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INTRODUCTION

Social Protection Systems (SPS) are a set of guarantees pro-

vided by governments in order to make a positive difference 

to the lives of citizens. According to the International Labour 

Organization (ILO, 2012, 5), these guarantees are: i) access 

to essential health care; ii) basic income security, access to 

nutrition, education and care for children, iii) basic income 

security for citizens of active age who are unable to earn suf-

ficient income (e.g. in case of sickness, unemployment, ma-

ternity and disability) and, iv) basic income security for the 

elderly (e.g. pensions). These guarantees “are an economic 

and social necessity for development and progress, and an 

important tool to prevent and reduce poverty, inequality and 

social exclusion and insecurity” (ILO, 2012, 31). 

‘Financial and fiscal sustainability’ is one of the essential 

principles on which SPS rely to prevent and reduce poverty, 

inequality, social exclusion and insecurity. This principle bal-

ances short- and long-term benefits with the cost of the Sys-

tem (ILO, 2012, 17).

In Colombia, the ‘financial and fiscal sustainability’ principle 

is undermined by the existence of high levels of evasion of 

the contributions that finance the SPS. Employers, employ-

ees and the self-employed are obliged to contribute to the 

System. However, a considerable number of people do not 

fully comply with their obligations. According to the UGPP 

(Unidad de Gestión Pensional y Parafiscales), the Colombian 

government agency responsible for promoting social security 

and payroll tax compliance, contributors evaded 26.8% of 

their obligations in 2012 (UGPP, 2013, 1). This percentage cor-

responds to approximately USD 7.3 billion per year. Such eva-

sion levels have important social impacts such as economic 

insecurity, social exclusion and an unhealthy and unproduc-

tive workforce (ILO, 2012, 17). 
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The UGPP has been working to design and implement inno-

vative strategies intended to reduce evasion and, therefore, 

guarantee financial and fiscal sustainability of an SPS that 

makes a difference in people’s lives. Audits (the traditional 

way to enforce compliance) are not feasible if they are the 

only strategy implemented by a government. Due to the finite 

nature of resources, the UGPP could never reach all evaders 

by using audits, because they are expensive, and the number 

of evaders is high. Also, if audits are not implemented jointly 

with other strategies that aim to gain the trust of contributors 

and generate the perception that government is an ally that 

defends citizens’ rights, they might encourage more evasion 

instead of reducing it (Swedish Tax Agency, 2005).

This paper aims to describe one such innovative strategy, 

which we call Effective Communications. As advisors to the  

UGPP in the design and implementation of this strategy, we 

integrated insights from evidence-based policy design, de-

sign thinking, behavioral economics and plain language tech-

niques. The paper describes the integration process of these 

insights, and their expected effects on citizens’ behavior. 

We also present a specific application of this strategy, which 

consisted of 615,000 e-mails and letters sent to employees. 

In these communications the  UGPP i) informed employees 

about the payments made by their employers on their behalf; 

ii) encouraged them to compare those payments with the de-

ductions made  by their employers from their salaries; and, 

iii) gave them instructions on how to act if there were discrep-

ancies between these deductions and their employer contri-

butions (if deductions were higher than payments this might 

mean that the employer was retaining a fraction of the sal-

ary they should have been contributing to the system). Before 

sending the letter en masse to 615,000 employees, we de-

veloped various prototypes, which evolved as we integrated 

knowledge drawn from design thinking and other approaches. 

With the first prototype we encouraged only 17% of employ-

ees to open and read the letters, whilst in the last version 94% 

of employees did so. This was an important result, achieved 

before deciding to carry out the mass mail-out. 

The research presented in this paper is intended to contribute 

to the ways in which governments can formulate and imple-

ment strategies that effectively influence behavior. Although 

this is not necessarily a trend in developed countries, in de-

veloping countries such as Colombia, governments usually 

rely on ‘traditional’ knowledge (e.g. law, economics, etc.) to 

design and implement policies, generally turning to regula-

tory proposals in order to promote compliance. Governments 

can integrate design and other non-traditional approaches at 

any stage during the public development process, in order to 

produce effective strategies.

In particular, this work is a contribution to the way govern-

ments communicate with their citizens. In the case of the 

UGPP, this strategy is the first step in a new direction towards 

improving communication with contributors. It acknowledg-

es the importance of using trans-disciplinary knowledge; it 

recalls the usefulness of testing policies on a small scale be-

fore applying them on a larger scale; it recognizes the power 

of prototyping; and it uses plain language in order to com-

municate with citizens in a simple and transparent manner, 

without punitive intention. It is a new direction that requires 

governments to “write with care”.

THE CHALLENGE: PROMOTING SOCIAL 
PROTECTION CONTRIBUTIONS COMPLIANCE 
THROUGH EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATIONS 

Evasion is measured as the difference between potential 

contributions and actual contributions made to the SPS. In 

2012 the UGPP estimated evasion of SPS contributions for the 

first time in Colombian history. This estimate was made on 

the basis of information from 60,000 individuals that were 

statistically representative of the population obliged to con-

tribute to the SPS. The estimate indicated that in 2012 eva-

sion amounted to 26.8%, corresponding to USD 7.3 billion. Of 

those USD 7.3 billion, USD 4.28 billion represented evasion in 

the pension system (59% of total evasion), and USD 2.61 bil-

lion evasion in the health care system (36% of total evasion) 

(the UGPP, 2013, 1-2).

The estimate also indicated that there were many people 

evading small amounts of money. Most individuals evaded 

on average between USD 25 and USD 75 per month. Conse-

quently, traditional strategies such as desk audits and regu-

latory initiatives were not cost-effective, because they were 

very expensive compared to the potential resources that they 

might help recover. In response, we proposed alternative, 

cost-effective, strategies that might change people’s behav-

ior. Particularly, we came up with the Effective Communica-

tions Strategy that we present in this paper. 

The purpose of this communication strategy was i) to mo-

tivate people to pay attention to what the UGPP had to say 

to them, ii) to provide information that mattered to people, 

and iii) to give clear instructions to people about how to start 

complying with their SPS obligations. 

To accomplish that purpose we integrated tools from plain 

language techniques, behavioral economics, evidence-based 

policymaking and design thinking. Plain language was nec-

essary to design a message according to the reader’s point 

of view. Behavioral economics promoted a change in the be-

havior of readers, encouraging them to verify that the con-

tributions made by their employers were filed accurately. 

Evidence-based policy provided the tools necessary for the 

design of the prototypes that would produce the scientific 

evidence necessary to validate the initiative. Design thinking 

was central to the iterative learning process developed with 

the use of prototypes and the human centered approach that 

allowed the team to assume the reader’s position.

The communication channel

Along with staff from the UGPP we decided that the best way 

to communicate with people in order to influence their be-

havior and thus promote compliance, was by sending them 
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e-mails and/or letters. The UGPP needed to provide confiden-

tial information to each individual, so massive generic com-

munications (e.g. advertisements) were not useful. Also, the 

UGPP had access to individuals’ home and e-mail addresses, 

which facilitated the use of letters and e-mail. Finally, e-mails 

and letters were also more cost-effective than desk audits 

and the UGPP had experience in their use. 

Letters and e-mails were also an alternative to traditional 

regulation, which is usually supported by the publication of 

laws or other legal documents. The Organization for Coop-

eration and Development (OECD) an intergovernmental orga-

nization that gathers best practices in public policy around 

the world, has stated that e-mails and/or letters are a useful 

alternative to regulation when governments seek to change 

behavior “through the provision of greater information or 

changing the distribution of information. That is, [advancing] 

information which may be available to some businesses and 

consumers and not to others… The objective may be to pro-

vide information that is either too difficult for consumers to 

collect themselves or would be too costly to gather” (OECD, 

2012, 51).

The use of multiple tools for designing and testing 

communications

Besides selecting the communication channel, we also had to 

be able to communicate a message effectively. It is well docu-

mented that governments have difficulty in communicating in 

a simple and easily understood manner (Federal Plain Lan-

guage Guidelines, 2011). We used plain language techniques 

and insights from behavioral economics to overcome this dif-

ficulty and to induce people to act according to the purpose 

of the messages. 

Plain language (Sunstein, 2011, 1) encourages greater trans-

parency and accountability on the part of governments urging 

them to communicate using clear and concise messages writ-

ten with the reader in mind (Plain English Campaign). Imple-

menting plain language in government communications can 

“improve public understanding, save money and increase 

efficiency, reduce the need for the public to seek clarifica-

tion from agency staff, improve public understanding of 

agency requirements, reduce resources spent on enforce-

ment and reduce the number of errors that are made and 

thus the amount of time and effort that the agency and the 

public need to devote to correcting errors” (Sunstein, 2011, 

2). According to the Australian Government, the principles of 

plain language are: i) choose the straightforward option, ii) 

keep sentences short, iii) use an active voice, iv) use you and 

we, v) give instructions directly, vi) choose words appropriate 

for the readers, vii) avoid nominalizations, and viii) use lists 

(Government of South Australia). 

For example, the Internal Revenue Service (the US tax agency) 

has started to transform its communications using plain lan-

guage techniques. The director of the IRS identified the need 

to transform the organization’s communications when she 

received a letter about her tax return and had to read it five 

times before she understood what it was saying (Center for 

American Progress, 2011). The project’s results were the rede-

sign of “85 of the most commonly sent letters, accounting for 

50 percent of the correspondence volume. New notices were 

based on nine prototypes, each of which had been tested for 

user-friendliness by a sample of 400 representative taxpay-

ers” (Center for American Progress, 2011).

Behavioral economics insights are useful for evaluating em-

pirically how people react to different messages, which may 

vary in form and content, and for understanding the way 

people react to those messages. For example, the Behavioral 

Insights Team (BIT) in the United Kingdom has carried out 

several experiments within the process of designing effective 

communications to reduce fraud, error and debt, based on 

seven lessons from behavioral economics. These lessons are: 

1) make it easy (e.g. produce easy to follow instructions), 2) 

highlight key messages, 3) use personal language, 4) prompt 

honesty and key moments, 5) tell people what others are do-

ing, 6) reward desired behavior, and 7) highlight the risk and 

impact of dishonesty (Behavioral Insights Team, 2012, 4). One 

particular experiment conducted by the BIT was related to 

the use of color in letters. In this experiment the BIT showed 

how highlighting a section of the message with bright red or 

blue makes it more likely to be believed than using green or 

yellow (Behavioral Insights Team, 2012, 10). The experiments 

conducted by the BIT also concluded that people commonly 

focus on information given at the beginning of letters.

We decided to test the impact of the initiative and make the 

corresponding adjustments using one of the central tools of 

evidence-based policy and design thinking: prototyping. Pro-

totypes allow governments to test, evaluate and adjust initia-

tives before they are implemented on a larger scale (Nesta, 

2011). Prototyping in government i) provides an opportunity 

to test new ideas without the pressure of obtaining immedi-

ate positive results, ii) facilitates the participation of a wide 

range of actors that are interested in the testing occurring; iii) 

allows experimentation over short time periods and, iv) en-

ables an iterative learning environment (Nesta & ThinkPublic, 

4). Prototyping is also useful to test the cost-effectiveness of 

a policy in terms of fulfilling its objectives and it shows oth-

ers how to implement a successful public policy (Ettelt et al., 

2013).

Besides prototypes, we used three additional elements of de-

sign thinking: i) designing within the practical constraints of 

sending a large number of communications, ii) creating an 

interdisciplinary team, and iii) implementing a human cen-

tered perspective with input from readers. For the first ele-

ment, we identified the feasibility, viability and desirability of 

the initiative, taking into account the approach developed by 

the design consultancy IDEO that “the first stage of the de-

sign process is often about discovering which constraints are 

important and establishing a framework for evaluating them” 

(Brown, 2009). For the second element, we formed an inter-

disciplinary team of lawyers, engineers, economists, archi-

tects and designers to create collective ownership of ideas. 

For the third element, we used a human-centered approach 
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to increase the likelihood of developing a breakthrough idea 

from the standpoint of the reader (Brown, 2009).  To do this, 

we monitored readers’ responses to every prototype through 

surveys. We also incorporated design thinking in the iterative 

use of prototyping. We validated the strategy through two 

prototypes that allowed us to “avoid costly mistakes such 

as becoming too complex too early and sticking with a weak 

idea for too long” (Brown, 2009).

THE APPLICATION: ONE PAGE LETTER

All the elements described in the last section were integrated 

and applied to the design of a letter that effectively alerted 

employees about the payments that their employers made to 

the SPS on their behalf. We needed to empower the employ-

ees through letters and e-mails so they could act as auditors 

of their employers. Our goal was to expose the behavior of 

dishonest employers by reducing the information asymme-

tries that existed between employers and employees regard-

ing the accurate payment of the social security contributions, 

so that they could enforce their rights.

In the e-mails or physical letters sent to the homes of em-

ployees, we provided information about the taxable income 

declared by the employer on behalf of the employee. The 

communication also gave information about the total amount 

of contributions made by the employer to the pension and 

healthcare systems and the deductions that the employer 

should have made in order to contribute the correct amount. 

Through these communications the UGPP invited employees 

to contrast the information they received with the payroll 

vouchers that their employers gave them and to follow sev-

eral steps if there was a difference. 

To test the effectiveness of the communication we devel-

oped one field experiment using two prototypes. We sent 

over 1,492 letters in the experimentation phase and 615,000 

letters during the large-scale implementation phase (mass 

mail-out).

The process was divided into three phases: i) experiment 

planning, ii) experiment implementation including two small-

scale prototypes and iii) mass mail-outs of the letter and e-

mails to 615,000 employees. 

Phase 1: Planning the Experiment 

The experiment-planning phase consisted of i) the identifica-

tion of the profiles of the employees to whom the communi-

cation (by letter and e-mail) would be sent and ii) the first 

draft of the communication.

Identification of the profiles 

The selection of the people who would receive the commu-

nication was based on the identification of employers who 

might pay less than they were obliged to (inaccurate contri-

butions). Ideally we should have identified those who were 

also hiding information from their employees, but this was 

not possible to determine because only employers have ac-

cess to this information. 

To identify employers who potentially provide incorrect in-

formation the team worked with the same data used in the 

2012 estimate of evasion.  We carried out a statistical anal-

ysis to understand the factors that increase the probability 

of being an employee whose employer is making inaccurate 

contributions. Through this analysis we found that there is a 

45% probability or higher that inaccurate contributions will 

have been made if employees: i) earned USD 750 or more on a 

monthly basis; ii) worked in real estate activities, in organiza-

tions which provide health services or in the retail trade; iii) 

worked in firms with 10 or more employees and, iv) did not 

live in the Atlantic (Caribbean) Region. So, the communica-

tions were targeted at employees with these characteristics

One additional condition was considered in the particular case 

of the e-mails: employees had to be 40 years old or younger. 

This was based on the findings of five different studies by the 

Colombian Ministry of Information Technologies and Communi-

cations regarding the relationship between citizen demograph-

ics and e-mail use (Coneus, K. Y Schleife, K., 2010; MinTic, 

2010; MinTic et al., 2010; MinTic et al., 2012; DANE, 2013). 

First Draft: Content proposal

The first draft of the communication was designed using ele-

ments of plain language and the results of investigations by 

the BIT. For example, we wrote the communication in the first 

person in order to generate empathy with the employee. We 

also included easy-to-follow instructions on how to verify the 

taxable income reported by employers.

The communication was intended to persuade employees to 

check if the Taxable Income specified in the letter was the 

same as that reported on the payroll vouchers they received 

from their employers (see Figure 1). 

We then reviewed this communication and identified a num-

ber of difficulties: i) it did not explain which document the 

recipient should compare the information to, ii) the informa-

tion was difficult to understand because it attached the entire 

contributions report, iii) the letter did not differentiate total 

Taxable Income from the deductions from the employee’s 

wage (information that is easy to access since it is included 

on the payroll voucher) and iv) the communication had no 

layout design.

Taking these aspects into account the content was adapted 

(see Figures 2 and 3). The amended communication did not in-

clude the entire contributions report and only specified the rel-

evant information we wanted to validate: Taxable Income, total 

contributions made by the employer to the pension and health-

care systems, and the deduction that the employer should have 

made according to the reported taxable income and the contri-

butions made to pensions and healthcare systems. 

Now that we knew that the language was easy to understand 

the prototype was ready to be sent to the first 493 employees. 



116 DESIGN & EMOTION 2014  |  SOCIAL INNOVATION  |  COLOMBIA

Figure 1. First Draft 

 

Phase 2: Experiment implementation and prototypes 

It was decided to implement the project using an experimen-

tal phase, because we wanted to engage in an iterative learn-

ing process. We varied the content and layouts and adapted 

the communication based on the feedback received from em-

ployees. 

The experimentation phase was a safe context in which to 

implement a design-driven approach as part of a government 

initiative. 

The first prototype

The pilot consisted of the physical mailing of the first proto-

type of the letter to 493 employees, selected using the crite-

ria chosen during the planning phase. To validate the impact 

of the pilot we prepared a survey, in which we asked employ-

ees if they had: i) read the letter, ii) understood the message 

and, iii) followed the instructions. 

The UGPP selected 50 employees randomly to participate in 

the survey. Of those 50 employees that were selected, only 

12 responded, of whom only two said that they opened the 

letter/read the e-mail. This translates into an effectiveness of 

only 17% in persuading people to read the letter. 

This finding made us realize that we needed to rethink the 

prototype. If we wanted the message to reach our target, we 

needed to appeal to people’s emotions in orden to attract 

their attention and ensure they opened the letter. 

Figure 2. First Prototype (front)

 

Figure 3. First Prototype (back)
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The redesign

During the development of the design process we realized we 

needed a change our perspective, so we decided to imple-

ment an inter-disciplinary approach championed by design 

thinking. We added a practising architect and a graphic de-

signer to our team of economists, engineers and lawyers. 

We started the redesign by formulating fundamental ques-

tions about the concept of the letter: What is a letter? Why do 

people read letters? How could we get people to read our let-

ter? How could we generate curiosity and make it attractive 

to readers? Who were our readers? Why should they read the 

message? What is the problem? What should our readers do 

to solve the problem? How might they do this? When should 

they do it? Why is the issue important?

The first insight came from the definition of a letter. A letter is 

a communication that one person sends to another to com-

municate a message. We learned that we needed to highlight 

the name of the employee we were directing the letter to, and 

identity of the sender using the UGPP logo. We did not know 

if the logo would have an effect, since only 0.1% of the popu-

lation in Colombia had heard of the UGPP, so we decided to 

include the logo of the Ministry of Finance and Public Credit 

too. We were not going to follow the standard of an official 

communication from a government agency, but we needed 

to be careful differentiating the letter from an advertisement.

The second insight came from understanding the differences 

between an open letter and a closed communication. Each 

of these has different objectives and we needed to prioritize 

and classify the information accordingly. The outside of the 

letter needed to generate curiosity and tell the person why 

the communication was important to them, and the inside 

should contain the confidential information, instructions and 

also motivate the employee to follow them.

The third insight came from understanding the deep struc-

ture of the content, allowing us to simplify and divide it into 

different sections. We decided the communication was go-

ing to be sent with a “z” fold as a self-enveloped letter. This 

meant that the content had to be divided into six sections.

A priority in the redesign of the letter was to understand the 

needs and desires of the people who were going to receive 

it. The main elements that were changed to achieve a higher 

impact were i) the content, colors and style of the cover and 

back of the letter, ii) the new layout of the content including 

elements from infographics, and iii) simpler text and instruc-

tions (see Figure 4).

The cover of the letter was designed to consist of a question 

in bold white letters on a red background. We insisted on the 

importance that the cover should be red to increase the like-

lihood of attracting attention. The question “(Name of the 

employee), do you know if (name of the company), paid your 

social security accurately?” was an instrument to generate 

curiosity, talking directly to the employee. The back of the let-

ter addressed why it was important, informing the employee 

of the 3 main risks if their employer was not paying correctly. 

With all these elements we intended to persuade people to 

open the letter rather than consider it junk mail (see Figure 5). 

The extensive paragraphs were transformed into smaller sec-

tions with infographics that easily communicated the message. 

This allowed us to guide the recipient rapidly through the sec-

tions in which the most important information was displayed. 

The text was simplified and titles were added to each sec-

tion in the form of questions to enforce the active voice of the 

UGPP. The instructions were enumerated and included easy-

to-follow steps. This structure was designed to motivate the 

employees to follow the steps and verify if their employers 

had paid the correct contributions. The contact information 

of the UGPP was highlighted to make it easier to respond to 

additional questions. Particular fonts - family and size - were 

chosen to give hierarchy to the messages. 

The communications included information on the deductions 

the employer should have made, the total contributions to 

the healthcare and pension systems, and the Taxable Income 

reported by the employer for a specific month. This informa-

tion was confidential and was placed in the sections of the 

letter that were only visible when it was opened. The letter 

also highlighted the benefits of making accurate contribu-

tions (see Figures 6 and 7).

Figure 4. Redesign draft Figure 5. Outside of the letter
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Second Prototype

The second prototype was sent to 999 employees. It was sent 

in black and white because we had budget restrictions that 

meant we could not hire a third party capable of color print-

ing in time to meet the mailing deadline. 

This prototype was validated in a different way. Among the 

999 employees, the team knew 15 recipients personally. They 

had different backgrounds and they did not know in advance 

that they were going to receive the communication. This al-

lowed us to document their reactions in more detail. The 

trade-off this implied was that these 15 employees were not 

randomly chosen (compared to the employees selected for 

testing the first prototype), but we needed more detailed 

feedback regarding the communications and decided to pro-

ceed with this option. 

Based on the answers given by the 15 employees, we con-

cluded that this second prototype improved effectiveness: 

people opened and read the letter. Of the 15 employees, 14 

opened the letter. This corresponds to 94% effectiveness, 

which is almost 6 times the effectiveness of the original pro-

totype, though we should be careful with this comparison for 

the reasons explained in the last paragraph. Despite the suc-

cess of this prototype, all of our 15 acquaintances agreed that 

the letters would have had greater impact if they had been 

printed in color.  

Figure 6. Second Prototype B&W (front)  Figure 7. Second Prototype B&W (back)

Figure 8. Second Prototype (front)
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Phase 3: Mass mail-out

Once the team had validated the initiative using the two proto-

types, the director of the UGPP had enough evidence to make 

the decision to carry out a mass mail-out of the final version 

of the letter. The process of sending the communication was 

divided into two phases: i) modifying the document according 

to the parameters and formats required by the supplier and ii) 

adapting and planning the e-mail version of the communica-

tion. The UGPP sent 615,000 letters, which incorporated all 

the lessons learned during the experimental phases. 

CONCLUSIONS

The mass mail-out of 615,000 letters to different employees 

in Colombia was the first large-scale application of the Effec-

tive Communications Strategy. For the UGPP, this was a first 

attempt to understand employees’ attitudes towards govern-

ment communications, inform them about their rights within 

the SPS and encourage them to act as first line auditors of 

their employers. It was the first step in the process of “writ-

ing with care”. 

This first mass mail-out took into account the learning from 

the experimental phases, carried out on a small scale. In 

particular, it included the elements that had been designed 

to persuade people to open and read a letter. The results of 

the experimental phases were straightforward regarding the 

power of integrating different approaches, in particular de-

sign thinking. With the first prototype only 17% of employees 

to open and read the letter, while with the second prototype, 

which included more design-thinking elements, the percent-

age increased to 94%. 

A final step for reviewing the social impact of the letters sent 

by the UGPP would be to evidence changes in the compliance 

of contributions of employers whose employees had received 

a letter. A first step of the mass-mail project was to make the 

letter attractive in order to increase the likelihood it would be 

opened and read. Next, we will need to evaluate if there has 

been a measureable social change in terms of higher compli-

ance. Since the letters were sent out in mid-December 2013, 

we still have some time to observe the reactions of employ-

ees and their employers. In some cases we expect nothing 

to happen, while in others we would expect a reduction in 

non-compliance. The measurement of the impact was due to 

be carried out by the UGPP during the first semester of 2014.

The UGPP, or any other government agency, can apply the Ef-

fective Communications Strategy to different types of com-

munications. Once public agencies have learnt to integrate 

insights from many disciplines, as the UGPP did, (using-evi-

dence based public design, design thinking, plain language 

techniques, etc.), they will be able to carry out any number of 

communications actions intended to change people’s behav-

ior. A list of challenges faced by government agencies would 

be a sufficient starting point for innovating in the way public 

sector communicates. 

Figure 9. Second Prototype (back) Figure 10. E-mail version
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