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Officials in Britain's tax system
had a problem: Lots of citizens
weren't paying on time. For years

Her Majesty's Revenue and Customs had
sent letters to the late payers, using tradi
tional threats of interest charges, late fees,
and legal action to try to get people to
mail in their checks. Some did—but many
didn't. So in a 2009 pilot study (for which
I served as a consultant), HMRC tried a dif

ferent approach: It changed the language
in its dunning letters, drawing on psy

chological techniques to increase
the odds that delinquent taxpayers
would pay up.

In one letter HMRC appealed to
people's sense of civic duty. "We
collect taxes to make sure that
money is available to fund the
public services that benefit you
and other UK citizens," it read.

"Even if one person fails to pay
their taxes it reduces the services
and resources that are provided."

Another used actual statistics: "Nine
out often people in Britain pay their

tax on time."
These small changes delivered big

benefits. In 2008, HMRC had collected
£290 million of £510 million in one port
folio of debt—a clearance rate of 57%. In
2009, using the new letters, it collected
£560 million of £650 million in a similar
portfolio—a clearance rate of 86%. Over
all, the new letters, combined with some
best practices from the private collections
industry, helped HMRC collect £5.6 billion
more overdue revenue in 2009-2010 than
it had the previous year.
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