignorance occurs when people believe their
peers hold different (i.e., more or less extreme) attitudes, beliefs, or behaviours than
they do.137 It leads people to conform to a perceived norm that does not actually exist.
For example, a recent BIT trial showed that male employees consistently thought that
their peers were less supportive of taking parental leave than they really were. Simply
telling men that the majority of their male peers were supportive of parental leave
significantly increased participants’ intentions to take between 5 and 8 weeks of
parental leave by 62%.138 The Government of Canada can test this idea in its own
workforce by surveying hiring managers about their own acceptance of hybrid work
arrangements as well as their perceptions of their peers’ acceptance. If there is a gap
between what managers actually think and what they think other managers think, the
government should communicate the survey data. Survey data should be
disaggregated to enable managers to compare themselves to peers with similar
profiles.
⬥ Nudge managers to take up new tools and training for performance
management in a hybrid workplace.
Managers are often concerned about remote employees working less, multitasking,
and mixing personal responsibilities with work while teleworking. 139 These concerns
about productivity may be related to the labour illusion bias, which describes how
people use the effort that goes into creating something or providing a service as a
proxy for the value of that product or service.140 Put more simply, if measuring
productivity is a challenge, we often just measure the observable inputs instead, and
it’s harder to see who’s working when employees are not at the work site. New
approaches to supervision and performance management may be required to help
managers feel comfortable with teleworking.141 Indeed, 81% of Canadians are
concerned about this transition, and report that managers require training on
managing hybrid workplaces.142
We understand that the Government of Canada, like other employers, is determining
how to support managers in making the transition to more hybrid working. This could
involve the development of trainings, guidelines, or management tools. Behavioural
insights can inform the development and implementation of these supports to make
them more engaging and effective. While the literature on behavioural insights and
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change management / adult learning is too extensive to be summarized in this report,
some compelling strategies include:
●

●

●

●

Minimize cognitive load on hiring managers by providing resources that are as
clear and simple as possible. For example, prioritize heuristics or rules of
thumb for improved managerial practices.
Test out different messengers to encourage uptake of resources and learning
opportunities. For example, OCHRO (TBS) recently demonstrated the
importance of messengers in a trial to encourage employee selfidentification.143
Consider generative strategies, which place responsibility for learning on the
individual. For example, elaboration is a generative strategy through which
learners use their own words and ideas to expand on a concept in a way that
relates to their experience and understanding.144
Use gamification strategies, like relative rankings and badges, to increase
engagement with learning opportunities.145

Purchasing ZEVs
Though widespread lockdowns have caused a reduction in commuting by personal motor
vehicle, over half of Canadians continue to drive to work.146 This set of four
recommendations focuses on how to help them reduce emissions by switching from a
combustion engine vehicle to a ZEV. Beyond these recommendations, we recommend
further attention on how lower-income individuals and communities can be supported in
accessing and benefitting from ZEVs.
⬥ Encourage ZEV ownership through communications campaigns that leverage
social norms.
The Government of Canada recently announced a new target for all new vehicles
sales to be zero-emission by 2035 – 5 years earlier than the previous target.147 We
recommend leveraging this announcement in the context of the existing Zero
Emission Vehicle Awareness Initiative to communicate changing social norms
regarding ZEV ownership and the fact that society is moving away from combustiondependent vehicles.148 A recent study conducted by the UK Department for
Transportation, in collaboration with BIT, tested a series of messages with people
who had just renewed their car tax online. The messages all encouraged users to
click through to a joint government and industry website that encourages electric
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vehicle purchase. The two most successful messages 1) informed users that the
government is consulting on ending the sale of new petrol, diesel and hybrid cars and
2) employed a behavioural strategy called dynamic social norms (“Join the 6,000 new
drivers every month who make the switch to an electric vehicle”).149 A GC-funded
campaign could leverage social norms through statistics showing Canadians’ growing
interest in ZEVs, complemented by narratives and testimonials from current ZEV
users, which have been shown to be effective tools for persuasive
communications.150 Social norms can also be made more salient in the physical
environment by expanding the rollout of green license plates to all provinces and
territories.
⬥ Support the development of a new price labelling standard that makes cost
comparisons between ZEVs and combustion vehicles easier and more
accurate.
Financial barriers can be exacerbated by cognitive biases that affect people’s abilities
to fully assess the financial trade-offs of ZEV ownership. On average, ZEV ownership
yields annual savings of $1,900 per year in operational costs compared to gaspowered vehicles.151 However, hyperbolic discounting leads people to focus
disproportionately on upfront costs (which are relatively high for ZEVs compared to
other vehicles) while neglecting the benefits of lower future operating costs.152 Given
that most of the costs of ZEV ownership are in the present and most savings are in
the future, people are more likely to underestimate the impact of these savings. We
recommend developing a new price labeling standard that includes rebate information
and total operational costs to help consumers better consider cost tradeoffs between
different vehicle options (e.g., over a typical 9-year ownership period, ZEVs see
$17,100 in savings relative to non-ZEVs).153 Such standard pricing labels can be used
on manufacturer websites, third party comparison websites and in car dealerships.
Though there are jurisdictional limitations to the role that the Government of Canada
can play in supporting the development of a new price labeling standard, a federal
role could include conducting research into effective labelling practices.
⬥ Use timely prompts to increase awareness and salience of ZEV incentives.
Rebates and incentives can be a strong motivator of ZEV ownership given the high
upfront costs. In British Columbia, approximately half of ZEV owners reported that
rebates strongly influenced their purchase decision.154 However, not all drivers know
about these incentives, posing a barrier to uptake. For example, only 5% of gas car
owners in Ontario knew about the provincial incentive program in 2017, which was
149
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worth up to $14,000 at the time.155 Communications can address this barrier, but they
are only likely to be effective if they are timely – close to the moment of car purchase
decision.156 Sharing information about the Government of Canada’s iZEV program at
moments when people are thinking about their driving habits may be more likely to
elicit engagement. For example, the Government of Canada could buy personalized
web ads that appear when people use search terms related to buying a new car. This
approach could be coupled with other behavioural insights for targeted
communications, such as the power of personalization and eliciting social norms by
noting the number of people in users’ area who have already benefited from the iZEV
program.
⬥ Personalize information on the iZEV program website to help potential
consumers choose a vehicle that meets their needs.
Transport Canada’s webpage on vehicles eligible for the Incentives for Zero-Emission
Vehicles (iZEV) Program addresses an important barrier to ZEV purchasing: lack of
knowledge regarding models available.157 Personalizing information increases the
likelihood that people will engage with content and shift their behaviours. 158 We
recommend that Transport Canada personalize elements of the iZEV website.
Currently, eligible vehicles are displayed in a searchable table with columns that can
be sorted (see figure 6 below). This structure may lead to choice overload; a situation
where having more choices makes decisions more difficult by increasing the cognitive
burden of comparisons.159 Personalizing this information by asking website users a
series of questions such as “Are you purchasing or leasing?” and showing only
information relevant to them can help reduce choice overload.
Personalization could also help users better understand the functionality of ZEVs and
what driving a ZEV would mean for their daily lives. For example, this page could
include a function for drivers to input their home and work addresses to see how
many times they could make their daily trip in eligible vehicles before having to
recharge, along with a list of the most convenient charging stations.
Figure 6 – iZEV program eligibility website160
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5. Next Steps
This report makes two sets of recommendations for reducing commuting emissions post
COVID-19: applying a behavioural science lens to large-scale policy levers and nudging
specific commuting choices, like exploring new modes of commuting, returning to public
transit, maintaining teleworking and purchasing ZEVs. The application of behavioural insights
in the context of commuting interventions is typically associated with leveraging nudges like
the provision of personalized transportation plans, which can make commuting options easier
to understand and more salient. While such measures have typically been insufficient to
change deeply ingrained habits like commuting, the disruption caused by COVID-19 may
offer a unique context in which these interventions are more effective. However, even in this
context, the most important barriers to lower emissions commuting are structural and need to
be addressed through large-scale policies and infrastructure investments. Here too,
behavioural science has an important and under-utilized role to play. A behavioural science
lens can help refine the design, implementation, and selection of policy options. For example,
it leads us to prioritize measures that can reduce emissions without shifting behaviour (e.g.,
by electrifying buses or encouraging manufacturers to offer more ZEVs).
We encourage ECCC to work with its partners inside and outside of government to assess
and adapt these ideas. While the ideas are based in sound behavioural science, other
perspectives and expertise should be leveraged prior to implementation. We recommend that
the GC prioritize solutions that rely on the limited window of time as lockdowns ease but
before new habits solidify. BIT would be pleased to support further exploration, analysis, and
prioritization of our recommendations.

The Behavioural Insights Team / Applying Behavioural Insights to Reduce Commuting Emissions

32

