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§1: Report Introduction  

 

Research and studies show that human decision-making is flawed and biased. 

Economist and behavioural scientist Richard Thaler and law professor Cass Sunstein wrote the 

book ‘Nudge’ about how people aren’t as rational as they think they are. In this book, they 

explain how our decision-making is influenced by all sorts of aspects and they argue that we 

can change people’s behaviour by intervening in the way we make these decisions. The idea is 

that we can change the lives of people for the better, without them knowing it. This concept is 

applied in the workplace environment and this raises the assignment questions for this 

collaborative report, namely: ‘should employers nudge employee behaviour?’. This question is 

of importance because of the issues that are related to the concept of nudge. Some people are 

positive about the effects nudges could have for both parties, some are rather sceptical about 

the possible negative effects they could have. These different standpoints make the subject 

controversial and this report will show both sides of the discussion. 

The overall standpoint in this report is in support of the use of nudge. In the papers, we 

will elaborate on the for and against sides of the discussion. All three of the papers finally argue 

that employers should nudge their employee, but they differ in the practical execution of the 

concept.  

In the first paper, it is argued that the use of nudges is permitted and that it isn’t necessary 

to add any further conditions. The goal of companies is to achieve the highest productivity of 

its employees which will finally lead to better company results. This goal can be realized by 

trainings or by the use of nudges. Since the outcome is practically the same but nudges are 

relatively low in needed resources, the preferred choice is the use of nudges. There are no 

further conditions needed since the effectivity of the nudge is the greatest when employees are 
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not informed. Besides that, nudge management does not contain any immoral predisposition. 

This is the case since nudges are conformed to the norms of the company and nudges do not 

restrict individual freedom.  

In the second paper, it is argued that the use of nudges by employers is permitted, but only 

when the nudges have benefits for the employees and that the nudges are transparent. Where 

the first paper is focused on the benefit of the company, the second paper focuses more on the 

benefit for the persons involved. The goal of the use of nudges is to make sure that employees 

do not make autonomous decisions that are not rational. With the use of nudges the employer 

could steer in a more rational based decision-making, the nudges are still cheap and easy to 

avoid and don’t take away any freedom. So, as long as nudges are transparent and benefit the 

employee they are permitted.  

The final paper also argues that the use of nudges is permitted, that they need to be 

transparent and adds to that the condition that employees should be informed about the content 

of the nudges and what goal they serve. The goal of the use of nudges should be to benefit both 

parties involved and to deliver better outcomes to the decision-making. The possible risk that 

is raised is the use of nudges to solely benefit the employer and not the employee. This risk 

could be eliminated by informing the employees about the content and goal of the nudges. This 

added condition results in a lower effectiveness of the nudges, but this does not outweigh the 

possible harms for the employee of so-called ‘evil nudges’.  

The full version of the papers can be found in the same order in the next section. 

Following the papers, the overall conclusion of this collaborative report is given. Finally, the 

report references are included. 
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§2 [Nudge management as the best tool for organization success] (Individual Paper #1) 

 

Introduction 

 In this essay, I will argue that employers should definitely nudge their employees in 

the name of better organizational outcomes. Since the main organizational goal is to achieve 

the highest productivity of their workers, which will eventually lead to better overall results of 

the company, nudging is one the best ways of reaching it, without many resources needed, like 

special trainings for the employees, etc. Nudging requires almost nothing but gives enormous 

results.  However, there are still some concerns people may have worries about. And I’ll object 

them in this paper as well. The structure of this essay is following: firstly, I will describe how 

the issue of nudge management emerged, then I’ll explain my main argument for it as well as 

react to its current critiques, and eventually sum it all up, also mentioning the limitations of the 

argument. 

 

Exposition 

The term “nudge” was proposed by a legal scholar Cass Sunstein and economist 

Richard Thaler. They define nudge as “any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s 

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

economic incentives” (Sunstein & Thaler, 2008). Choice architecture is the context in which 

people make decisions. The original aim of nudging was, by using insights from behavioural 

science, push people in the direction of better decisions, without forcing them and taking away 

the number of choices.  One of the most famous examples of the way nudging could work is 

the organ donation example. The default option in the question, whether a person wants to 

donate organs, predicted, what most of the people will choose. Setting the choice to be an organ 

donor as a default, due to the status-quo bias, could save many lives (Johnson & Goldstein, 

2003). Although this idea was initially proposed for the government social policies, it was later 
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transferred to the management sphere. Philip Ebert (2017) has argued that we can also use these 

techniques to maximize the efficiency of workers. He showed, how the “Google” company has 

successfully implemented nudges, and how other organizations could use it too. For example, 

change default meeting time from 60 to 30 minutes, in order to make the employees more 

productive and not to overwhelm them with the information they do not need (Ebert & 

Freibichler, 2017). Another example of how nudging works is reducing what behavioural 

scientists call the planning fallacy. People tend to overestimate the time they will need to 

complete a task, because of the optimism bias.  The solution for a nudge manager would be to 

make employees plan and openly communicate their key objectives, thereby committing 

themselves to these plans in front of their peers and reduce their overconfidence. Nudging 

seems to be an excellent tool for organizations. However, there still are some worries about it, 

like is it moral to manipulate the employees or doesn’t it restrict an individual’s freedom, etc.? 

I want to further justify the use of nudges as well as to react to the current critiques of it. 

 

Argument 

Every organization would benefit from achieving the best possible productivity of their 

employees. It could be done by making different trainings on how to use your time more 

productively, lectures for the workers on how good health increases their work engagement, in 

order to promote healthy decisions, when it comes to food and drinks, etc., but all of it requires 

much time, and even additional financial expenses on some occasions. Nudging is what offers 

exactly the same, without requiring much of recourses. The best part is that it can have a 

positive influence not only for the organization but for each individual employee as well. For 

instance, nudging employees to make better health decisions increases their productivity at 

work, but also benefits their overall health conditions. It contains a significant value for the 

company, as well as for the workers. 
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However, the main objection is that if we don’t tell employees that they are being 

nudged, we manipulate them. Well, there are a few answers to this worry. First of all, nudges 

do actually work best if employees aren’t aware of it. For example, if you tell the worker, that 

the default option of 30 minutes social media limitation per day is used specifically to decrease 

their procrastination time, they will be more prone to turn it off, because otherwise, they 

wouldn’t have paid much attention to it and would stay with the default option. Secondly, when 

you start working for a company, you do get a chance to see what the work conditions are. 

Each company has its own rules and norms, so what bad is there about helping an employee to 

adapt to these norms? The possible solution for this problem could be telling employees more 

general about what is going on. Not to reveal that they’re being nudged to make better health 

decisions, but simply that the good health of the employees is extremely important for the 

organization. Even if it is a slight manipulation, it doesn’t have any bad intentions and cannot 

harm in any way. Moreover, it is also always possible to avoid nudges. One of the main positive 

things about nudging is that it does not indeed restrict an individual’s freedom since there is no 

straight coercive force. Freedom, in this case, means no interference from above when choosing 

what to do. The employees also remain the positive freedom (in a sense of being actually 

capable to do something) to make choices connected to their work, the way they find the most 

appropriate for them. They can still change the duration of the meeting time, for example.  

One of the other critiques is although nudges are indeed avoidable, it requires additional 

deliberative action from the workers, not to be nudged. My objection to this is, that the 

organization, although has to care about creating the best comfortable environment for 

employees to work in, it doesn’t owe them anything in the context of the work conditions. If 

for the better health of employees, there will only be water coolers in the office, and they could 

only get some other drinks like cola or coffee, if they walk 5 minutes to another floor, where 

those are served, yes it does require additional deliberative action. However, the organization 
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is not supposed to provide them with easily accessible options of all the possible goods. The 

organization itself has and should have the power to construct everything the way they find the 

most appropriate, and the managers should implement nudge policies since it is their job, to 

reach the best outcomes, the workers could give. 

   

Conclusion 

Concluding all of the said before, nudge management may produce enormously positive 

results for the organization, and benefit the employee personally, by improving his health and 

productivity. The best thing is that it does not require much effort to implement it. Furthermore, 

it does not contain any immoral predispositions, because it doesn’t restrict anyone’s freedom 

and the organization has a right to create conditions of work, how they like it, while the 

employees are free to choose their workplace depending on that.  The limitation of this analysis, 

however, is that we consider better results of the organization to be their main goal. We are not 

sure, if that is always true, and maybe some employers could try to use nudging in their personal 

interest.   
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§3 [Nudge management under strict conditions] (Individual Paper #2) 

 

Introduction 

Nowadays nudge management is a widely known and often debated topic in our society. 

In the last years, more and more research has been done into nudge management, which are 

covering the positive and negative sides. Besides that, the number of businesses that apply 

nudges in their company is rising. But is this use of nudges an ethically right thing to do to 

increase worker productivity at the work floor? In this essay I will argue that the use of nudges 

by employers is permitted, but only when the nudges have benefits for the employees and are 

transparent. The part that follows after this introduction is exposition. In this exposition, the 

main theories will be explained and some definitions will be made clear. The next part is the 

chapter that will reveal the arguments. Besides that, this part will also contain some objections 

and responses to them. After all, the concluding chapter will summarize all the points made in 

the essay. And the last chapter will conclude why employers should nudge employee 

behaviour, under the condition that they are beneficial and transparent for the employees. 

 

Exposition 

The main question of this essay is the question if employers should nudge employees. 

Many different types of research have defined the term nudge. But since Thaler and Sunstein 

(2008) are the founders of the nudge theory, their definitions will be used. Thaler and Sunstein 

(2008) define a nudge as “any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s behaviour 

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

incentives.” They further defined two elements of this definition for more clarification. The 

first element is the choice architecture, which Thaler and Sunstein (2008) describe as the 

context in which people make decisions. The second element is the part in which they claim 

that this nudge must be ‘without forbidding any options or significantly changing their 
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economic incentives’. With this Thaler and Sunstein (2008) mean that to “count as a mere 

nudge, the intervention must be easy and cheap to avoid". So, for the person that is being 

influenced by the nudge, it definitely should not be difficult to avoid this nudge. And it should 

not forbid any option for this particular person. 

An important aspect of striving for or against the nudge theory is the idea of freedom. 

Berlin (2002) distinguished two concepts of freedom, the positive and the negative concepts. 

With nudging the positive freedom is used, especially the aspect of freedom as autonomy. 

Berlin (2002) claims that this freedom as autonomy can be limited by our ‘lower self’. This 

‘lower self’ can be influenced by for example emotions. On the other hand, our ‘higher self’ 

makes decisions in a rational way. When this ‘lower self’ desires things that are in conflict with 

our ‘higher self’ our freedom is limited. In this case, the desires of the ‘lower self’ can take 

over the long-term visions of the ‘higher self’. The nudge theory is closely linked to libertarian 

paternalism, which is a soft form of paternalism. This libertarian paternalism designs a choice 

architecture in which no choices are removed and wherein making good choices is easier. 

Through developments in the last couple of years in behavioural and psychology 

studies, a new term came up, called nudge management. Elbert & Freibichler (2017) define 

nudge management as “applying 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”. According to them, nudge management can improve the 

efficiency of meetings, long term planning, task performance, and knowledge sharing. The 

underlining idea of nudge management is defined by Kahneman (2011), which claims that all 

people have two systems.  Kahneman (2011) describes system 1 as “the more automated 

system, which contains much of our intuitive and affective thinking” and system 2 as “usually 

characterized by our reflective and logical capacities.” So, for nudging our system 1 is been 

triggered, whereby people sometimes make irrational decisions. 
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Argument 

Most of the times people do not make completely rational decisions. Instead of making 

rational decisions they use their system 1 to make autonomous decisions, to save time and 

thinking. When employers are nudging their employees, they do that by using that system 1. 

Besides that, people are sometimes led by their ‘lower self' instead of their ‘higher self', and 

might not take the rational decision their ‘higher self' wants. Nudging is just a good use of 

cognitive biases, but why should they not use these? Employers could use nudge management 

to align the true preferences, of the higher self, and the actions of the employees. In this way, 

the organization benefits from this nudge, but more important the employee also does. The 

employee is, in this case, taking a more rational decision. So, as long as this nudging is 

benefiting for the employee, responding to system 1 is not wrong in my opinion. It will only 

push the employee in the right direction, where it itself might not have come. 

The second argument is grounded on the statements from Thaler and Sunstein (2008). 

Because, as mentioned earlier, they say that a nudge must be easy and cheap to avoid. And 

when this is the case, employees so can escape from this nudge and make their own decisions 

if they want. If the employee does not want to be pushed in a direction, he or she can easily go 

another way without a lot of cost and effort. All in all, for me this confirms that nudging does 

not take away the freedom of the employee since a different choice can always be made. 

Another argument that I would like to make is one that gets support from Ebert and 

Freibichler (2007). According to them, nudge management can improve the efficiency of 

meetings. They mentioned that the output per hour ration in meetings is perceived to be poor. 

As a suggestion, they change the default meeting time from 60 to 30 minutes, which creates a 

new social expectation. A meeting from 45 minutes was, after this implementation, perceived 

as long. In this way, the problem of information bias, the tendency to seek more and more 

information even though it won’t affect action, was tackled. Changing the default expressed 
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itself in a decrease of 5 percent in time spent in meetings, which they could use for other work. 

So, after all this implementation has benefits for the organization and the employees 

themselves. And worker productivity will improve by working more efficiently. Therefore, I 

should not know why we would not nudge? And change this meeting time? In my opinion, it 

does not harm anybody and the whole workplace benefits from it. There always has to be a 

choice architecture (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008), so we should better let the employers construct 

this architecture in the most beneficial way for the whole organization. 

There are also some objections regarding nudge management on the work floor. The 

first objection is that nudging takes away the freedom of people. Nudging is often seen as a 

manipulation of people and taking away their freedom in this way. And I agree that it is a kind 

of manipulation, but a very soft form of manipulation. In my opinion, it is protecting people 

from errors but you do not take away any choice. In my statement in the introduction, I already 

mentioned that the nudge must be transparent, which means that the employees should be made 

aware of the nudge and the way how they work. If you make the nudge transparent, the idea of 

manipulation has been driven to the background. Employees are alert of what the nudges can 

do for them, and in the end, will benefit from the outcomes. 

Another objection that critics have is that people learn from mistakes, so employers should let 

them make mistakes. And yes, of course, people learn from mistakes. But as an employer, you 

can make these ‘mistakes' of your employees a lot smaller. So why should you not help them 

in avoiding these mistakes by nudging them? They will still make a lot of smaller mistakes, 

which they can learn from. So, helping them with avoiding these mistakes, and being 

completely transparent about this, will be beneficial for the employees as well. 
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Conclusion 

To defend my statement that employers should nudge employees, different literature is 

used to support this. For the first argument about the rationality of employees, Kahneman 

(2011) and Berlin (2002) helped with supporting that nudges would help to push employees in 

the right direction.  The second argument stated was that nudges do not take away the freedom 

of employees. This argument was grounded on the statements of Thaler and Sunstein (2008). 

The last statement was that there must always be a choice architecture and that this architecture 

should be the most efficient one. In this way, everyone benefits from it. After the arguments, I 

also responded to some objections. I did this by adding the conditions in which employers 

should nudge employees: in a transparent and beneficial way for everybody. So, that means 

that nudges should be clear and well known for every employee and they have to benefit from 

it. Only under these conditions, employers should nudge employee behaviour. 
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§4 [Harmless Nudge Management] (Individual Paper #3) 

 

Introduction 

This essay is concerned about the debate if employers should be allowed to nudge 

employee behaviour. I will argue that employers should be permitted to nudge employees, on 

the condition that employees are informed about the concept of nudges, about their content and 

what goal they purpose. First, I introduce the concept of nudge. Second, I will elaborate on its 

justification. Third, I will give some examples of its application. Fourth, I support my thesis by 

arguing that it is necessary to inform employees about nudges to prevent employers from 

nudging their employees solely for their own benefit and thereby harming the employees. Fifth, 

I raise the possible objection that nudging is the most effective when employees are not 

informed about the nudge and react to that. Finally, I conclude that the informing of the 

employees about the nudges in order to secure one’s authenticity and health outweighs the loss 

in effectiveness of the nudge. Therefore, employers are permitted to nudge their employees on 

the condition that the employees are informed about the nudge and what goal they purpose.  

  

The concept of nudge 

In this section, I introduce the concept of nudge and give examples of its practice. The 

decisions people make are always susceptible to all sorts of internal and external factors which 

influence the decisions that people make. Examples of such factors are emotions, biases, peer 

pressure, the presentation of options, preferences and the lack of taking into account long-term 

effects. The effect of these factors is that people might not always make the best decision in 

their own interest or society’s interest. The concept of nudge takes its introduction here. Nudges 

are used by persons, the nudgers, to steer other people, the nudgees, to behave and decide in a 

certain direction or interest. It starts with the choice architecture; this is the context in which 

people make decisions. The use of nudges enlarges the possibility that an individual makes a 
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choice in the right direction by intervening in the process. This intervention is permissible on 

the conditions that it does not alter the choice-set, that it is non-controlling and that it should 

be easy and cheap to avoid (Thaler, 2015; Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). Besides this 

definition of the concept of nudges in general and the relevant conditions, we can now identify 

two different kinds of nudges. On the one hand, there are ‘pro-self’ nudges. The aim of this 

type is to steer behaviour in the direction of one’s own interest to finally promote private 

welfare. On the other hand, there are ‘pro-social’ nudges. The aim of the latter differs from the 

former since it steers behaviour into the direction of society’s interest instead of private interest. 

Its final goal is to positively contribute to the public goods.  

  

The justifiability 

With the concept in place, the next step is to look at the justifiability of the use of 

nudges. Barton and Grüne-Yanoff discuss this justification the basis of four parameters: 

Nudges and Rationality, The Restoration of Preferences, The Easy Avoidability of Nudges and 

The Unavoidability of Arranging the Choice Architecture (Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). 

First, there is the issue of rationality. An agent might be considered not truly rational at the 

moment of decision-making. This results in a decision that is not in line with his own will and 

in such a case a nudge could help to restore an agent’s rationality. Second, the restoration of 

preferences. The preferences an agent has, and which influence his decision in the choice 

structure, might not always be his actual ‘true’ preference. With the use of nudge, the decision 

can be steered into the ‘true’ preference of the agent. Third, the easy avoidability of nudges. 

Nudges are designed in a way that they are easily avoidable or resistible for the nudge. But to 

achieve this avoidability of nudges there needs to be a certain degree of transparency in the 

nudge and a certain degree of cognitive capacity in the agent. Fourth, the unavoidability of 
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arranging the choice architecture. There is always a choice architecture and a nudge only help 

to deliver the better outcome.  

  

The application of the concept 

There are many examples of the use of nudges, especially in the workplace 

environment. An example of a ‘pro-self’ nudge is the rearranging of the food in the cafeteria. 

This concept was conducted in the cafeteria of universities and workplaces, where they 

rearranged the order of the food in a way that it was more likely that students and employees 

would choose the healthier options. It was a little altering of the choice architecture, but with 

benefits for both parties. Another example of the successful executions of the nudge concept is 

the reduction of the default meeting time from 60 to 30 minutes. People are motivated to 

complete their meeting in one default time and are less likely to plan two after such a change. 

It improves the efficiency of meetings but does not lower work effectiveness (Ebert & 

Freibichler, 2017). Other nudges to improve efficiency in the workplace are: the improvement 

of planning by openly communicating objectives in front of peers and thereby reducing 

overconfidence and optimism bias, improving task efficiency by introducing no-meeting day 

or work from home day and thereby creating longer distraction-free time (Ebert & Freibichler, 

2017) or increasing worker’s payment for coffee from the coffee machine by hanging a painting 

of a pair of eyes above it. What these examples show is that the application of the concept of 

nudge can benefit parties and that they do not seem harmful. But there are also nudges that are 

used solely for the benefit of the nudger. These so-called ‘evil nudges’ are used by social media 

in the form of likes, push messages, streaks, and sounds to keep users online. Or by Uber that 

detects when a driver wants to quite his shift, they then decide to nudge the driver and thereby 

encouraging him to stay on the road longer and give more lifts.  
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The necessity of informing 

So, nudges, in general, can be justified on the basis of certain conditions and there are 

sufficient examples of nudges with a positive result, but, as shown in the examples, there 

remains a risk to the use of them. This risk lies in the situation where the employers decide to 

nudge their employees purely for their own benefit and not in the employees’ best interest. The 

result of such situation is that the employee/nudgee suffer to benefit the employer/nudger. 

These scenarios kind of scenarios could occur when the employee isn’t informed about the 

nudge or about the purpose it serves or when the nudge lacks transparency. The risk of so-

called ‘evil nudges’ is that it could harm employee’s health and that is doesn’t respect the 

employee’s authenticity. The lower health of employees could result in lower company results 

which is contradictory to the motivation behind ‘evil nudges’. Finally, I find this risk morally 

unjustifiable and I, therefore, argue that there should be a condition added to the concept of 

nudges, namely: employers should be obliged to inform their employee about the nudges and 

what purpose they serve. This reassures the transparency of the nudge, the authenticity of the 

employee and minimizes the risk of health-harming options.  

  

Loss of effectiveness 

A possible objection to this condition is the loss in effectiveness of the nudge. If the 

nudgee is being informed about the nudge, then the intervention may be less successful 

(Bovens, 2008). Although this might be true, I am still convinced that the health and 

authenticity of the nudgees/employees outweigh this loss in effectiveness. Therefore, 

nudgers/employers should take the loss in effectiveness for granted when then decide to apply 

the concept of nudge to their employees.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, I support the concept of nudges in the workplace. But I argue that the 

condition of informing employees about the nudges and the purpose they serve should be added 

to the concept. The concept itself is justifiable and could positively contribute to employee’s 

health, workplace efficiency and productivity and can result in economic benefits for the 

organization. The risk of nudges is that the employers have the possibility to decide to nudge 

for his own and the organizations benefit, without taking into account the employee. This is 

morally unjustifiable and therefore I argue that the condition of informing employees should 

be added to the concept.  
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§6: Report Conclusion  

 

After all, we can conclude that all the papers are in favour of nudges but have different 

conditions under which it is allowed. The first paper concentrated on the justifiability of nudge 

management itself, referring mostly to the fact that organizational outcomes, as well as personal 

benefits for the employee, might outweigh a slight manipulation. It also showed, why the 

organization has a right to use the nudges. It didn’t provide any clear conditions under which 

employers can nudge, only stating that the results of the company count the most. The second 

and third paper, on the contrary, added some necessary conditions, that have to be met, in order 

to permit the use of nudges in the workplace. The second paper argued that it is extremely 

important that the nudges should be beneficial for the employees and should be transparent. It 

also justified nudge management based on the idea of people’s irrationality. The last paper also 

added that the employees should be informed about the nudges and the goal of them, in order 

to avoid the risk of so-called “evil nudges” and to remain authenticity of the workers. To sum 

up, there was a clear positive view about nudging the employees in every paper, but they 

differed in the context of its implementation and criteria, that are necessary for justifiable nudge 

management. All the papers also focussed not only on the positive side of nudging for the 

organization itself but on the benefits for the employee as well. Nudging the employees will 

lead, according to all papers, to more worker productivity and efficiency and that is of course 

especially in favour of the organization.  

 After having an answer to whether employers should nudge employee’s behaviour, 

there are some questions left for the further research. Namely, it is important to distinguish, 

how should the organization decide what nudges should be implemented and whether they are 

actually beneficial for the employees. It can also lead to a discussion of whether workers should 

take part in the process and be able to choose, on what topics they want to be nudged.  
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