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Tire pressure neglect is important and widespread, and we encouraged tire inflation in a field experiment. Information had  almost no

effect on inflation rates while even small incentives encouraged inflation at rates far exceeding their size. The power of incentives was

moderated by framing, consistent with an “overjustification effect”.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Energy efficiency plays an increasingly important role in policy 

because it addresses rising energy prices and the negative externali-
ties of energy consumption  from pollution. Although the develop-
ment of more advanced “green” technologies is a possible long run 
solution, the adoption of such solutions is questionable because, even 
today, many conservation efforts and technologies are routinely ne-
glected.  This is particularly perplexing to researchers because the 
immediate personal benefits alone often outweigh the observable 
costs of conservation (Jaffe and Stavins, 1994; Hausman & Joskow, 
1982). For example, government estimates suggest tire pressure un-
derinflation is common, at roughly 75% of the domestic personal 
vehicle fleet (USDOT, 2001), even though drivers stand to benefit 
by facing the small cost of tire inflation: properly inflated tires can 
substantially improve fuel efficiency (between 2-3%) and reduce ac-
cidents by improving stopping speed and preventing tire blow-outs 
(NHTSA, 2005).  We address this discrepancy by presenting results 
from a field experiment designed to test possible solutions.

To the best of our knowledge this is the first analysis of tire 
pressure in the social sciences.  We chose this setting because it is 
an economically significant behavior in its own right, and our unique 
experimental design allows us to compare competing theories of 
consumer behavior in a real-world, real-stakes context. We begin by 
documenting widespread “tire pressure neglect” through conducting 
spot-checks at gas stations throughout Chicago. In designing treat-
ments, we considered three theories for tire pressure neglect: 1) Lack 
of information, both about the savings from tire pressure and their 
own tire pressure level; 2) High upfront costs, exaggerated by pres-
ent bias; and 3) Inattention to the social consequences of neglect. Our 
treatments varied the incentives offered, and the framing used, to test 
between these three accounts They were also crossed in a way that 
also might induce an “overjustification effect”, which would predict 
that incentives are not as effective when they conflict with internal 
motivations (Deci, Koestner & Ryan, 1999; Gneezy, Meier & Rey-
Biel 2011). 

Analyzing our results, we found that information alone had al-
most no effect on tire inflation rates, even though the average driver 
who had one or more low tires (78% of our sample) would have 
saved at least $10 over the next four months (in 2010 gas prices), 

translating to a marginal wage of over $125/hour. When small in-
centives, such as paying the $0.50 air pump fee or helping with the 
inflation, our intervention saved roughly $30/hour in short-term gas 
saving alone, and $48/hour in the single most effective treatment. 
The two incentives (free air or help) also differed depending on 
what framing was used - describing tire pressure neglect as a social 
concern increased the likelihood of tire inflation when offered help 
(32.9% of Intent To Treat) relative to when air was free (17.3%). 
However, when pressure neglect was framed as a personal concern, 
customers were more likely to inflate with free air (23.9%) than with 
help (11.6%).

From a policy perspective, this study is limited since we can 
only observe tire pressure decisions made that day – in that sense, 
we treat inflation as a one-time investment in energy efficiency over 
the medium-term, rather than as a strategy to curtail energy-intensive 
behaviour (Stern & Gardner, 1981). We believe our results apply to 
many other efficiency investments, which tend to be both more effec-
tive at reducing energy consumption, and yet under-appreciated as a 
conservation strategy, compared to curtailment (Attari et al., 2010). 
However, a comprehensive account of tire pressure neglect would 
also consider the long-term effects of intervention, where issues like 
procrastination and habit formation become more important, and tire 
inflation might more closely resemble a curtailment behavior. In par-
ticular, our results support the use of small incentives to motivate 
behaviour, even on a scale that might seem trivial compared to the 
obvious benefits of the behaviour.

The results of this study can inform many real-world efforts 
to encourage pro-social behavior. Existing promotions for energy 
conservation have mixed monetary incentives (such as cash rebates) 
with social motives (protecting the environment), where our results 
suggest that switching either to non-monetary incentives (such as 
free delivery) or monetary motives (saving on energy costs) may be 
more effective. This applies not just to energy efficiency but also to 
other pro-social domains where mixed motives are present. As a gen-
eral rule, where neglect is the dominant state of affairs, we reject the 
common dichotomy between psychological approaches that focus on 
persuasive appeals, and economic approaches that focus on incentive 
structures. Rather, we argue that getting the most out of either ap-
proach requires a careful understanding of both.


