
 

 

CASE STUDY 

A Seven-Million Pound Email 

Overview  
Nudge is a concept in behavioural economics, political theory, and behavioural science 
which proposes positive reinforcement and indirect suggestions as ways to influence the 
behaviour and decision making of groups or individuals. 

Siemens and Nudge Global used Nudge Theory to provide an innovative, technological 
solution to the problem of people not contributing enough to their pension pots. The results 
of the project saw a large increase in the number of people contributing a healthy amount to 
their pensions, at a level that would leave them secure in the future and give them more 
choices in their retirement and work options. 

Challenge 
A Ticking Time Bomb  
The Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) in the UK set target levels of income at 
retirement. A benchmarking exercise on the Siemens pension plan highlighted a ticking 
timebomb. It revealed that 83% of their employees were not on track to achieve DWP target 
levels. This position could disadvantage employees in many ways, such as: limiting career 
pathways for talent, increasing corporate healthcare costs, and leaving disengaged 
employees unable to afford to leave. 

A new pension scheme was launched but did not keep up with competitors, causing issues 
for recruitment, merging and acquiring new businesses. A restructured Defined Contribution 
scheme was market competitive and provided improved outcomes. It was part of a wider 
Financial Wellness Strategy that encouraged people to better manage all money, not just 
pensions. However, encouraging people to increase their pensions contributions to make the 
most of the offer from Siemens tended to fall on deaf ears – previous expensive solutions 
had had negligible impact on contributions.  

‘Just in Time’ 
As the Government were increasing the auto-enrolment contributions, Siemens felt this was 
a good time to grab people’s attention due to the prevalence of pensions in the news. Nudge 
Global offered Consultancy to provide highly personalised, timely financial education. Using 
Nudge Theory, the team of Consultants at Nudge Global often sent people “Just in Time” 
communications via emails, WhatsApp or SMS with hints, tools, and links to relevant 
websites so people could make the most of their money. Using this tactic, they felt that they 
could work with Siemens to engage their employees to increase their pensions contributions 
to a level that would match the DWP targets. 

Convincing Stakeholders  
Some employees at Siemens were hesitant about the plan because, even though Nudge 
was an employee benefit in the organisation, it was an “opt-in” benefit. Many employees, 
including senior stakeholders within the IT and HR departments, were against the idea of a 
third party (Nudge Global) having access to employee names, ages and salaries for those 
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who had not opted in. For those who had not already opted in, it was agreed that Nudge 
would only have emails, names, age over or under 40, and salary over or under £35k.  

Given the potential impact of not saving enough for retirement (loss of lifestyle, increased 
money worries, reduced spending power and greater reliance on the state), the Consultants 
felt that a behavioural psychology approach could help where other efforts have failed. They 
felt that this approach would be beneficial because they believed that people’s hesitance to 
increase pensions contributions tended not to be because they could not afford it, but more 
because of default bias, decision inertia, and an ambiguity bias. 

Approach 
Nudge Theory builds on many earlier models and theories. Nudges are typically triggers for 
small changes that are easy and inexpensive to implement. Using various approaches 
(changing defaults, social proof heuristics, and increasing the salience of the desired option), 
Nudges directly or indirectly suggest and reinforce ideas and influence the behaviour and 
decision-making of groups or individuals.  

The "art of the nudge" was formulated in the nineties. (Wilk, 1999.) The Nudge concept was 
later popularised by Thaler & Sustain, who defined the concept in their book “Nudge: 
Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness,” in 2008. They explained: “A 
nudge, as we will use the term, is any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people's 
behaviour in a predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their 
economic incentives. To count as a mere nudge, the intervention must be easy and cheap to 
avoid. Nudges are not mandates. Putting fruit at eye level counts as a nudge. Banning junk 
food does not.”  

The Consultants aim was to improve the number of people contributing at a level that would 
meet DWP retirement targets. Given the failures of expensive projects in the past, no 
specific target was set for what levels of engagements would be successful, but Siemens 
wanted to see a considerable uptake in increased pensions contributions. The main aim was 
to get those who were at greater risk of retiring with not enough pension savings (over 40 
and earning under £35k) to increase by more than the average within the business. Nudge 
wanted to use this opportunity as a test case for measuring actual behaviour change. If they 
could demonstrate that off the back of one of their communications, people were more likely 
to make better financial decisions, they would be in a better position to help others. People 
know that contributing more to their pensions is better for them, and there is often little 
stopping people from adding to their pension pot, but there are still problems.  

The Theory of Planned Behaviour offered an insight. The Consultants felt, from Siemens’ 
previous pushes, that simply reiterating the message that people should save more or that 
stating outcomes of not saving more would not have the desired result. They reasoned that 
perhaps the problem was not in the normative beliefs or subjective norms, but in peoples 
Perceived Behavioural Control. They felt that people tend to avoid dealing with money 
because it is hard, ambiguous, and pensions are intangible, they are things in the distant 
future. 

Getting Personal 
The team had the details of c.11,000 employees. They split them into 26 different categories 
based on their age, salary, and current pensions contribution level. As pension change was 
in the news - and this project was following a budget statement – they knew that they could 
use the Availability Bias to their benefit as people would have been hearing about pensions 
in the media. 

The Consultants included a different “surprised animal” image in the communication to form 
the groups into “tribes” with the “top dogs” being the best pensions contributors. The images 
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were light-hearted and made people laugh, so that they were in a more positive frame of 
mind when looking at details for their pensions. They wanted to encourage those who 
received animals like squirrels to aim to be “top dogs” – very different from typical pensions 
communications. 

The message about the pensions was simple and tailored to the individual based on their 
age, salary, and contribution. Siemens were going to increase their matched contribution 
levels so the more individuals contributed, the more “free money” they would get, playing on 
the concept of loss aversion. For particularly low contributors, it was framed in a way to play 
on social norming or consensus – “you are paying in and receiving less than others”. The 
communication also indicated specific ways the employee could make savings to cover the 
additional percentage. Finally, the links to the relevant places in the communications guided 
people, with as little friction as possible, to the right place to make changes to their pensions 
and understand more about retirement, in general. 

Once there, people would be able to make a quick decision on their pension. The ease and 
speed that people made it to the form to update their pension meant that the knowledge of 
“free money” was fresh in their mind so hopefully people would choose to have a higher 
contribution level. 

Outcome 
Tangible Outcomes  
Compared to the initial data suggesting 83% of people would not hit their DWP pension 
targets, only 19% of people were in that position after the project.  

This is partly due to automatic enrolment changes of the minimum contribution from 3% to 
4%, however, the message was reportedly well received by employees and 35% of 
employees contributing 3% increased their contributions by more than the mandated 1%.  

For the groups of people already contributing 7 to 9% where there was no difference in what 
they would receive from Siemens (all these groups would automatically receive a 10% 
employer contribution), they saw people increasing their pensions by at least 1% in 22% of 
cases. Of the people who increased their contributions, 90% increased them by 2% or more. 

This one, simple, email campaign helped people save £7m (+14.9%) per annum which 
equated to £2m in employee contributions and £5m in employer contributions.  

It also had knock-on benefits. People who received the email were more likely to sign up to 
the Nudge Platform. There was an 80% increase in sign-ups (1,740 employees) and a 500% 
increase in unique pageviews on the Nudge Platform; in particular for articles relating to 
Pensions and Retirement. It could be said that the benefit of receiving the initial email now 
had had a wider impact on people’s holistic financial wellbeing. 

Lessons Learned 
One area of concern was the vulnerable older/lower salaried employees. Of the new sign-
ups, 75% were over 40 and 47% were lower earners. This number was potentially lower 
than hoped, but high earners demonstrated a greater willingness to engage with financial 
wellbeing initiatives, perhaps as they already knew about coping strategies. For higher 
earners, there could be a confirmation bias at play, such as individuals signing up because 
they know they are going to receive good news. Having said that, any new people on the 
platform helped get the message out. Furthermore, there was no difference in the likelihood 
of better paid and lower paid individuals increasing their pensions contributions, but those 
over 40 were more likely to increase theirs.  
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The team felt confident that the communications were the cause of the increase in 
contributions because they were the only method of communicating the changes. They were 
obviously not able to introduce a control group because of the perceived unfairness within 
the business, so they cannot be sure that other factors didn’t have some impact. However, 
analysis of the email open rate patterns broadly matches what was seen from those who 
changed their pensions contribution.  

Lastly, people who were already users of Nudge were more likely, in all groupings, to 
increase their contributions than non-users. This supports the concept that nudging people 
for financial wellness is a successful way to overcome people’s inertia when it comes to 
making changes on their pensions. The familiarity of the platform encouraged those already 
using it to trust it and see the advice as authoritative. 

Acknowledgements 
The Siemens HR and Project Pearl teams 

The Nudge Global Operations team 
 

 


	Overview
	Challenge
	A Ticking Time Bomb
	‘Just in Time’
	Convincing Stakeholders
	Approach
	Getting Personal

	Outcome
	Tangible Outcomes
	Lessons Learned

	Acknowledgements

