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Abstract 
We provide evidence of how a temporary incentive can produce persistent effects on prosocial 
behavior, without a detrimental effect on intrinsic motivation. We study a behavior that is known to be 
prone to habit formation: separating waste by households. We conducted a natural field experiment 
involving 70,000 households in the city of Tilburg, the Netherlands. The incentive consisted of a letter 
from the municipality informing households that not separating waste is illegal and punishable by a 
fine, followed by an intensive and highly salient enforcement campaign. Enforcement was limited to 
four consecutive weeks. The crackdown had a large and instantaneous effect on household behavior. 
Most of the effect was still apparent up to seven months after the end of enforcement. Given that the 
fear of punishment is likely to have gone down in the absence of any enforcement activity, and that we 
find intrinsic motivation to have quickly returned to its original levels after enforcement ended, the 
persistent increase in the rate of separating waste is likely to have been sustained by a new, improved 
habit. 

Key words: habit formation, intrinsic motivation, deterrence, crackdown, field experiment, household 
waste management, environmental policy. 

JEL Codes: D03, Q53. 

* The authors would like to thank seminar audiences at London School of Economics, Universiteit Leiden, SOFI 
Stockholm, Università degli Studi di Firenze, Erasmus University Rotterdam, and participants at the 2018 
Maastricht Behavioral Economic Policy Symposium in Maastricht and the 2018 CPB Economics of the Circular 
Economy workshop in The Hague for useful comments and suggestions. Daan van Soest gratefully acknowledges 
financial support by the European Commission via the Seventh Framework Program (FP7/2007-2013), grant 
agreement No. 613420 (Glamurs). Special thanks to Cees Paridaans, Piet van Oirschot and Edwin Haest from 
the Tilburg Department of Sanitation (BAT) for daily management of the field experiment, and to CentER Data 
for conducting the survey. 

 

mailto:d.p.vansoest@tilburguniversity.edu
mailto:vollaard@tilburguniversity.edu

