
 Using behavioural insights to inform your return to the workplace
Below we have set out a three stage approach of how employers can support their employees as they return to the 
workplace and travel in a safe and sustainable way using insights from the behavioural sciences. Behavioural insights 
provide ways to encourage this “movable middle” without mandating change or restricting employee choice. 

1. Understand what your employees want and need in the “New Normal”. 
2. Implement behavioural solutions and interventions that encourage and support the New Normal.
3. Evaluate the impact of what you are doing, to find out what works for your workplace.

 Stage 1: Understand what your employees want
Prior to implementing any changes in your workplace, it is important that you understand how your employees feel about the new ways of 
working and travelling, and what barriers they are experiencing. If you’re running a survey, you could use Transport for NSW’s COVIDSafe 
Travel Choices Survey as a base and add in specific questions relative to your business.

Administrative data can be used to supplement information gathered directly from your employees such turnstile data to ascertain the 
average arrival and departure times of staff pre- and post-COVID, find out when end of trip facilities are busiest or you could use employee 
calendars to ascertain preferences for working hours via meeting schedules. 
Tailoring approaches based on the needs and circumstances of all of your employees will ultimately ensure that employees feel engaged and 
buy-in to the ‘New Normal’, leading to a more engaged, productive workforce. 
You can unpack behavioural barriers by categorising them into three groups:

 Capabilities – refer to a person’s physical or psychological ability to perform the behaviour
 Opportunities – refer to anything in the physical or social environment that may encourage or discourage a behaviour
 Motivation1 – refer to internal reflective and automatic mechanisms that activate or inhibit a behaviour.

3 Understanding and 
applying behaviour 
change

1.  Michie et al. (2005). Making psychological theory useful for implementing  eviden ce based practice: a consensus approach. BMJ Quality & Safety, 14(1), 26-33.

http://data.mysydney.nsw.gov.au/Travel+Choices/Resources/COVIDSafe-TravelChoicesTravelSurveyTemplate_June2020.pdf


 Stage 2: Implement behavioural solutions and interventions that encourage and support the New Normal

Once you have identified and unpacked the most common barriers, you can then better tailor behavioural solutions 
and interventions to your team and workplace. Start first by laying the behavioural foundations – making it easy 
for employees to work flexibly at home and in the office, making public transport and walking or riding a bike for 
commuting an attractive option, and allaying COVID safety concerns about both. Then, workplaces can amplify these 
behaviours through five evidence-based approaches to encourage behaviour change.

1. Use defaults to establish new working patterns and norms 

 When there is a default option, we are much more likely to stick with it than to proactively select an alternative choice.
   Even small frictions faced by employees can be discouraging, such as deciding which day to come into the office and what times to 

travel, booking meeting rooms, or packing the work bag in the morning and packing up the office desk at the end of the day.
   Having employers set ‘default’ office days and hours reduces the cognitive effort required by employees to work this out on an individual 

basis.
   Choosing just one or two ‘default’ office days a week not only reduces decision, but also applies the foot-in-the-door technique – which 

involves getting a person to agree to a modest request in order to increase the chances that they will later agree to a larger request.2 
  This new default re-introduces and reminds employees of the benefits of working from the office (e.g. social interaction with colleagues) 

without the ‘big ask’ of completely changing the weekly routine immediately.

2. Reframe and highlight the benefits of the ‘new commute’

  Changing people’s perception that their travel to work has had benefits beyond simply getting from point A to point B is linked to greater 
commute satisfaction.

  There are several ways to reframe the commute for employees – it could be about stress levels, health benefits, facing variable traffic or 
how the commute time is used for example:
–  Driving is one of the most stressful forms of commuting.3 Car commuters have significantly higher levels of reported stress compared 

to train commuters4; they report lower levels of life satisfaction and an increased sense of time pressure.5  
–  Commuting by taking the bus or train are forms of transportation that are associated with reduced stress, increased well-being, and 

improved physical health.6 
3. Address safety concerns of office working and commuting  

  Ambiguity aversion is the preference for known risks over unknown risks. 
It’s important to communicate the safety measures put in place in the office and on public transport so that employees know what 
to expect.  

2.  Freedman, J. L., & Fraser, S. C. (1966). Compliance without pressure: the foot-in-the door technique. Journal of personality and social psychology, 4(2), 195

3.  Legrain, A., Eluru, N., & El-Geneidy, A. M. (2015). Am stressed, must travel: The relationship between mode choice and commuting stress. Transportation research part F: traffic psychology and behaviour, 34, 141-151.

4.  Wener, R. E., & Evans, G. W. (2011). Comparing stress of car and train commuters. Transportation Research Part F: Traffic Psychology and Behaviour, 14(2), 111-116

5.  Hilbrecht, M., Smale, B., & Mock, S. E. (2014). Highway to health? Commute time and wellbeing among Canadian adults. World Leisure Journal,56(2), 151-163 

6.  For example, in a 2011 study comparing almost 300 commuters travelling from their homes in Northern New Jersey to their jobs in New York City, people felt significantly less stressed after taking the train to work than after driving. These differences emerged in part because train travel 

required less mental and physical exertion and offered more predictability than driving. Wener, Richard E., and Gary W. Evans. “Comparing Stress of Car and Train Commuters.” Transportation Research Part F: Traffic Psychology and Behaviour 14, no. 2 (2011): 111-16.



Top ways to lay the behaviour change foundation and then amplify these behaviours

Build the foundations

Use defaults to establish new 
working patterns and norms 

 Clear default days/times for office working

 Reduced core hours
Reframe and highlight the benefits 
of the ‘new commute’

  To encourage walking or riding a bike, why not develop a Travel Access Guide that shows the walking and cycling 
routes near the office. Highlight the greater certainty of commute time and the various ways others in the office are 
using their commute time to spend on their hobbies.

Address safety concerns of office 
working and commuting   

 COVID safe offices 

 New ways of working e.g. shorter, smaller and walking meetings

 Encourage staff to try travelling outside of the peak and check capacity for when its less crowded

Amplify the behaviours 

Leverage the fresh start effect  Shift patterns for new year

Use influential messengers  Use managers to role model positive behaviours

Offer well designed incentives  Welcome back packs

 Free coffees, bike repairs and opal cards for travelling outside of the peak

 Staff prize draws  
Help employees commit to a plan  Personalised travel plans, reminders and prizes

Make it social and fun  New norms eg dress down and team lunches

 Competitions 

 Stage 3: Evaluate the impact of what you are doing, to find out what works for your workplace
A great way to find out what works is to try a new approach, and measure and test its impact, iterating as you go if possible. There are many 
ways that you could do this, and it depends on your workplace’s context. Ideally, the data that you use should be routinely collected – for 
example, you could use administrative data to measure arrival days and time through turnstile data. You can then use this routinely collected 
data to look at how employee behaviour related to flexible working is changing over time. 

https://www.mysydney.nsw.gov.au/travelchoices/resources


Using the COVIDSafe Travel Choices Four R’s (Reset, Reduce, Retime and Remode) we have provided some examples of behavioural 
interventions you could trial as you return more staff to the workplace with a focus on safe and sustainable travel.

Top ways to lay the behaviour change foundation and then amplify these behaviours

Goal Strategy Specific tools

Reset – try new ways of 
working and commuting in 
the new year

Leverage the ‘fresh start effect’ by 
shifting work and travel patterns for 
the start of 2021

Use key messengers (e.g senior execs and managers) to clearly communicate new working 
norms and travel options. 

Commit to a plan Help employees commit to a plan, using personalised travel plans, reminders, and prizes for 
sticking to them.

Make it social Make it social and fun – encourage new norms and practices (e.g. walking meetings, regular 
dress down days, team lunches, active travel groups/buddies, bike maintenance sessions, and 
free coffees for arriving outside of the peak)

Reduce – sustain the 
benefits of flexible 
working if you can

Emphasise ways of working flexibly 
in the ‘New Normal’

Establish clear default days for office working for teams/individual employees.

Use role models Create short videos or talks featuring senior management and employees that discuss their 
experiences of flexible working and travelling

Set goals Set goals for flexible working patterns and provide regular feedback on progress at an 
organisational and/or team level

Retime – try travelling 
outside of peak periods

Establish core hours and promote 
staggered start and finish times

Create (or re-emphasize) reduced core office hours e.g. to 10am-3pm, and signal these through 
the use of default colours in staff calendars. Schedule meetings to align with the new core 
hours.

Use visual cues Traffic light signs could be placed at building security desks that thank staff who arrive outside 
of the peak and encourage staff that arrive in the peak to try travelling outside of the peak for 
a more comfortable trip. Real time public transport arrival and departure boards in entry/exit 
lobbies of buildings could also be installed.

Highlight the benefits Highlight the benefits of the ‘new commute’ e,g. travelling outside of the peak is less crowded, 
and can mean some precious “me/down time”. Amplify this by encouraging staff to listen to 
their favourite podcasts/ebook/music while on their commute. 

Remode – from car to 
public and active transport

Encourage employees to take public 
transport and active travel

Highlight why it’s a great time to try active travel options – e.g new pop up cycleways have 
been installed across the city, end of trip facilities are available and COVID safe, and employees 
can take advantage of the summer weather. Promote the safety measures implemented on 
public transport (e.g. physical distancing and regular cleaning) and how to check capacity via 
the travel apps.

Make it fun Set targets for numbers of active, public or off-peak trips, and display these statistics 
prominently when entering or leaving the office, or through weekly communications. Returning 
to the workplace can centre around the social and outdoors aspects of summer, with activities 
such as fun physical activity competitions. 

Combine public transport with 
walking

Encourage staff to get on/off public transport a stop or two earlier/later than normal, which 
can have the double benefit of avoiding peak crowds while gaining the health benefits of an 
additional walk.


