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2. Report introduction 
 

It has been known for some time that human behaviour can be influenced by small, almost 

imperceptible stimuli. Market vendors, traders and marketing departments of companies make 

good use of this knowledge. Many products have been sold to customers who did not realize 

why they bought that specific product. Somehow, somewhere, they apparently got a 

subconscious push that steered their decision making in a certain direction. This kind of push 

is called a ‘nudge'. Partly as a result of the publication of 'Nudge' by Richard Thaler and Cass 

Sunstein (Thaler and Sustein, 2008), 'nudging' became very popular in liberal political policy. 

Nudging appeared to be applicable in multiple situations, in the market, in government policy 

and also in the workplace. 

         In all said situations, nudging takes place between two parties, between a company and 

its customers, between the government and its citizens, or between the employer and their 

employees. Because of the way in which the intentions of the former can affect the latter, 

nudging has become a subject of heated moral debates (Barton and Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). In 

this regard, this publication focuses on the relationship between the employer and the employee. 

The question that naturally arises is: should employers nudge employee behaviour? 

             In the following four paragraphs of this publication, this question will be approached 

from different angles by four authors. Although they use different perspectives, there are several 

related themes that are addressed by two or more authors. The essential hierarchical character 

of the relationship between the employer and the employee is in different manifestations an 

issue with all authors. The same goes for, more or less, the issue of freedom experienced by the 

employee. Transparency of the specific nudge, or the fact that employees are being nudged is 

an explicit topic with several authors as well. Authors two, three and four discuss involvement 

of the employee regarding the implementation of nudging in the workplace. And two out of 



three authors discuss the fact that employers, just like every human being, can make mistakes. 

However, they come to different conclusions, which proves their point. 

         The fact that quite different answers to the same central question are possible, is clear 

from the contributions of the first and the second author in this publication. Author one answers 

the question of whether employees should nudge employers, with a firm 'yes'. He/she explores 

the possible alignment of the interests of the employer and the employees. Under certain 

conditions nudging might enable the employer to fine tune the work process.  He/she also 

emphasizes that the context of the workplace is of significant matter in addressing the issue 

about nudging. The fact that the nudge takes place in a workplace environment where an 

employee freely entered the employment contract, arises certain conditions in which nudging 

is made legitimate.  

         The second author takes a very different view. According to her/him, problems that arise 

from the diversity of the workforce, the boundary between manipulative and 'honest' nudging, 

and unavoidable flaws in human thinking and judgment make nudging overall a questionable 

thing to do in the workplace.  

         The position of author three and four is more in the middle in this field of tension. Both 

outline the disadvantages of nudging when employees are not involved to a certain extent in 

decision-making and the implementation thereof. Their conclusions are comparable in the sense 

that they acknowledge the possible value of nudging in the workplace, but at the same time 

indicate the need for employee involvement. Their contributions differ in the reasoning to get 

to this aforementioned conclusion. The emphasis in the contribution of author three is on the 

transparency issue. Whereas author four focuses on the adverse effect of the possibility of 

arbitrary exercise of power in a hierarchical organisation. 



         In the last paragraph of this publication, the four authors formulate their joint conclusion 

as to what the presented findings lead to when it comes to the question: 'Should employers 

nudge employee behaviour?'.          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Individual paper - Author 1 

Introduction 

‘A little push in the right direction’, that is how I would describe a nudge in one sentence.  

However, over the past years there has been discussion about the acceptability of nudging. 

There are people who argue for nudging, because they think that someone is better off when 

this person is subjected to a nudge. Others have the opinion that nudging tends to look a lot 

like manipulation and that it takes away people’s freedom. Therefore, it would be wrong. 

Nudging can appear in different areas in our society. The focus of this paper will be on 

nudging in the workplace: Should employers nudge employee behaviour? My answer to this 

question is yes. My point of view derives from the fact that in my opinion employees are still 

free in making their own choices when they are subjected towards a nudge. Besides this, 

nudging in the workplace will increase the knowledge productivity of employees. In the 

upcoming parts of this paper I will first clarify the relevant issues regarding nudging. 

Afterwards, I will provide arguments and reactions to possible objections to justify nudging in 

the workplace. Lastly, I will conclude and summarize the main points discussed in this paper. 

Exposition  

What is a nudge exactly? Barton & Grüne-Yanoff (2015) describe a nudge as: “An 

intervention on the choice architecture that is predictably behaviour-steering, but preserves 

the choice-set and is (at least) substantially non-controlling, and does not significantly change 

the economic incentives” (p. 343). This definition can be broken down in several parts. First 

of all, a nudge implies that there is an intervention on the choice architecture. This means that 

the context in which people make decisions is being changed by the person who executes the 

nudge. Second of all, a nudge changes behaviour in a predictable way. This is the intention of 

the nudge. Someone deliberately creates a nudge in such a way that the behaviour of other 

people goes into a desired direction and therefore this direction can be foreseen beforehand. 



Third of all, with a nudge the choice-set remains the same. Thus, when someone is subjected 

to a nudge, this does not mean that the person has other options to choose from than he or she 

had in advance. Fourth of all, a nudge is (at least) substantially non-controlling. This means 

that when someone is subjected to a nudge, this person is not forbidden to take another 

direction than the nudge is directing him or her to. The person will not be controlled. Lastly, a 

nudge does not significantly change the economic incentives someone has. Thaler and 

Sunstein (2003) describe a nudge as libertarian paternalism. Libertarian, because people still 

have the same options to choose from when they are subjected to a nudge. This ensures that 

people are free in making the choice they want and thus this respects people’s liberties.  

Paternalistic, because a nudge makes people better off and thus improves their well-being 

(Cawston, 2019).  

  Moving from the general definition of a nudge towards nudging in the workplace, the 

definition of Ebert & Freibichler (2017) about Nudge Management is useful. They state that it 

“applies insights from behavioural science to design organizational contexts so to optimize 

fast thinking and unconscious behaviour of employees in line with the objectives of the 

organization” (p. 2). This definition displays that there is an intervention on the choice 

architecture, namely the organizational context. This leads to the fact that employees will 

work in a more efficient and effective way, which will be positive for the organizational 

outcomes. So, a nudge consists of several aspects and can be seen as a combination between 

libertarian and paternalistic. A nudge can also be used by employers in the workplace to steer 

employees in the right direction. Organizational contexts will be designed in a way that 

optimizes employee behaviour. Using this information I will continue this paper with a 

section in which I will expose arguments to justify nudging in the workplace.  



Argument 

The two main arguments that justify nudging in the workplace are built on liberal views and 

thinking in a paternalistic way, explained in the Exposition. The first argument takes into 

account the freedom of employees and is therefore in line with the view of libertarianism. 

What I consider to be extremely important is that the freedom of employees is not taken away 

when they are subjected to a nudge. Cass Sunstein (2017) also states this: “It does not force 

you, but it shows what your preferred destination is.” Besides this, Barton & Grüne-Yanoff 

(2015) define a nudge as something that “preserves the choice-set and is (at least) 

substantially non-controlling” (p. 343).  Employees thus have the same choices as they had in 

advance and they are not forced to go in a certain direction. Respecting people’s liberties is 

significant in libertarian thinking and a nudge also takes this into account. In my reasoning, I 

follow the statements of Thaler and Sunstein, as discussed by Cawston (2019). An employee 

is free, because there is no change in the choice set. Besides this, I argue that an employee is 

free because this person is not forced to do anything. However, there are objections towards 

this position. One of the objections derives from Hausman and Welch, mentioned by Cawston 

(2019). They see freedom in a different way. According to them, there is freedom when an 

individual has control over his or her own evaluations and choices. So, when the 

organizational context is accidentally shaped by the employer, this takes away the freedom of 

an employee. I can understand where they come from, but there are two aspects in their 

arguing that I consider wrong. First of all, Cawston (2019) states that Hausman and Welch 

want individuals to have control over their own evaluations and choices. The aspect of 

‘control’ is significant here. When employers subject employees to a nudge, the employee is 

not forced to actually go into the desired direction. They can individually choose their 

direction and thus they are still in control of their own choices. Second of all, sometimes it is 

better for an employee if the employer interferes with the employee. This argument leans on 



the fact that the nudge is implemented in the workplace, context is of significant matter. I can 

clarify this by using the points of view of John Stuart Mill, discussed by Cawston (2019). Mill 

argues that interference with someone is only permissible to prevent harm to others. However, 

he makes an exception which is significant when taking a look at nudging in the workplace. 

This exception describes that it is permissible to interfere with someone if the person is 

ignorant, so when an individual lacks information. Taking a look at the workplace, employees 

do have a lack of information sometimes. Due to non-transparency in the company, but also 

because of incompetence of employees in certain areas. This is in line with an objection to 

workplace democracy, discussed by Cawston (2019). Workplace democracy can be 

impractical because it requires fast decision making and employees lack relevant experiences 

in certain areas to make these fast decisions. This lack of experience and information 

employees have, ensures that employers sometimes have better insights in what is best for 

their employees on how they can achieve their work related goals most effectively. According 

to Conly (2012) individuals are subjected to cognitive biases, which can lead to the wrong 

conclusions. Employees and employers are both human beings and thus subjected to cognitive 

biases. This can lead to another objection. Namely, that employers can make mistakes as well. 

This is obviously true, but when taking a look at nudging in the workplace, an employer has 

more experience and information than an employee. Therefore, employers make less mistakes 

than employees within the organizational context.  So, the lack of information employees 

have compared to employers, ensures that it is necessary that employers sometimes place 

themselves in a more controlling position.  

  The second argument takes into account the benefits that will derive from nudging in 

the workplace. It is in line with paternalistic thinking; aiming to make a person better off after 

interfering with this person. Nudge Management applies, according to Ebert & Freibichler 

(2017), behavioural science to increase knowledge productivity. So, when an employer is 



nudging the employee behaviour, this will lead to higher productivity and this results in a 

higher organizational outcome. An objection to this view can be that the goals of employers 

and employees might not be in line. Therefore, it would be wrong to nudge an employee in 

order to achieve higher organizational outcomes. To counter this vision, the context of the 

workplace is again of significant matter. When an employee decides to start working at a 

company, they can inform themselves about the organizational objectives. In a work place 

environment the larger, organizational goal must be kept in mind. Employees who are part of 

a certain company work in order to accomplish this organizational goal. Outside of the 

organization it can be the case that employer and employee do not value the same goals in 

life, but within the organization they do want to achieve the same, organizational goal. 

Besides this, when employees achieve their work-related goals they have really accomplished 

something which will increase their self-confidence and self-respect. Both employees and the 

organization will thus be better off after a nudge was subjected on an employee and therefore 

I argue that employers are allowed to nudge employee behaviour.  

  The third argument that I want to mention derives from the first two arguments. This 

argument points out the fact that an employee is always subjected to the will of their 

employer. More straightforward, an employee is forced to listen to their boss regarding work 

related issues. The owner of the organization is in charge and therefore also authorized to tell 

the employees what they have to do in the organization. An employer can influence their 

employees in different ways, for example by forcing employees to do things against their will. 

However, the employer can also decide to use nudging to exert this influence over employees, 

which is beneficial for both employees and the organization. With nudging, employees are 

still free. This is in line with the first argument I stated. Besides this, a nudge will lead to 

more efficiency and effectiveness in the organization. This is in line with the second 



argument. So, if an employee must listen to their employer anyway, then it is beneficial for 

everyone if the employer nudges employee behaviour.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, I have argued that employers should nudge employee behaviour. I have used 

three arguments to support my point of view. The first argument leans on liberalistic thinking, 

while the second argument leans on paternalistic thinking. The third argument derives from 

the first two. I have also considered three objections which I undermined using new 

arguments. What I view as extremely important is the context in which a nudge is placed. 

This also emerges in the arguments I used. Nudging in the workplace can be allowed, because 

employees lack information in comparison to employers sometimes. What I did not discuss in 

this paper and can thus be seen as a limit, is the fact that employees might know better on 

some issues. However, in my opinion employers mostly know what is best because of the 

larger experience they have in contrast to their employees. Besides this, within the workplace 

a larger, common goal must be taken into account. This common goal allows employers to 

nudge their employees. Also, within the context of the workplace there is always a form of 

authority. This authority can best be shaped in the form of nudging. So, in the end nudging 

will be beneficial for every actor involved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. Individual paper - Author 2 

Introduction 

Nudging is a hot item in current policy debates. It can occur in many social settings and 

relations, such as government and civilians, company and customer, and also employer and 

employee, which is the relationship I will be focussing on in this paper. The main question this 

paper answers is about nudging in the workplace: should employers nudge employee 

behaviour? I argue that this is not the case, mainly because of the possibly non-justified 

dominant position the process of nudging employees gives the employer and the fact that 

diversity of employees is easily forgotten in the process of nudging. Moreover, in the light of 

what we know about human errors and quirks, should we not be focussing on bans and 

regulations instead of nudging? In the upcoming part of this paper I will explain the key 

concepts, clarify my statement with set forth arguments and refute objections to strengthen my 

point of view. I will give a summary of the overall main points and objections and provide a 

conclusion in the last part of this paper.  

Exposition 

As said, nudging is an item that is craving attention in policy making debates. To debate 

logically and consistent about nudging, it is important to specifically clarify the definition of 

this concept. Nudging can be defined as all aspects of the choice architecture that alters people’s 

behaviour in a predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their 

economic incentives (Thaler & Sunstein, 2003). Nudging can shorty be described as ‘libertarian 

paternalism’, I will use both terms as synonyms in this paper. The libertarian part of this 

definition means that it respects people’s liberties and does not block out other choices than the 

ones aimed for. The exact paternalistic part lies in the fact that a nudge intends to make people 

better off and thus improve their well-being the process of nudging. In the context of the 

workplace however, the definition by Ebert & Freibichler (2017) about nudge management is 



more applicable. They state that it “applies insights from behavioral science to design 

organizational contexts so to optimize fast thinking and unconscious behavior of employees in 

line with the objectives of the organization”. A definition that is positively charged towards 

nudging, but nonetheless can be refuted in the same way that nudging can be refuted in other 

social settings than the workplace or other organizational contexts.  

In policy debates in organisations, the concept of nudging is often justified by an 

argument many scientists in the fields of behavioural economics and social psychology make. 

They show that psychological quirks routinely cause people to deviate in predictable ways from 

stereotypical economic rationality (Wilkinson, 2012). In other words, people are not capable to 

always make the right decisions themselves. However, is this really a justification to influence 

people’s choices and behaviour through nudging? And what about the people that embed 

nudging, are they without flaws? I argue that both questions can be answered with no. In the 

organisational context and more specifically the context of employer and employee, I argue that 

nudging the behaviour of the employee is not the right thing to do. In further paragraphs I will 

provide you with arguments to support this statement.   

Arguments 

The first argument I want to make, has to do with the tendency of increasing diversity 

in the workplace. The world’s expanding globalization requires more interaction among people 

from diverse cultures, beliefs, and backgrounds than ever before (Green et al, 2002).  People’s 

situations can be very diverse in many ways. This can be the case for the kind of work they do, 

for example very complicated and arduous work, or more routinely and straightforward work, 

but also the position they occupy on the hierarchical ladder or their cultural background and 

believes.  When employers nudge their employee’s behaviour, it is hard to take into account 

these variations. Different nudging practices might be needed for some employees, while other 

nudging practices are more effective for other employees. However, in papers that indorse 



nudging in the workplace, a one-size-fits-all mentality clings to nudging and the terms that are 

described to promote it, e.g. ‘the human mind’ in Ebert and Freibichler (2016). This does not 

facilitate the diversity in the organizational context.    

 

Secondly, I want to make the comparison between nudging and with advertising or 

marketing, which have a close connection with manipulation. In the advertising business (a 

company and customer relationship) the goal of the marketers of the concerned company is to 

manipulatively steer the customer in a direction that will draw them to the product or service 

they want to sell. In this case manipulation is a negatively charged word, to be understood as 

being a ‘puppet’ on the string of a company, although it could also be a good and ‘nudging’ 

way to steer you in the right direction. In comparison; in an employer and employee 

relationship, an employer can steer their employees in a direction using the process of nudging 

too, but specifically the right direction, otherwise we would not specify it as nudging. Should 

this not be called manipulation too? Wilkinson (2012) is the first one to make the comparison 

between nudging and manipulation, and shows that some nudging practices turn out to be 

manipulative and thus objectionable, and other nudging would not. The boundary between 

manipulative nudging and non-manipulative nudging is hard to objectify. Considering the fact 

that those boundaries are unclear, makes nudging overall a questionable thing to do.  

 

Another argument is the dominant position nudging gives the employer over the 

employee. The dominant position in the hierarchical ladder employers often fill, is a position 

that is in most cases unavoidable and often necessary. Because of this position, they are allowed 

to use the libertarian paternalism in their policies. I argue this is problematic, mostly for more 

bottom-up organisations. Considering the fact that nudging is basically based on the problem 

that people have flaws in their behavioural or decision making pattern, which is the result of 



cognitive boundaries, biases, or habits (Hansen, 2016). Employers that execute the nudging 

processes have these flaws too.  

 

Moreover, the dominant position employers have implies that they are not obliged to 

fully inform their employees about the nudging process. This does not contribute to the more 

democratic bottom-up or democratic sphere a lot of organisations try to bring about. In a more 

top-down organisation, this is less problematic. Still there could occur problems when 

employers use more controversial nudging techniques under the guise of libertarian 

paternalism, but it loses its purest form, and most often the libertarian part. An example is the 

nudging by shaming technique, in which shaming can be used for nudging as characterized 

above because shame can affect our choices a lot while objectively limiting our freedom of 

choice a little (Eyal, 2014). When a workplace democracy is perceived, this is problematic, 

because a workplace democracy only exists when employees have some real control over 

organizational goal-setting and strategic planning and can thus ensure that their own goals and 

objectives rather than only those of the organization, can be met (Foley & Polanyi, 2006). 

  

In the case that there is an absolute certainty the employer nudges behaviour of 

employees in a right direction, I’m still sceptical towards the nudging process. My last argument 

concerns a more opposite direction. In the light of what we know about human errors, I would 

argue we should be focussing on bans, mandates and other types of regulation, rather than 

depending on nudging processes. Why would the part about freedom of choice be so prevalent, 

when we know people tend to make bad decisions? In other words, if an employer has the 

absolute certainty that he or she steers their employees in the right direction with nudging, why 

not just exclude other - possibly bad - decisions that can still be made in the workplace 

environment? This does not necessarily have to be problematic when a workplace democracy  



as described by Foley & Polanyi (2006) is perceived, when regulations and mandates come 

about in a democratically shaped process.  

 

Arguments that are set forth in the paragraphs above, are often refuted by critics that 

endorse libertarian paternalism, but their arguments occur problematic. Firstly, the libertarian 

element as described by Cass Sunstein (2017) states that nudging ‘’does not force you, but it 

shows what your preferred destination is’’.  Ambiguous is the fact that the preferred destination 

is determined for you by the dominant actor, in this case the employer, which directly affects 

the libertarian element.  Secondly, the problem lies in the term libertarian paternalism itself, it 

is an oxymoron. Considering paternalism is essentially the usurpation of one’s person’s choice 

of their own good by another person (Archard, 1990), and one would not link terms like 

usurpation with libertarian elements. 

Conclusion 

In summary, in this paper I present several arguments that imply that employers should 

not nudge employees’ behaviour. In the workplace environment where the employer and 

employee relationship exists, there arise problems considering the nudging process. Firstly, the 

diversity of employees cannot be accounted for in the overall process. Furthermore, the 

dominant position of the employer gives them authority to nudge their employees to encourage 

them to make the right choices. However, employers can make wrong decisions too and using 

their authorities  can use non-pure nudging techniques. Thirdly, the objective boundary between 

a non-manipulative nudge and a manipulative nudge is hard to outline, which increases the 

questionability of nudging.  Lastly, if an employer has the absolute certainty that he or she steers 

their employees in the right direction with nudging, it might be better to set real boundaries in 

forms of regulation and mandates, instead of still giving employees the freedom to choose for 

the less desirable options 



5. Individual paper -  Author 3 

Introduction 

Would you be a content employee when your employer is steering you in a certain 

direction that might not match your own preferences? What if your employer is doing this 

more often than you think, but you are not aware of this, as he does it secretly and very 

subtle? Secretly steering someone in a preferred direction is also known as a nudge. In this 

paper, the main focus is on nudging within a workplace environment. It shall be argued 

whether nudging should be permitted for employers regarding their employees, including the 

consequences of this action. I will argue that nudging should be permitted in a work related 

environment, however, it should only be allowed when the employee is fully informed 

regarding what a nudge is and the fact that their employer might apply it at any given time.  

The content of this paper includes a thorough explanation of the related concepts. Then, 

arguments will be provided to obtain a clear understanding of this specific view and contrary 

findings. This all is followed by a conclusion that will summarize this paper and its 

arguments.  

Explaining the concepts 

 To fully understand the meaning of a nudge and being nudged, this section will 

contain a detailed explanation of the discussed concepts. Nudging happens to everyone all the 

time, whether we are aware of it or not. One might wonder what a nudge is then exactly? 

Nudging is a way to influence the choice or behavior of an individual by altering a small 

feature in the environment of this individual, which attracts this individual’s attention (Thaler, 

2009). The feature that is changed is often so small, that the person in question does not even 

know they are being nudged. Though, the choice structure of a person is influenced in such a 

way that a more desirable option is encouraged by the choice-architect. A choice-architect is 



someone executing the nudge, thus influencing the outcome of a person’s action. This 

desirable option that choice-architects go for can be related to a person, a community, or 

society as a whole (Waldron, 2014).  

Now why would someone want to nudge you to a certain choice? For example in the 

supermarket: fruit is mostly located in the front of a store. This is a nudge towards healthy 

food choices. Also, when you are ready to pay for your groceries, one might see small 

chocolate bars and candies in line for the register. This is a nudge to take that little extra 

something, because you are waiting anyway. These are examples of nudges in every day life. 

In this paper the central question is whether employers should be able to nudge their 

employees. An example of a nudge in a workplace environment could be to nudge the 

financial team into a certain direction of thinking that would be more beneficial for the 

company, and thus the employer. One can see that the outcomes are mostly focused on what 

will be positive for the choice-architect. In the following paragraph we will also look at the 

consequences for the person being nudged.  

Arguments 

Now that the concept of nudging has been explained, I will evaluate certain 

viewpoints and arguments regarding nudging in the workplace. A nudge in itself does not 

seem harmful, as most outcomes are seen as positive or beneficial. However, what will 

happen when the power of nudging is in the hands of people who do not have good 

intentions? Or when the outcomes are positive, but the actions leading to the result are 

harmful? This raises the question whether the power of nudging is in the hands of the right 

people. Looking at literature written about nudging, I have come across the work of Waldron 

(2014).  



Waldron is known to be critical regarding the negative sides of nudging, as he has 

multiple objections. His first objection focuses on the ‘regulators’. With this he addresses the 

people who decide what would be in our best interest. As these regulators are human, they are 

known to make mistakes, as they are human after all. Not only can they make mistakes, 

choice-architects, or regulators, might mislead people on purpose for their personal gain. 

Moreover, Waldron states that nudging might lead to a decrease in self-respect as people 

might be taken advantage of. Concluding Waldron’s arguments, he claims that nudging has no 

educational value. This entails that nudging does not teach you something new or about 

yourself, as your decision has already been planted by the regulators. Therefore, it might have 

never been the decision you intended to execute, hence not a learning moment. As a solution 

to these issues, Waldron suggests complete transparency, on which I will elaborate more in 

the next paragraph. 

 Regarding the work of Parvin & Chambers (2012) as well, one can argue that being 

nudged will compromise one’s freedom. Opponents of nudging want to be negatively free, 

this entails that the individual’s choices are not being interfered by external forces, such as the 

state or other authorities (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). State-interference is often necessary to 

make a person more capable of making a choice, and thus more free (Parvin & Chambers, 

2012). I argue it is therefore impossible to be fully negatively free. 

Having explained the downsides of nudging, it is a fact that nudging employees could 

also create positive outcomes for both employee and employer. The work of Ebert & 

Freibichler (2017) explains this further. Their focus is on Nudge Management, entailing the 

application of behavior science to increase knowledge worker productivity (Ebert & 

Freibichler, 2017). They claim that Nudge Management allows one to think faster, and 

unconsciously aligns the employee’s behavior with the objectives of the organization. They 



implement nudging in a non-harmful way that is actually also beneficial for the person being 

nudged. 

To come back to the central question whether employers should be able to nudge 

employee behavior: personally, I do agree with Waldron’s concerns regarding nudging. 

However, transparency would not be a sound solution. Transparency can only be achieved 

when the person in question is fully aware of the fact that they are being nudged. When this is 

the case, the person being nudged might change their course of action, as they know they are 

being monitored. Moreover, we would have to fully trust the choice-architect and their 

intentions. It is for this reason that I believe that the person being nudged should not be made 

aware of the fact that they are being nudged, as this will probably lead to counter effective 

results. 

A solution, that I offer, that might solve the issues addressed by both Waldron and the 

issue of negative freedom could be related to semi-transparency. This would entail that when 

an employee first starts working at a company, that it is mentioned to the person in question 

that the company might make use of nudging. However, the exact moment of when their 

employer might nudge will not be confided. This way, an employee is aware of the fact that 

the company applies nudging, though not as consciously aware to alter their behavior. This 

comes close to Nudge Management created by Ebert & Freibichler (2017). I am therefore in 

support with their ideas and methods, as it seems ethical and fair towards both the employee 

and employer.  

Conclusion 

 Concluding this review with a summary, containing the multiple views on nudging 

that have been mentioned before: I think it is safe to say that there are both negative and 

positive sides to nudging and its outcomes. Taking Waldron (2014) into account, we can fix 



the negative sides of nudging (such as a decrease in self-respect and no educational value) by 

creating full transparency.  However, this would be unattainable, as trust is key in this case. It 

has been argued that negative freedom, being able to make choices without the state or 

authority intervening, would be compromised (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). But, there will 

always be intervening of some sorts by a form of authority. Then follows Nudge Management 

(Ebert & Freibichler, 2017). This view is, in my opinion, the most agreeable and most in line 

with what would be good for both employee and employer. It implements behavior science to 

increase employee productivity. Personally, I would like to add a condition to this last idea. 

The condition would be that at a certain point it would be mentioned to the employee that the 

company makes use of nudges and the employee has to agree to this. This way, there will be 

no surprises for the employee, and the employer would get the desired effects, as the fact that 

the employee knowing that they are being nudged does not compromise its outcomes.  

To answer the question: “Should employers nudge employee behavior?” I will argue that it 

would be permitted for employers to nudge employee behavior, as it has significant value for 

the employer and also the employee, as has been shown by Ebert & Freibichler (2017). 

However, the condition of the employer telling the employee about nudging should be taken 

into account.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



6. Individual paper - Author 4  

Introduction & Thesis 

 If you don't like to be told what to do, then you might be fond of nudging. A nudge 

gently pushes you towards a desired decision. In government policy making, nudging is often 

perceived as an attractive alternative for legislation. The government applies nudging in the 

supposed interest of the person who is subjected to a nudge (from now referred to as: the 

nudgee), or in the interest of society. But what to think of an employer nudging his employees 

in the interest of the firm? 

 I argue that the concept of nudging might get corrupted in the workplace because of 

specific aspects of the business context. Therefore, my thesis is that nudging in the workplace 

is not a subject that should be left to employers alone; employees should have a say. In the next 

paragraph, I describe the essential characteristics of nudging, and how it relates to the concept 

of freedom. In paragraph 3, I give some practical examples of nudging in the workplace and 

argue why nudging employee behaviour by employers requires a voice from the employees. In 

the final paragraph, I present my conclusions. 

 

Nudging and freedom 

 What is nudging? An academic definition of a nudge is formulated by Barton & Grüne-

Yanoff: "a nudge is an intervention in the choice architecture that is predictably behaviour 

steering but preserves the choice-set and is (at least) substantially non-controlling, and does not 

significantly change the economic incentives" (2015, p. 343). The consecutive essential 

elements of a nudge mentioned in this definition need some explanation. For this, I will use the 

concrete example of a government nudging its citizens by by prescribing that cigarette packs 

should display images of smoking-related diseases. The intervention mentioned in the 

definition is an action of someone who gives a nudge (from now referred to as: the nudger). In 



our case, this is the government. The intervention changes the 'choice architecture'. This is the 

context in which people (the nudgees) make decisions. In the given example, the extra 

information on the cigarette box changes the decision-making context for the citizens. A nudge 

is 'predictably steering behaviour'. This element makes the intervention fit for a purpose. The 

purpose of the government is obviously to get people away from smoking by triggering their 

intuitive aversion to the displayed diseases. Preserving the choice set means that all options 

existing before the intervention are still available to the nudgee. In the example, cigarettes 

remain for sale. Finally, the change in the choice architecture should not force the nudgee to 

make certain choices or invoke significant economic consequences to the choices he/she makes. 

Otherwise, we would not be speaking of a nudge, but rather of a regulation or a financial 

incentive. In the example, the change in the packaging has no financial consequence; anyone 

who wants to buy cigarettes can still do that, without any further hassle. It follows that a nudge 

might be relatively easy to avoid.  

 The behavioural sciences demonstrated that it's avoidability does not render nudging 

into an ineffective instrument. A nudge operates at the subconscious level of a person's 

apparently preferred 'fast, but lazy' system of automated, intuitive and sometimes irrational 

thinking. Avoiding a nudge requires triggering of a person's system of 'slow and more strenuous' 

thinking, which might then result in the decision to make the relatively small extra effort to 

avoid the nudge (Kahneman, 2016). In practice, it appears that people tend to 'go with the 

nudged flow'.  

 This brings us to a possible objection against nudging in general. Does it not infringe 

people's freedom by manipulating them to do things they do not want? It is clear that a nudge 

does not respect 'the freedom to do whatever one wants', but proponents of nudging argue that 

it preserves peoples freedom in terms of autonomy, 'being in control of what one really wants' 

(Parvin and Chambers, 2012, p. 30). A nudge might for example increase control over what one 



really wants by triggering the nudgee's use of previously ignored information that is 

nevertheless relevant to a decision in his own interest. From a 'freedom as autonomy' -

perspective it is important to note that nudgees whose interest dictates that they should avoid 

the nudge ought to be informed that they are being nudged. If the nudge is not transparent to 

them, their more conscious level of thinking might not be activated (Barton and Grüne-Yanoff, 

2015). 

 To summarize, nudging, if properly designed and implemented, claims to be able to 

change people's behaviour without compromising freedom. In the next paragraph, I will argue 

that there are specific reasons for worries about nudging in the workplace. 

 

Nudging in the workplace 

 Nudging in the workplace differs from nudging in government policy. In government 

policy, its use is generally legitimised by pro-self (the desired behaviour promotes the private 

welfare of the nudgee) and pro-social (the desired behaviour is in the common interest) 

arguments in a democratic controlled process of policy making. For 'nudging in the workplace' 

the insights of nudge theory are adapted to a different 'social contract', to contributing to the 

corporation's objectives (Ebert and Freibichler, 2017). There are many practical examples of 

nudging in the workplace, for instance favourable display of healthy food in the company 

restaurant and indicators at the company site for employees wanting to take a walk during 

lunchtime. At first sight they appear to be innocuous nudges, because they seem to preserve the 

employees freedom. In both examples, the nudge primarily improves employee health; the 

employer benefits at most indirectly. So why bother? But what if the main or only purpose of 

the nudge is the efficiency of the company?  

 Let's take a look at the example of a company that put some additional large tables in 

the company restaurant, because research indicated that employees share more work-related 



information with more colleagues at large tables than at smaller tables (Belton, 2019). The 

smaller tables remain available, so employees who don't like larger groups or need some privacy 

can still sit at a smaller table. It seems that there is nothing to worry about.  

 For evaluation of this example, I want to take a closer look at the 'social contract' 

between the employer and the employee. According to Anderson, in the US context of an 

'employment at will' -contractual relationship, employees are subordinate to employers who can 

order them around and sanction (Anderson, 2015). In a situation like that, not only freedom as 

autonomy is at stake, but also 'republican freedom'. According to this conception of freedom, 

formal autonomy to make your own decisions is not enough to experience freedom. What also 

counts is the absence of the possibility of arbitrary exercise of power  (Parvin and Chambers, 

2012). A benevolent employer might not actually interfere with the decision making of his 

employees, but in many cases, they are aware that he possesses considerable power to do so. 

This probably undermines their feeling of freedom. In situations characterised by lack of 

republican freedom, I sincerely doubt whether employees will feel free to avoid a nudge. It 

seems to me that there will be always some hidden pressure to show the behaviour the employer 

apparently desires to promote. In the example of the large tables in the company restaurant, 

frequently taking a seat at a small table can be framed by the employer as an uninspired attitude 

(if the nudge is not transparent) or even as a conscious decision to resist talking about work 

related issues during lunchtime (if the nudge is transparent). In a situation of at-will 

employment, which entitles employers to fire employees for any or no reason, it seems wise to 

be pliable to anything that might supposedly be meant to be a nudge. In fact, because of the 

hidden coercion, nudging as described in the definition is not possible in this situation; it 

becomes a kind of pseudo-regulation. The example shows that nudging as a 'behaviour 

changing, but freedom preserving' -concept can easily get corrupted in a hierarchical workplace 

environment designed to serve the interests of the employer. 



 I can imagine several objections to this representation of the general business context 

for nudging. Firstly, in practice with most nudges, employees do not feel obstructed by fear for 

consequences when they want to avoid the nudge. Although I doubt whether nudges in the 

business hierarchy will ever be completely innocuous, I acknowledge that there can be 

differences between nudges in this respect. But I think it should not be the employer alone who 

is qualified to determine the harmlessness of a nudge. Secondly, Anderson's description of the 

hierarchical relationship between the employer and the employee is extreme and certainly not 

always representative for the European situation. This might be true, but this does not change 

the core issue of the inherent hierarchical character of a firm that possibly brings about 

questionable effects to nudging in the workplace. The less a firm is hierarchically organised, 

the less will be the risk of a corrupted nudge. Thirdly, the power of employers over their 

employees is exaggerated, because employees can easily quit their job and find another one1. 

In my opinion, this is simply not true. The social, psychological and financial burdens of finding 

another job are in general considerably high. This creates space for the employer to exercise 

power over his employees.  

 What could be done to prevent the undesirable effects of nudging in the workplace? In 

a workplace democracy, employees would be able to ensure that also their own goals and 

objectives rather than only those of the organisation are met (Foley and Polanyi, 2006). For 

businesses that don't have a suitable form of workplace democracy yet, introducing it might be 

a too far-reaching solution just for dealing responsibly with nudging in the workplace. But, in 

my opinion, any employer who is to a certain extent committed to the autonomy of his 

employees, should allow at least some form of employee participation in the decision making 

on nudging. For example, they could distinguish together between presumably innocuous 

nudges and nudges with potential freedom-affecting side-effects. They could deliberate on the 

                                                      
1 As claimed by Tyler Cowen in his Tanner lecture comment (17 February 2015) 



desirability of the latter category, and they could discuss the way of implementation of the 

specific nudges. Employee participation should at least provide for the desired transparency of 

nudges in the workplace. 

Conclusion 

In this essay, I presented an example of nudging in the workplace that indicates how the concept 

of nudging as a behaviour-changing, but freedom-preserving instrument, might get corrupted 

because of specific aspects of the business context. Other than the nudgers in a public policy 

context, the employer has specific interests of his own, which he might value stronger than the 

autonomy of his employees. And the business organisation is inherently hierarchical, which 

might introduce significant economic consequences to avoiding a nudge. If the pretension of 

nudging as 'behaviour changing while preserving freedom' must be realized, also with respect 

to influencing employee behaviour by the employer, there is a need for some form of employee 

participation in decision making on and implementation of nudging in the workplace.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7. Report Conclusion  
 

Drawing joint substantive conclusions from the four contributions presented in the previous chapters is 

not an easy task. Their individual conclusions show only a limited overlap. Moreover, the discussed 

themes are often approached by these authors from a different perspective. A striking fact, is 

that all authors reasoned from a different perspective regarding the relationship between 

employer and employee. We will now first try to delineate the implicit characteristic picture of 

the employer-employee relationship of the individual contributions and after that we will deal 

with the contributions once again in order to formulate a cautious joint conclusion.  

The first author regards the employer as a legitimate authority towards the employees. 

As the owner of the company, he is not only formally entitled to determine what should happen, 

but he is also best informed about what is going on in the company and actually knows what is 

good for his employees. Such an employer should be allowed everything to get the best out of 

his company and, by this, also for his employees. This includes nudging. 

 For author two, the employer is a fallible, though dominant, person with potential 

manipulative traits towards his employees. Nudging is a dangerous toy in the hands of such a 

person. He should not be allowed to nudge his employees. And if he nevertheless wants to push 

his employees in a certain direction, he would be better off prescribing or regulating it directly. 

 The third author assumes that the employer and employees can get along fairly well and 

that they mutually acknowledge that nudging can be in the interest of both the company and the 

workers. However, in order to counter certain disadvantages of nudging for employees and to 

take employees seriously, the employer should at least be transparent about the fact that there 

is nudging in the company. 

 The final author also acknowledges that nudging can have benefits for both the employer 

and the employee. But he warns against the possibility that the employer merely nudges because 

of his own interests. Particularly in highly hierarchically organized companies, nudging can 



then become an instrument of exercising power of the employer over the employee. To prevent 

this, he recommends worker participation in decision making and implementation of nudging 

in the workplace. 

Now that we have read the work of the four different authors, we can draw a few 

conclusions based on their information and their positions. The first author argues that 

employees are still considered ‘free’ when a nudge applies to them. However, the author also 

claims that a person is free, only when he/she is in control of that nudge. Different employees 

have different information as they might not have as much working experience as their co-

workers. That is why author 1 says it is better for the employer to take on (a part of) the control 

and therefore execute nudges. Author 1 then continues with an argument related to the 

efficiency of an organization; not all employees have the same goals, but when in a working 

environment all employees should have the same goal, as they all work for the same employer. 

An employee has signed a contract agreeing to the employer's goals and its authority. The 

employer is  therefore allowed to exercise control over you and thus nudge you. Having read 

all four articles, we think that this view has good argumentation to apply nudging in the 

workplace, but might be a little too extreme. It might not always be justifiable to nudge 

employees and therefore we think that workplace participation might be a good solution, 

referring to the fact that author 1 emphasizes that employees should still be in control over their 

own decisions. This control can be linked to workplace participation.  

 Author 2 agrees with author 1 that an employer has power over an employee as he 

is  hierarchically above the employee. However, author 2 argues that nudging is hard as 

employees are diverse. One cannot exercise a specific nudge that will apply to all employees 

and have the same desired effect. People make mistakes, that is a fact. Author 2 therefore claims 

that employers should prescribe certain actions or codes of conduct and set real boundaries, and 

not leave it to nudges. The solution that author 2 suggests, is a more democratic workplace 



which includes the voice of the employees. However, having read all four articles, we suggest 

that workplace participation might be a better solution. Workplace democracy implies that all 

employees have a say in the matter on how to run an organization. Workplace participation is 

a less extreme version of that. This also relates to author 1. 

Then, author 3 and 4 cover some arguments that are related. Author 4 agrees that control and 

participation should be ensured. He/she claims that a nudge easily gets corrupted in a business 

hierarchy. Transparency about nudging is important, but, as author 3 makes clear, when an 

employee knows he or she is being nudged, the effect will not be the same anymore. Author 3 

also mentions that nudging has no educational value as you will not learn from your mistakes 

if the next time you are pushed into a certain direction you otherwise would not have chosen. 

Author 4 lies no emphasis on this argument. Both author 3 and 4, however, do come to the same 

conclusion; nudging is allowed, but only when the employee is aware that nudges are being 

applied at the organization they work for.  

  In conclusion, we can state that we cannot provide a uniform answer to the central 

question posed in this publication: 'Should employers nudge employee behaviour?'. The answer 

depends, among other things, on the nature of the relationship between the employer and the 

employee and on the possibilities to take measures against possible disadvantages of nudging 

for employees. What we can conclude is that there should be certain conditions that could make 

nudging more attractive for both employee and employer. For example, having set clear 

boundaries for nudging, and considering workplace participation as explained before.   
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