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§1. Report Introduction 

In this report, the following statement regarding the use of nudges will be addressed from 

various intriguing perspectives:   

“Should employers nudge employee behavior?” 

 

This report contains four individually written papers, in which each student was responsible 

for addressing it in a way he/she thought was the most applicable and relevant. The individual 

papers were written in a fully independent manner. This report is therefore an inclusive 

combination of different views on the phenomenon of nudging, specifically focused within 

organizations. First of all, each of the four different author’s positions regarding the main 

question will be formulated. Student 2 (2019) argues in her report that employers should be 

allowed to nudge the behavior of their employees, however she restricted this to “only if the 

intention of the employer is to improve the employee’s work and knowledge”. She specifically 

addressed the debate, and formed her arguments based on the libertarian paternalism 

elaboration as of Thaler and Sunstein (2008). Her arguments range from amplifying the 

resolving value of nudging regarding the discrepancy of rational and irrational choices 

(bounded rationality of employees), and that nudging helps these employees in to forming 

preferences and making better choices, to enforcing task efficiency by challenging ‘default 

rules’ and creating a non-distracting environment for employees. This in contrast to the report 

of Student 3 (2019), who argues that employers should not be allowed to nudge and 

particularized this by adding: “specifically when their workforce is unfamiliar with the concept 

and/or insufficiently informed on how it is integrated in to the firm, in a sense that they cannot 

identify the potential consequences”. Just like Student 2, Student 3 used the widely accepted 

elaboration of Thaler and Sunstein (2008) in order to clarify what nudging exactly is about. His 

arguments are to a certain extent covering alike aspects of organizational nudging compared to 
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Student 2’s but were addressed from a different more negatively skeptical loaded point of view. 

His arguments range from the fact that one cannot argue that a nudge is truly steering an 

individual in to a certain ‘right’ choice, when true preferences to this day remain close to 

inaccessible (in which the discrepancy between rational and irrational choices is also 

highlighted), to a fairly different approach by focusing on demographic aspects of 

organizational nudging. He argues that consequences of globalization and the cultural base of 

employees determine their preferences. As well, he highlighted the notion of the porous 

boundaries between the ethical aspect of manipulation and nudging. Student 4 (2019) argues 

that employers should be allowed to nudge employee behavior and goes deeper in to detail by 

addressing the fact that “employees should be made or are aware of the decisions that are 

being made as well as the consequences these altered choices bring about”. Strikingly, the last 

part of her statement overlaps to some extent with the particularization of Student 3 (2019), in 

a sense that they both emphasize the need for additional context towards employees about 

nudging, and what the main goals/incentives for nudges by employers may be. Yet, both 

statements are essentially different in the fact that Student 4 argues for organizational nudging, 

while Student 3 argues against organizational nudging. Student 4 has addressed the debate by 

using the elaboration of Goodwin (2012) and his conception of nudging. Student 4 (2019) 

argues that when nudges being used in an organizational setting are transparent and clear as to 

why they are being used; nudging can be beneficial for both employees as well as employers. 

Lastly, Student 1 (2019) argues that employers should not be allowed to nudge. Student 1 gives 

her twist on the debate by using the concept of nudging as formulated by Thaler and Sunstein 

(2008) as base for her arguments. Her arguments vary from the fact that employees should be 

perceived as autonomous human beings by their employer; employees that are capable of 

deciding what is good or not for themselves will gain a bigger feeling of significance, to 

reversed effects and psychological downsides of nudging on employees.  
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The positions of the authors remain fairly divided, but at the same time intertwine and overlap 

to a certain extent in a few occasions. This is no surprise at all. Nudging regarding the 

employer-employee relation is to this day subjected to a wide variety of advantages and 

disadvantages. The discussed phenomenon is found to be of such an abstract nature, that its 

boundaries are close to unidentifiable. This is one of the reasons that in this report, equal and 

alike literary bases have led to truly different opposing positions between the authors. A 

fundamental link can be made between the results of this report and the relevance and 

importance of the discussed main question, in the sense that a multidimensional framework has 

been created that gives us a rich variety of essentially different, yet intriguing views on the 

same debate. This report tells us why nudging on the work floor has potential of doing good 

on the one hand but remains also remains a source of organizational pitfalls on the other. This 

report will proceed by subsequently showcasing each of the four individually written papers 

and will finish off by giving an overall conclusion of the all the discussed arguments. 
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§2. Individual Paper Author I 

Introduction 

In this paper, I will argue that employers should not be permitted to nudge employee behaviour. 

Firstly, I will describe what can be understood by nudging according to Thaler and Sunstein 

(2008), as well as explaining their reasons to implement this method in the first place. Besides 

this, I will highlight their view on how nudging could have a positive impact in the workplace. 

Secondly, I will clarify why I disagree with their standpoint by using my own perspective on 

how to stimulate positive behaviour amongst employees, as well as giving an alternative for 

nudging in order to reach the same or maybe even a better outcome. Thirdly, I will evaluate 

how Thaler and Sunstein (2008) might object my standpoint, and I will respond to this. Lastly, 

I will conclude where this leaves the debate and what could be further done to investigate the 

matter of nudging. 

 

Exposition 

The term nudging is used by Thaler and Sunstein (2008) to describe their idea of “libertarian 

paternalism”, which is helping people to make better choices by situating their surroundings 

and options in such a way that supports this. While doing this, no options are completely 

forbidden, and no significant changes are seen considering their economic incentives. The aim 

of nudging is to improve the choices people make, for their own benefit. It protects people from 

making mistakes or going in the wrong direction, which makes it paternalistic, and while doing 

this it does not take away any freedom, which makes it libertarian at the same time. Within this 

frame, a nudge is something that actually helps you to make better decisions, by a change in 

your environment or a small action. And note: absolutely no force is used to actually get you 

so far to make this decision. An easy example is that healthy food in the cafeteria would be 

placed so that it is easier for you to grab than unhealthy food. In the long run, it would be 
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healthier for an employee to choose this option and it is beneficial for the company since this 

food will most likely give you more energy to be more productive. Nevertheless, in case you 

really want to literally and figuratively reach out to manage to get that unhealthy snack which 

will satisfy your cravings, you have all the freedom to do so. No one will hinder you from 

doing this and you will not be punished for making this decision. But in general, the probability 

of you going for the first option is definitely higher. The need for nudging is very much there, 

according to Thaler and Sunstein (2008), and for several reasons. For example, people seem to 

be very optimistic and overconfident about themselves and what could happen to them. People 

think that the chances of getting into bad situations is not that high at all, they always seem to 

think that they will be excluded from such things. However, the numbers people express when 

it comes to their expectations turn out to be not even close to realistic. Similarly, people deem 

themselves to be very capable of making the right decisions and therefore choosing what is 

best for them. Unfortunately, also here it is proven that this is often not the case. Besides this, 

it is proven that people are easily tempted and have low self-control. Also, it has been proven 

that people are very quick to follow the herd. Whenever they see the majority of people making 

a certain choice, they will most likely make the same decision. Whether this decision is the 

better one for themselves or the company is something that is not considered in this moment, 

which might lead to a more negative outcome for both sides. What Thaler and Sunstein (2008) 

then also explain is that people are prone to the ‘spotlight effect’, which means that as people 

we naturally feel or think that other people are watching us. This can, of course, have positive 

effects as well since people might try to improve their behaviour in order to impress others. 

But what Thaler and Sunstein (2008) stress here, is that this effect makes people follow social 

norms. These social norms can be explained similar to following the herd, which again might 

lead to more negative outcomes. These reasons have led Thaler and Sunstein (2008) to decide 
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that there should be a certain push in the right direction for people in order to help them, which 

is nudging.  

Argument 

As I stated in the beginning, I reckon that the act of nudging should not be put into practice by 

employers to change their employees’ behaviour. I have several reasons for this. Firstly, I 

believe that people have the need to be acknowledged as intelligent and productive beings. Not 

just because this will make them feel better, but also because I think that this feeling will give 

them more motivation to pursue this behaviour in the future. Also, since I believe that the idea 

of nudging is well-known amongst most people by now, I think it can actually have a reversed 

effect. As soon as people notice they are being nudged, they could have the feeling that they 

are not trusted by their employer to make the right decisions themselves. They might think that 

they have not been doing a good job until now or that they are being used as experimental 

puppets. These feelings could lead to arguments, fights, and ultimately even to worse behaviour 

than before the putting into practice of the nudge. I therefore state that it would be wiser to 

openly communicate with employees about the way they behave and work. During regular staff 

meetings, a manager or boss should be able to explain what kind of behaviour he/she expects 

from his/her employees and what could be improved or changed in order to reach this point. I 

also believe employees should not just follow orders but should also be able to communicate 

their own thoughts on how to be most productive as well as how to create the best working 

atmosphere for everyone. If employees have a say in the way things are done in the workplace, 

they will have a sense of common responsibility. This feeling will create a motivational 

atmosphere in which people are pushed to do their best to reach their own standards. Then, 

during regular meetings the manager or boss could give positive and negative feedback on the 

employees whether they have met their goals or not, as well as asking the employees if they 

think the goals and rules set are realistic. Besides this, employees could give each other 
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feedback and stimulate each other to be better. In this way, everyone is responsible for their 

own behaviour as well as others’ behaviour. This will create a stimulating environment in 

which people continuously try to better themselves.  

 

Objection & Response 

Thaler and Sunstein (2008) might object my statement because they think it is too optimistic 

and therefore unrealistic. Their idea is that people tend to make the worse decisions in any case, 

since they are more easily drawn to this. They might say that when people are responsible to 

give others feedback, people will end up in a negative spiral where they motivate each other to 

make bad decisions or to be lazy, just because this is what people themselves want. When this 

is the case, the environment is actually negatively simulating the employees and the employer 

will have to correct everyone and basically beg them to behave again because they set certain 

goals. Besides this, Thaler and Sunstein (2008) might state that people are often too shy to go 

against others because of ‘following the herd’ and will likewise not have the courage to change 

their behaviour for the better because they will stand out. Likewise, people would definitely 

not have the courage to correct others on their behaviour and ask them to make positive 

changes. People want to be accepted and loved by their fellow co-workers, and ‘criticizing’ 

them obviously does not help with that. Although I can see why someone might think my 

alternative for nudging is not even possible in an optimists’ wildest dreams, I believe that it is 

possible to make it work. When it comes to the risk of ending up in a negative atmosphere, I 

believe that there will always be at least one and perhaps a few more who will try to stop this. 

It is impossible for a workplace to consist of only people who want to make bad and lazy 

decisions, there will always be people who want to improve and stimulate. Besides this, the 

courage to give each other feedback in this this ‘open communication’ method is not something 

that will work on day one. People will have to get used to the kind of environment to be 
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comfortable with dealing like this, and in the long term it will be second nature to people. Then, 

when new employees enter the business, they immediately sense the way of behaviour and 

communication, which will positively impact them and will add to the positive spiral.  

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I argued that employers should not be permitted to nudge employee behaviour. 

First, I described what can be understood by nudging according to Thaler and Sunstein (2008), 

and I explained their reasons to implement this method in the first place. Besides this, I 

highlighted their view on how nudging could have a positive impact. Secondly, I clarified why 

I disagree with their standpoint by using my own perspective on how to stimulate positive 

behaviour amongst employees as well as giving an alternative for nudging in order to reach the 

same or maybe even a better outcome. Thirdly, I evaluated how Thaler and Sunstein (2008) 

might object my standpoint, and I responded to this. I conclude that nudging should not be 

implemented into the work place so easily since we have to gain each other’s trust again and 

try to make things work in a more positive and stimulating way, by open communication and 

productive feedback. How this could put into use is something that might need some more 

investigation, which, if it is up to me, is more than worth a try.   
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§3.  Individual Paper Author II 

Introduction 

There is always the dilemma to what extent we should interfere with people’s lives in terms of 

their behavior; in society, at work, in school, etc. In this paper, I will focus on employee 

nudging. The choice to interfere is always a tricky one. When we control the choices of another 

individual, we fail to respect their autonomy. This is because we intrude the way they reason 

and thus the way they direct their lives according to their own philosophy of how something 

works (Conly, 2012). The term “libertarian paternalism”, coined by behavioral economist 

Richard Thaler and legal scholar Cass Sunstein (2003), does not hinder individuals from their 

preference of choice and therefore does not threaten their authority (Hausman & Welch, 2010). 

Libertarian paternalism argues that it is possible and legitimate to interfere and affect behavior, 

yet it still respects the freedom of choice.   

The paper is focused on the question: “Should employers nudge employee behavior?”. 

I will argue that employers can nudge the behavior of their employees, but only if the intention 

of the employer is to improve the employee’s work and knowledge. I will do this in 

combination with the term libertarian paternalism of Thaler and Sunstein (2008).  I will give 

insights on the literature by mainly providing the arguments why employers should nudge the 

employee behavior, but also give an objection and response to it. I will then conclude why I 

am in favor of nudging employee behavior by employers.  

 

Exposition 

According to Thaler and Sunstein (2008), a nudge is “any aspect of the choice architecture that 

alters people’s behavior in a predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly 

changing their economic incentives” (p.6). Nudges have the aim to influence people’s behavior, 

so that they can make better decisions, without interfering their freedom of choice (Barton & 
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Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). This being said, choice architects are responsible for organizing the 

context in which people make decisions. They form the context in a way, that it is more likely 

for you to make a certain decision. What the choice architects do is not always recognizable, 

the choice you make based on what they did can be unconscious (Hausman & Welch, 2010). 

According to Thaler and Sunstein (2008), the paternalistic aspect here is that it is “OK” for 

choice architects to try to influence the behavior of individuals to improve the choices they 

make. Put differently: Thaler and Sunstein argue “for self-conscious efforts, by institutions in 

the private sector and also by government, to steer people’s choices in directions that will 

improve their influence choices in a way that will make choosers better off, as judged by 

themselves.” (p.5).  In this paper, I will delve deeper in the organizational field of nudging. 

Nudge Management can be used to apply insights from behavioral science to design 

organizational contexts. This can enhance fast thinking and unconscious behavior of employees 

which are in line with the goals of the organization (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017). Now I have 

given an expound of the relevant issues and gave a brief explanation of the key points, I will 

go on with the arguments and objection of why I think employers should nudge employee 

behavior.  

Arguments, Objectives & Response 

First of all, individuals can make irrational choices. When an individual makes a decision, their 

rationality is limited. When making choices, an individual may not have all the necessary 

information to make such a decision and is therefore bounded rational.  Using choice architects 

can nudge employees in the right direction. Barton and Grüne-Yanoff (2015) state that the 

choice we make, sometimes does not reflect our own decisions because of our systemic 

irrationality. Nudging here can be justifiable because it might help a systematically irrational 

individual to realize his or her own will. According to Sunstein (2014), nudges can push people 

in the right direction and steer their behavior. It has to be said that this will be done in agreement 
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with the individual’s own preferences. This goes together with libertarian paternalism, as I 

stated in the introduction. In the organizational context, libertarian paternalism and thus the 

employer will not form “ends paternalism” but instead the employer will use a form of “means 

paternalism”. The aim of means paternalism is to steer people’s behavior towards their goals 

while accepting the goal of an individual (Sunstein, 2014).   

Secondly, when looking at the context between the employers and employees, nudging 

can enhance task efficiency. According to Elbert and Freibichler (2017), in their paper about 

the productivity of knowledge workers, they stated that it is hard for knowledge workers in an 

office environment to achieve high productivity and to engage in so-called deep work when 

constantly being distracted. A nudge manager can overcome this by challenging default rules 

or introducing new default rules (e.g. “no-meeting day”). Another approach a manager can 

apply is to create an environment where it is less easy to get distracted to show their employees 

the consequences of their own past choices. Employees tend to get distracted, conscious or 

unconscious, while working because they check their emails, browse on the web, look at their 

social media, etc. To reduce this behavior and improve the workers’ productivity, managers 

can use a certain software than can track these actions and make the employee aware of its own 

actions. Thus, nudging the employee behavior here can increase their productivity by allowing 

them to engage more deeply with the tasks that they have to do. This approach will not only be 

beneficial for the employer, but also for the employee. It provides them further opportunities 

to improve their own self-management. With the new privacy laws nowadays, the employer 

should make sure he/she gets the consent of the employee to do this and make sure only the 

employee for whom it is relevant is able to get this information.   

My third argument as to why employers are allowed to nudge employee behavior is that 

nudging can restore people’s preferences and guide them in the right direction, which means 

towards the goals. An individuals’ preferences are not always well-formed (Barton & Grüne-
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Yanoff, 2015). In this paper Barton and Grüne-Yanoff (2015) argue the satisfaction of “true” 

preferences when using nudges. Individuals will have complete information, no lack of self-

control and unlimited cognitive abilities. Guiding an agent into the right direction can be 

compared to using a GPS that provides you information and to nudge you in the right way 

(Sunstein, 2015). The nudge simply provides you the information you need, and it alters your 

behavior in a predictable way. The nudges are an intervention with the aim to steer a persons’ 

behavior in a specific direction. If nudging is beneficial for the employer, and it will not harm 

the employee in any way, then I find that employers should and can nudge employee behavior.  

Although I argue the benefits of the fact that employers can nudge employee behavior, 

there are definitely objections why employers cannot nudge employee behavior. Firstly, it is 

hard to define what is rational and what is irrational. This also applies for the true preferences; 

it is hard to tell what someone’s true preferences are. The “true preference” may be unknowable 

or does not even exist. It is even harder to cope with all the individuals their opinions of what 

is rational or irrational and what their preferences are. In reality, nudges will not always steer 

someone’s behavior in the direction of their true preference, because preferences are 

heterogeneous and one’s preference may not apply for another (Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). 

Furthermore, it can be questioned if monitoring the employee’s behavior is ethical responsible.   

  However, I still think that these objections can be tackled. Employers can challenge 

these issues by making sure the goal is of the organization is clear, as well as the goal of the 

employees in the organization. Rational and irrational choices can therefore be distinguished if 

one deviates from both goals. The employer wants to reach the organizational goal(s) but 

cannot forget about the individual’s development. As mentioned in the first argument, nudging 

has to be done in agreement with the individuals’ preferences. Secondly, it will be hard to find 

out what the “true preferences” are of every single individual in the organization. This does not 

have to be the case if employers make “general preferences”, for example defining the general 
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preferences of the employees per department of the organization. This way, it will not be very 

time consuming to find out what everyone’s preferences are. These general preferences will 

help the employees develop their abilities and employers can steer it in the direction of mutual 

goals, if needed. Lastly, monitoring employee’s behavior could be ethical irresponsible but as 

mentioned in the arguments, employers should ask for the employees their consent and make 

them aware of the fact that they will be monitored.  Employers can explain that this is to 

increase their productivity and make them aware of their distracting activities during the day.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, employers can nudge employee behavior. After thorough research of the 

literature, I have found the following arguments. First, I argued that individuals can make 

irrational choices in the field of work. Employees can be rational bounded, which means they 

do not have all the necessary information to make the right decisions. The employer can steer 

the employee's behavior in a direction that allows both organizational and individual goals to 

be achieved. This can be done using choice architects. Secondly, nudging employee behavior 

is beneficial for the task efficiency as well. The nudge simply provides you the information 

you need, and it alters your behavior in a predictable way. Thirdly, I argue that employers can 

nudge employee behavior to steer them in the right direction, in the same way a GPS does. Of 

course, there are issues regarding the statement “employers can nudge employee behavior”. 

However, these problems can be countered if employers are be very open and clear as to what 

the goals are and what is expected from the employees. Nudging thus can enhance fast thinking 

and unconscious behavior of employees which are in line with the goals of the organization 

and what the employee wants to achieve personally.  
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§4. Individual Paper Author III 

Introduction 

Nudging, also known as libertarian paternalism, comes in all forms and sizes. Specifically 

focusing on the employer-employee relation, nudging ranges from a more visible placement of 

healthy foods in the canteen to offering auto-enrollment options to remind employees to save 

money when receiving their paycheck. Yet, nudging remains extremely abstract when it comes 

to defining its boundaries in terms of objectivity, ethics and effectivity. As stated by Thaler and 

Sunstein (2003), and Camerer, Issacharoff, Loewenstein, O’Donoghue and Rabin (2003), 

nudging is meant to improve individual welfare while preserving freedom of choice, but to 

what extent is this choice truly free or advantageous? On top of that, researchers often find 

difficulties in stressing out the distinction between close related concepts like manipulation and 

nudging. Personally, I will argue that employers should not be allowed to nudge, specifically 

when their workforce is unfamiliar with the concept and/or insufficiently informed on how it 

is integrated in to the firm, in a sense that they cannot identify the potential consequences. 

Clarification of the concept is needed before this promising phenomenon ends up in a method 

of workforce exploitation rather than contribution by employers. This paper will attempt to 

emphasize the high uncertainties and risks that go accompanied with nudging, just like 

potential consequences of nudging within organizations. This paper will proceed as follows: 

first, the key aspects of nudging and its grey area(s) will be amplified (exposition), these issues 

will be complemented by examples and quotations throughout the use of nudging literature. 

After this, the linkages between the discussed nudging literature and the earlier stated claims 

will be established and evaluated (argument). The claims will be enforced by responding to 

various objections (argument). The paper will finish with a summary of the used literature and 

how the claims were defended (conclusion).  
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Exposition 

Characteristically, there is an extensive variety of explanations and meanings associated to the 

concept nudging. One of the most commonly used elaborations of the phenomenon is the one 

as stated by Thaler and Sunstein (2008): “Any aspect of the choice architecture that alters 

people’s behavior in a predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly 

changing their economic incentives, which leaves the individual free in their choice, and 

contributes to the self of an individual.” Mainly the “Any aspect of the choice architecture” 

effectively emphasizes the broadness of the concept. In organizations nudges are both directly 

and indirectly visible. Nudging should be positively contributing to the rational self. However, 

employees are not always rational in their choices or goals. In fact, employees sometimes 

intentionally choose irrational decision making over rational decision making. Employees 

might choose a fresh pizza over a healthy salad on a Friday afternoon at work, because they 

think they have deserved that after a long week of work. Possibly, an individual gains more 

pleasure of consuming a pizza compared to a salad that day, this increased pleasure could led 

to more motivation and happiness on the spot. Rational choices are not always found to be the 

preferred choices, and therefore steering employees in to a rational choice is not always 

desirable for them in that sense. There are two main theories that try to explain why employees 

sometimes prefer irrational choices over rational ones; sometimes people are not clever enough 

to identify the rational option of choice. Scientists are an important factor in developing nudges 

for organizations, but a scientist and an average employee rarely have the same brain capacities, 

found by Huysmans’ study and Tarkowsky’s study, (as cited in Wilkinson, 2013). Another 

explanation is that being irrational is simply part of individuals. Being irrational is, therefore 

hard to change by training or adaptions, found by Goldberg’s study and Kahneman and 

Tversky’s study, (as cited in Wilkinson, 2013). Therefore, Preferences need no inferences, 

(Zajonc, 1980). Yet, some researchers distinguish rational persuasion from nudging, and that 
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nudging does trigger irrational ways of thinking, as found by Bovens’ study and Hausman and 

Welch’s study, (as cited in Wilkinson, 2013). On top of that, there are researchers that argue 

that preferences could even be unknowable, (Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, 2015).  Hence, no clear 

boundaries can yet be identified when looking at the concept of nudging and in what way it 

exactly ought to achieve the ‘right thing’. Each employee, as well as employer is different; has 

different values, ideologies, personalities, personal goals and so on fueled by culture. And that 

is not all, because organizations as a whole are just as different, and this difference is ever 

increasing due to the recent effects of globalization, (Ly & Soman, 2013).  Global diversity 

makes it close to unjustifiable of what the ‘correct’ conception of a nudge really is, and in what 

way it should be correctly integrated and used within organizations. This is different for 

everyone. At this point, for employees to effectively identify what a nudge really is, they would 

have to base their conceptions on the numerous examples of already existing nudges. This 

would, however, be a case of circular reasoning. Another characteristic of nudging is the fact 

that it leaves the individual free in their choice, and that they remain autonomous regarding 

their choice. As stated by Raz (1986), manipulation does not interfere with the choice 

architecture of an individual, unlike coercion. Instead it drags the individual in to a certain way 

on how to form their preferences or goals. However, manipulation is known for being a 

valuable source of abuse and taking advantage of a certain other. In literature, no clear 

distinction between manipulation and nudging can be made. 

 

Argument 

Nudging: the organizational lottery. 

As emphasized in the literature, the boundaries of nudging are extremely obscure. Nudging is 

the overarching term of something that is of unidentifiable broadness. The first problem 

regarding nudging that is encountered, is that organizations are becoming more and more 
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cultural melting pots, due to globalization, (Ly & Soman, 2013). Many researchers state that 

nudges are easy applicable, and a relatively cheap way of increasing productivity. However, 

due to this increasing diversity within organizations and its workforce, general overarching 

nudges are becoming less desirable, and personally specified nudges are preferred, (Barton & 

Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). The big downside of this ‘specificity shift’ is that specified nudging is 

far more time and money consuming, which directly contradicts the foreseen benefits of 

nudging. Also, it is completely ruled out by ethical considerations in the first place, that an 

employer should be allowed to gather personal private information in order to form specific 

nudges for each employee, because no valid reason for this could be given anyways. On top of 

that, most of our true preferences are inaccessible. Most of the times we cannot come up with 

valid reasons for why we prefer A over B when asked about it. preferences of diverse groups 

are far from stable. Transitivity of preferences is context depended, when employees prefer A 

over B and B over C they should automatically prefer A over C from a rationalistic nudging 

point of view. Yet, this is not always the case. Hence, nudging would become extremely 

complicated in determining on what it truly the best option. Unstable preferences of employees 

are an unsuitable source to base nudges on, (Wilkinson, 2013). For employers it is impossible 

to effectively integrate a nudge, which satisfies all needs of each employee, and contributes to 

all preferences of each and every employee. When allowing employers to nudge, employers 

will only nudge if it is profitable for both individual and (mainly) for organization to do so. 

Arguably integrating employee-specific nudges would be way less attractive for employers 

than integrating general overarching nudges and, therefore the risk of employers integrating 

general overarching nudges is too high. If an employer decides to integrate a general 

overarching nudge, the probability of at least one employee feeling uncomfortable with the 

nudge will simply be too high. Ignoring preferences or (cultural) values of employees is 

something an employer should never do, because a feeling of insignificance, lack of motivation 
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or internal conflicts could potentially arise. Hence, why integrating a general overarching 

nudge that satisfies all needs and preferences could be seen as winning an organizational 

lottery.  

Nudging: where is the evidence? 

Returning to the abstract nature and the unidentifiable boundaries of nudging once more, one 

of the most fundamental dangers of nudging is the unclear distinction between nudging and 

manipulation. Making the distinction is so extremely tough, because the two concepts often 

merge in to each other, but remain rather vague when we try to elaborate them, (Raz, 1986). 

The main issues that come along when trying to separate nudging from manipulation is that 

true beliefs are often inaccessible, and that certain interventions of other individuals are 

sometimes consistent with autonomy. Both of these issues are reaching towards what the true 

intentions of the interventions really are. The major problem is that these intentions 

predominantly cannot be justified or identified, because there is no evidence that this is really 

what is ought to achieve. If we take the fairly innocent example of the placement of healthy 

foods in the organization’s canteen, and adjust this situation a little by adding context that these 

healthy foods are twenty percent cheaper than other foods for organizations to buy (assuming 

employees get their meals for free), then what is there to believe on what the true goal of this 

nudge really is? Adding this small piece of context could change the attitude towards the nudge 

completely, and besides that, people could argue that in this sense we speak of manipulation 

rather than nudging, the organization will try to stimulate the consumption of healthy food, for 

their own financial benefits. Not for their employees being healthy, but this is a nice excuse. 

At this point the inaccessibility regarding the human brain, as well as ethical considerations 

like manipulation and violation of autonomy remain inseparable. Nudging cannot be justified 

if no evidence of the true goals is there to be found. The excuse that nudging cannot be 

forbidden, because it is already innumerably present in organizations today is not a valid reason 
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for arguing that it cannot be improved. Theft or violence are also innumerably present in 

today’s society; however, these concepts are still forbidden and sanctioned. Problems with 

nudging are so deeply rooted in the core of the phenomenon that improvement is only possible 

when the concept is completely redefined, and boundaries are identified.  

 

Conclusion 

After analyzing the literature of nudging as it is contemporary, it is inevitable to argue that the 

concept of nudging within organizations should be clarified first. The numerous uncertainties, 

as well as the inseparable sides where nudging appears to shade in to ethically objectionable 

phenomena like manipulation, make nudging a far too complex and dangerous concept for 

organizations to work with. The dilemma on whether employers should be allowed to nudge 

remains extremely complex, but one cannot deny that general overarching nudges are far more 

attractive than employee-specific nudges for employers. A choice between an intervention that 

is cheap and easily applicable versus an intervention that is both time and money consuming 

and asks for all kinds of private details regarding the employee is easily made. Other than that, 

nudging cannot be justified if no evidence for the real goals and underlying thoughts of a nudge 

can be given. It is fairly impossible to exclude the possibility of manipulation and the 

infringement of ethics at this point. The concept of nudging has potential, but until we have not 

found a way to access the inaccessible parts of our brain, nudging in organizations will remain 

nothing else than a myth that is too good to be true.          
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§5. Individual Paper Author IV 

Introduction 

Individuals are confronted with an array of choices in their everyday lives. Have you ever tried 

to count the choices you make on a daily basis? Whether it’s choosing your next meal or simply 

choosing a bottle of water in your local supermarket, you have an infinite list of alternatives 

present to you. These choices are not only present in your personal life; your professional life 

also has an abundance of choices to be made daily. For example, think about whether or not 

enrolling in a retirement savings plan. A hot topic of debate in the current political landscape 

is that of government interference and if the government should help you make decisions. 

While some argue that state intervention should be kept to the absolute minimum and be of the 

least influence in the personal lives of individuals, others point out that there should be a certain 

amount of state intervention to better the lives of individuals. This debate can also be extended 

to your professional life and whether your employer should be able to help you make better 

decisions. A topic that has been much-discussed is the topic of ‘libertarian paternalism’. In 

current literature, libertarian paternalism is described as pushing individuals towards better 

choices, without limiting their liberty (Hausman and Welch, 2010). Another term used to 

describe the phenomenon of libertarian paternalism is nudge theory. Nudging has been 

described as “any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s behavior in a predictable 

way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic incentives” 

(Goodwin, 2012).  In this essay I will argue that employers as well as governments should be 

allowed to nudge employee/individual behavior, as long as individuals are made aware of the 

decisions that are being made as well as the consequences these altered choices bring about.  
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Exposition 

So, how do individuals cope with the abundance of choices present to them? Individuals are 

limited by the amount of time and information they have when making decisions. Therefore, 

the rationality of individuals is limited when making decisions (Simon, 1945). Shortcuts and 

heuristics are used to make the best decision based on the information, time and resources that 

are available to the individual making the decision.  This phenomenon of relying on mental 

shortcuts is called bounded rationality (Simon, 1945). Simon (1945) argued that individuals 

are not able to make economically optimal decisions because they do not have the capacity to 

process all information necessary for making such a choice. This theory is the backbone of 

Thaler and Sunstein’s Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth and Happiness 

(2008). In their book, Thaler and Sunstein (2008) discuss libertarian paternalism. At first 

glance, libertarian paternalism sounds like an oxymoron. Since libertarians embrace freedom 

of choice and paternalism are often skeptical of complete freedom, these two opposing views 

seemingly cannot be reunited.  Thaler and Sunstein (2003) propose a form of paternalism that 

has the best interest of an individual in mind and therefore state that this form could be 

‘acceptable to those who are firmly committed to freedom of choice’. Their strategy can be 

divided into two aspects; the libertarian and the paternalistic aspect. The libertarian aspect 

states that an individual should be free to opt-out of certain arrangements if they choose to do 

so (Thaler and Sunstein, 2003). The paternalistic aspect of this strategy states that it is 

legitimate for institutions, private and public, to attempt to influence people’s behavior in their 

best interest (Thaler and Sunstein, 2003). Therefore, their libertarian paternalism strategy can 

be summarized as follows: the act of pushing individuals towards better choices, without 

limiting their liberty (Hausman and Welch, 2010). This logic can also be applied to how 

nudging. A nudge is a push in the right direction without banning options or significantly 

changing their economic incentives. To be considered a nudge, the intervention must be simple 
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and inexpensive to avoid and therefore, nudges are not commands (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). 

Thaler and Sunstein (2008) promote libertarian paternalism as “a promising foundation for 

bipartisanship—a way of maintaining our firm commitment to freedom of choice while also 

helping people make better decisions for themselves” (p. 14).  Another way of explaining their 

libertarian paternalism/nudge theory is done by Cass Sunstein (2017) in his YouTube video on 

libertarian paternalism. Sunstein (2017) compares nudge theory with a GPS device. Hence, this 

GPS gives you information about what is the best way to get you where you want to go but if 

you do not like the instructions this GPS gives you, you are free to ignore these instructions 

and take the scenic route.  

 

Argument  

Nudging is a part of choice architecture and can be present in several different ways. One of 

the ways nudging is being used is the use of the status quo bias. The status quo bias is the 

preference of the current state (Samuelson and Zeckhauser, 1988). The preference of the 

current state shows that when individuals need to make a decision, they often choose the default 

choice regardless if this is beneficial for them (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). Nowadays, the use 

of defaults is prominent in the choice architecture that employees are confronted with in their 

professional lives. An example of this is the automatic enrolment of employees in a 401k plan. 

The 401k plan is an employer-sponsored savings plan for employees that makes it possible for 

them to save for retirement. Historically, automatic enrolment in a savings plan was not 

common. When companies started to implement automatic enrolment, a default option had to 

be chosen (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). The default options in most cases is the least risky 

investment type. There are also other ways that nudging is present on the work floor. A 

company where nudging is present is Google. At Google, management alters the choice 

architecture of its employees in certain ways (Ebert and Freibichler, 2017). For example, the 
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office architecture at Google has been set up in such a way that it is easier for employees to 

collaborate and share information. Another example of how nudging is present are the food 

choices available in the cafeteria and in what way they are laid out. The healthier options are 

laid out more prominently to increase the healthy choices their employees make and thus 

improving their health (Ebert and Freibichler, 2017).  Nudging can therefore be beneficial for 

the receiver of the nudge. Sunstein (2014) states that nudges can give people a push in the right 

direction and therefore steer their behavior. Another way nudging is used on the work floor is 

to improve task efficiency. Ebert and Freibichler (2017) give examples on how an employee is 

constantly struggling to complete tasks with all the distractions in an office and therefore 

suggest that nudges can be used to improve this employee’s task efficiency. One of the 

examples given is to set up a meeting-free workday. As stated in the introduction, following 

these example and the original definition given to libertarian paternalism, I think that nudging 

can be used by employers to steer employees’ behavior. Not only will it improve their task 

efficiency, first and foremost it will be beneficial to the employee itself. The advantages are 

evident while also being non-intrusive and will help employee as well as employer build 

extensive relationships that are built on mutually beneficial grounds. 

 

 

Objective & Response 

While I think it will be beneficial for both employee and employer to incorporate nudging in 

their organizational setting; it can also be argued differently. The main objection that has been 

raised to using nudging in the organizational setting is that nudging undermines the autonomy, 

welfare and dignity of the person being nudged (Sunstein, 2015). There is a fine line between 

nudging for employees’ best sakes and the manipulation of employees to get hem to do exactly 

what you want them to do.  Nys and Engelen (2017) touch upon the fine line between nudging 
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and manipulation and object to this argument against nudging. They do not deny the existence 

of manipulative nudging but state that the nudges that are manipulative can also be justified 

when they preserve employees’ autonomy instead of violating their autonomy (Nys and 

Engelen, 2017). Sunstein (2015) also discusses the issue of manipulation that can be present in 

nudges and states that as long nudges and choice architecture should be transparent. When 

nudges are transparent, the employees that are being exposed to these nudges know their 

organization uses these and therefore can also make an informed choice.  

 

Conclusion 

After analyzing the literature found on employers nudging employees’ behavior, I conclude 

that it can be beneficial to use nudges in an organizational setting. Firstly, human beings have 

only bounded rationality and cannot always be expected to make the most rational and optimal 

decision. Besides the concept of bounded rationality, a nudge is just a way of guiding people 

to the best choice they can make. The people being exposed to the nudge still have their 

freedom to ignore these nudges and choose the other option. Since it is still possible for people 

to make their own choices it cannot be seen as manipulative and constraining. Lastly, when 

using nudging in an organizational setting these nudges can be beneficial for employee as well 

as employer and be used as a task-efficiency improving driver. As long as these nudges will 

stay transparent and non-manipulative it can enhance efficiency, fast thinking and even 

unhealthy unconscious behavior.  
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§6. Report Conclusion 

 

In this report, the question “Should employers nudge employee behavior?’’ was answered by 

four different writers who have given their perspectives.  

Firstly, Student 2 (2019) argued in favor of the question raised, saying that employers should 

be allowed to nudge the behavior of their employees. Although an important notion made was 

the condition under which employers do this, namely with the intention of improving the 

employee’s work and knowledge. Only in this case, it should be allowed to nudge, according 

to Student 2. She used Thaler and Sunstein (2008) to elaborate and form arguments on 

libertarian paternalism, addressing the amplification of the resolving value of nudging 

regarding the discrepancy of rational and irrational choices (bounded rationality of employees) 

as well as the fact that nudging helps these employees in to forming preferences and making 

better choices, to enforcing task efficiency by challenging ‘default rules’ and creating a non-

distracting environment for employees. In contrast to this, Student 3 (2019) argued that 

employers should not be allowed to nudge. This was explained in particular by stating that in 

a situation when the workforce is unfamiliar with the concept and/or insufficiently informed 

on how it is integrated in to the firm, in a sense that they cannot identify the potential 

consequences. Both Student 2 and Student 3 used the widely accepted elaboration of Thaler 

and Sunstein (2008) in order to clarify what nudging exactly is about. To compare, Student 3’s 

argument’s covered similar aspects of organizational nudging compared to Student 2’s, 

although they were addressed from a different point of view, namely by adding a more negative 

and skeptical undertone to it.  Student 3’s arguments ranged from the fact that one cannot argue 

that a nudge is truly steering an individual in to a certain ‘right’ choice, when true preferences 

to this day remain close to inaccessible (in which the discrepancy between rational and 

irrational choices is also highlighted), to a fairly different approach by focusing on 
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demographic aspects of organizational nudging. Similarly, Student 3 argued that consequences 

of globalization and the cultural base of employees determine their preferences. Besides this, 

he highlighted the notion of the porous boundaries between the ethical aspect of manipulation 

and nudging. Then, Student 4 (2019) was again in favor of allowing nudges for employee 

behavior and went deeper in to detail by addressing the fact that employees should be made or 

be aware of the decisions that are being made as well as the consequences these altered choices 

bring about. It was remarkable that the last part of her statement overlapped to some extent 

with Student 3’s (2019) particular explanation, in a sense that they both emphasized the need 

for additional context towards employees about nudging, and what the main goals/incentives 

for nudges by employers may be. Nevertheless, both statements remain very different because 

of the fact that Student 4 argued for organizational nudging, while Student 3 argued against 

organizational nudging. Also, Student 4 addressed the debate by using the elaboration of 

Goodwin (2012) and his conception of nudging. Student 4’s arguments vary from the fact that 

employees should be perceived as autonomous human beings by their employer; employees 

that are capable of deciding what is good or not for themselves will gain a bigger feeling of 

significance, to reversed effects and psychological downsides of nudging on employees.  

As we have seen, the authors’ positions remained quite divided, but also intertwined and 

overlapped to some extent in a few occasions. As we noted before, this was expected hence the 

fact that nudging regarding the employer-employee relation remains to this day subject to a 

wide variety of advantages and disadvantages. What we therefore can conclude is that the 

implementing of nudging is not a decision that can be easily made, employers and companies 

in general should consider many factors before they implement or abolish it.  
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