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§1: Report Introduction  

 

In 2008, Cass R. Sunstein and Richard H. Thaler published a book titled ‘Nudge’ which aimed 

to defend liberal paternalism. Liberal Paternalism, known hereafter as nudging, “is any aspect 

of the choice architecture that alters people’s behavior in a predictable way without forbidding 

any options.” (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008) Although this book was more orientated toward 

informing public policy, our paper claims that the same behavioral insights are extremely 

relevant to the commercial business world because they show us how another person is likely 

to arrive at a decision. Consequently, nudge theory has been adopted in the workplace by 

employers seeking to improve employees’ capacity to make efficient and productive decisions. 

 

This new method of employee management is extremely effective in today’s 

competitive commercial environment. Globalization coupled with technological advances 

mean that firms and their employees operate within volatile markets that fluctuate according to 

the whims of geopolitical and economic forces. People's’ cognitive processes are limited in 

their ability to navigate this fast-paced environment due to cognitive biases and heuristics. That 

is why the successful implementation of nudges can reduce the complexity of the decision-

making process. However, there are a number of problems, both ethical and practical, 

concerning the issue of workplace nudging. Skeptics are concerned over the extent to which 

nudges will impede on personal freedom and learning. Furthermore, the construction of more 

specific nudges will require intense surveillance of employees by employers. These arguments, 

both for and against nudging, will be considered in more detail by each of the four individual 

papers. 

I will now present each of the four papers and examine their contribution in determining 

whether employers should be allowed to nudge employees. Firstly, the paper by Student 1 
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supports employer’s right to nudge employees because it reduces systemic irrationality, that is, 

when our actions and true preferences fail to align due to cognitive limitations. The author 

presents a variety of workplace specific nudges and shows clearly how they serve to improve 

employee efficiency. Student 1 addresses the problem of lost autonomy by concluding that 

nudging stimulates employees to act according to their own preferences and not according to 

cognitive biases. This, in effect, increases over all autonomy. 

Student 2’s paper supports Student 1’s view that employers should nudge employees. 

However, Student 2 argues that nudges should be personalized and created by specialists. This 

solves the problem of preference heterogeneity. 

Student 3’s paper is also in agreeance with the previous two authors’ stance on workplace 

nudging. Student 3 finds nudging morally permissible from a utilitarian standpoint. Nudging 

enables people to make the decision that maximizes their overall happiness in the midst of 

bounded rationality.  He also argues that this contributes to a greater sense of positive freedom 

or realization of self-development. Similar to Student 2, Student 3 solves the principle agent 

problem of nudging by arguing that nudging should be implemented by a team of specialists. 

In contrast to the first three papers, Student 4 rejects workplace nudging on certain 

moral grounds. Despite being morally permissible on utilitarian grounds, he argues that the 

limitations of liberal paternalism will encourage profit driven employers to adopt more 

coercive nudges which are built on intense surveillance. Using Nozick’s rights ethics and 

Aristotelian virtue ethics, the author concludes that this development will undermine 

individuals’ negative freedom and personal development.  

§2 Essay (Individual Paper  1) 
Employers should nudge employee behavior 

 

Introduction & Thesis  

It can be argued that nudging behavior in the workplace can be seen as a good or bad thing, 

the opinions towards this statement are very divided. There are examples of successful 
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organizations that use nudges and remaking default rules to improve workplace efficiency, 

decision-making process and general productivity.  

The context that is talked about in this paper have the characteristics of a philosophy essay. 

The paper will give and explain various arguments for the concept of nudging behavior at 

work. The thesis statement that is discussed in this paper is:  

Should employers nudge employee behavior?  

I will argue that employers should have the right to nudge their employees at the 

workplace.  The paper will first define relevant key points that are relevant to justify why 

nudges should be allowed. After that, various arguments will be given that support the 

statement. Lastly, a brief conclusion will be provided which will summarize the mentioned 

arguments.  

  

Exposition 

This part of the paper will expound the relevant issues that are present in the paper. Also, some 

important key points will be explained. The main point in the thesis statement is what is meant 

by ‘to nudge employee behavior’. According to the paper provided by Thaler and Sunstein 

(2008), a nudge is “is any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s behavior in a 

predictable way without forbidding any options.” In other words, this is better known as 

libertarian paternalism. This is explained as a specific kind of advocacy of nudges. “Nudge 

management is a management approach that applies insights from behavioral science to design 

organizational contexts so to optimize fast thinking and unconscious behaviour of employees 

in line with the objectives of the organization” (Elbert & Freibichler, 2015).  

In this way, it is possible to influence people in deciding better, however employees will still 

have the freedom of choice.  
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As already mentioned in the introduction of this paper, the concept of nudging has been 

discussed a lot. The main issue of this debate focusses on justifying the governmental use of 

nudges.  

Moreover, to understand the concept of nudging, the term rationality should be explained. 

With rationality, we mean the extent to which people act, think and make decisions in a way 

that is reliable for achieving their goals (Evans & Over, 1996). People can make decisions 

either in a slower analytical and thoughtful way or in a faster, emotional and intuitive way. 

The objective of ‘nudging behavior’ is trying to make people, in this case employees, to 

stimulate their emotional, automatic and intuitive way of thinking.  

However, a nudge can only try to influence behavior, but an employee has still the autonomy 

to make his/her own choice. The concept of autonomy is “the right to make choices and 

decisions” (Conly, S. 2012).  

  

Argument (Objection & Response) 

To support my viewpoint for the question if employers should nudge employee behavior, 

various arguments will be explained in this part of the paper.  

In the theory written by Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, arguments from the Libertarian Paternalism 

perspective are given to justify the concept of nudges. Individuals own ‘true’ preferences are 

seen as the most important from the Libertarian Paternalism perspective. With ‘true’ 

preferences, we mean the type of preferences that people have when there are unlimited 

cognitive capacities, no lack of self-control and in conditions of complete information.  

Moreover, they consider that the choices we make in our daily lives do not always accord our 

own choices we want to make. This is better known as systemic irrationality. People do not 

really know what their real own will is. Nudging people’s behavior can be a way to help them 
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to find out and can steer their behavior in a certain direction which does reflect the personal 

preferences. 

  

Also, nudges are non-intrusive, do not require extreme changes and are easily scalable 

according to the theory of Elbert and Freibichler (2017). In their paper Nudge management: 

applying behavioural science to increase knowledge worker productivity (2017), arguments 

are mentioned about how nudging management may increase the productivity of the 

knowledge employee by improving employee’s motivation, effectiveness and efficiency.  

  

The use of nudges can be justified by the fact that they are designed in such a way that they 

are avoidable. By this, we mean that actors who want to be nudged, can be and others who do 

not want to be, can simply avoid it.  

Some people object that preferences are heterogeneous in large groups/organizations, so that 

the use of general nudges cannot be justified. For some employees, the general nudge will not 

match their preferences. This objection that opponents make is called the ‘objection from 

coherence’. However, nudges could also be personalized (Sunstein, 2013). In this way, a 

nudge would even be suitable for a variated group of employees with various ‘true’ 

preferences. Based on their own preferences, employees could be directed in a particular way 

that suits them individually.  

  

Elbert and Freibichler have studied the concept of nudging and provide some arguments why 

using nudges can be seen as something good. The first argument that is stated by Elbert and 

Freibichler is that the efficiency of meetings will be increased by implementing the nudge 

management approach. In many organizations, it is visible that the ratio of output every hour 

is considered as too low. This has mainly to do with the so-called information bias. With this, 

we mean the trend to continue searching for extensive information, even though it probably 

will not influence actions in a positive manner. This is mostly seen in large organizations, 
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since they have the availability of big data. This might be a reason for the increasing 

scheduled meetings inside large organizations. To improve the meeting efficiency, the default 

assumption of meeting times should be changed. By doing this, a new social norm will be 

created in an easy way which makes it able to increase the efficiency.  

Also, the efficiency in planning could be improved by making use of nudges. The optimism 

bias could be countered by doing this. In large organizations, the optimism bias is mostly 

seen as a problem in the form of underestimating the time that is needed to complete tasks. 

To counter this problem, certain implementation intentions should be introduced. Employees 

openly communicate their objectives and knowledge with their fellow employees on a regular 

basis. Providing targets which will measure the progress will reduce the optimism bias inside 

the organization.  

  

Openly communication knowledge with colleagues has also to do with the concept of 

knowledge sharing. This is the last form of efficiency that is discussed by Elbert and 

Freibichler (2017).  Knowledge sharing is inevitable in large organizations to be able to 

innovate. Without innovation, organizations get stuck and the change of firm mortality will 

increase.  A method to stimulate or to increase knowledge sharing is to arrange so-called 

meeting areas where employees have the opportunity to interact with each other. By creating 

an atmosphere where people are able to participate in discussions, knowledge and 

information will be shared which will stimulate innovative thinking.  

  

Lastly, I want to respond to a counter argument which is made by opponents. People who are 

against nudging behavior say that people lose autonomy when someone else nudges their 

behavior. Someone else, for example a specific group of people is in charge of making 

decisions. However, nudging will not take away people’s ability to make their own choices. 

A nudge is just a method to give people insights in how they could act differently. Some even 
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suggest that nudging may increase the autonomy of people. Nudges stimulate employees to 

act based on their own ideas and preferences and not according several biases.  

  

Conclusion 

In my opinion, employers should have the right to nudge employee behavior. To support my 

point of view, various arguments are given, and objections are countered. The first argument 

stated that nudges stimulate people to find their own ‘true’ preferences and so, solve the 

problem of systemic irrationality. Moreover, the second argument stated that nudges don’t 

require large changes, are easily scalable and most important, nudges are avoidable. This 

means that each individual still has their own free will to make a decision. The idea of 

autonomy is even discussed deeper in the last argument when a counter argument is refuted.  

In addition, based on the theory of Elbert and Freibichler (2017), implementing the nudge 

management approach, various types of efficiency will be improved, such as meeting, 

planning and task efficiency.  

  

To conclude, nudging behavior will stimulate fast thinking and unconscious behavior of 

employees. In the end, this will benefit the organization’s performance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

§3 Essay (Individual Paper  2) 
Employers should nudge employee behaviour. 

Introduction: 
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What do you think of the idea of placing a water tank in your department, hanging a clock in 

the meeting room or turning off mail notifications? A new water tank can influence 

employees to drink more water even if they do not realize it. Is it permissible for another 

person to steer behaviour of others? The implementation of these ideas can influence an 

employee’s decisions. This is called a nudge. 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. To count as a mere nudge, the 

intervention must be easy and cheap to avoid.” (Thaler & Sunstein 2008, p. 6). 

I will argue that employers should nudge employee behaviour, but only if the nudge is 

designed with the input of a specialists about the topic and if the and if the nudge is 

personalized where possible. First, this paper will discuss different concepts which are linked 

to nudges. Secondly this paper will explain why nudging employee behaviour has positive 

influence for the employees and the organization. The paper will conclude with a summary. 

  

Exposition: 

In order to understand why employers should nudge employee behaviour, we need to 

understand rationality. Many people think that they know what is best for them. On the other 

hand, almost everyone knows that eating healthy is good for your health, but many people 

probably ate unhealthy yesterday. Humans do not always act or think rational. Rationality 

refers to the extent whether, in the case an employee, is acting or thinking in a manner that is 

usually reliable for accomplish his or hers real goals (Evans & Over, 1996). People’s 

thoughts are generally driven by two thinking systems. One of them is the more automated 

thinking system (Kahneman, 2011).  The more automated thinking system contains: quick, 

emotional and intuitive thinking. Quick thinking helps employees to work more efficient, but 

can also cause errors and cognitive biases (Kahneman, 2011). Cognitive bias is described as 
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“a systematic pattern of deviation in judgment or decision-making” (Hansen, 2016, p. 166). 

Employees are not more avoiding cognitive bias if they make a decision where the outcome 

is very important to them (Conly, 2012). Examples of a cognitive bias are the so-called 

information bias, “the tendency to seek more and more information even though it won’t 

affect action” (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 3), and the optimism bias, “the tendency to 

underestimate … the time needed to complete a future task” (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p.3). 

Another example of a cognitive bias is that all of us think we are better than the 

average, and we believe that failures happen to us less often than average. Also known as the 

Lake Wobegon effect (Conly, 2012). As a result we take less effort to protect ourselves 

against these events because we think it will not happen to ourselves.  

An employee’s decision will always be influenced by the context in which the 

decision is made, or while the choice architecture (Rajbhandari-Thapa, Ingerson and Lewis, 

2018). The choice architecture of employees can be controlled by using a nudge. A nudge 

must be easy to avoid and therefore a nudge must be transparent enough for all employees 

(Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). Thus, a nudge must be tailored to the employee with the 

lowest capacity because this employee must also be able to avoid the nudge easily. The goal 

of a nudge is to alter employee behaviour in a specific direction (Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, 

2015). A nudge can alter an employee’s behaviour towards their own welfare or to towards 

public goods (Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, 2015). 

Another aspect of a nudge is to not remove any options or change financial 

motivations. An example of a nudge could be to hang a clock on a wall in the meeting room 

in order to decrease meeting time. However, forbidding meetings that last longer than half an 

hour is not a nudge. A nudge can influence a decision but the employee still makes his own 

choice.  
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A concept that is about making your own choosing is autonomy. Feinberg’s idea of 

autonomy (as cited in Conly, S. 2012) “is the right to make choices and decisions” (p. 16). 

For example: the right to choose or decide what we drink. Employees work better if they 

make their own choices compared to when they are forced. It leads to more motivation, 

effort, learning and creativity (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

The last theory that can help understand why employers should nudge employee 

behaviour is Utilitarianism. The idea of Utilitarianism is that the right thing to do is what 

brings the greatest total utility (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). Utility can be seen as welfare or 

happiness (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). In other words, the idea of Utilitarianism is to do what 

leads to the greatest total welfare or happiness (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). 

  

Argument (Objection & Response) 

Firstly, I will argue that employers should nudge employee behaviour for the benefit 

of employees. Employees do not always think rationally. Employees regularly make 

automatic decisions that do not always lead to their true preferences because of quick 

thinking. An example, the Lake Wobegon effect causes employees often to not always take 

action to prevent them self against things they do not want to happen. A way to increase the 

chance that employees will take actions to prevent ourselves against these events is nudging. 

 Moreover, employees make decisions without knowing the important information for 

the decision. Employees simply cannot be an expert on everything, but this can lead to a 

decision against their true preferences. Many people will take the wrong medication without 

the information of doctors about what kind of medicine can cure their symptoms. The same 

applies in the workplace. A nudge devised by specialists can alter employee’s behaviour 

towards their own true choices. 
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However, it could be argued that a nudge reduces the employee’s autonomy. It would 

no longer be the entire decision of the employee if it is influenced by others. In contrast to 

this argument, it can be stated that nudging increases the autonomy of employees. A nudge 

influence employees to act according to their true preferences and not according to their 

biases. A nudge can counter biases, what makes it possible for employees to choose their own 

true preferences. This is especially important when it involves choices where the outcome is 

very important to the employees, because employees are not more avoiding a cognitive bias if 

they make a decision where the outcome is very important to them. 

Secondly, employers should nudge employees because a choice architecture is 

unavoidable and therefore it is better to use it for a more positive outcome. There is always a 

context in which people make any decision and therefore choices are always influenced by 

the choice architecture. A choice architecture can guide employees to their own choices or it 

can influence employees to make choices that go against their true preferences. Nudges can 

have a positive influence on the chance that employees will make a choice that reflects their 

true preferences. A nudge made by specialists can guide more employees to their true. Leave 

it to luck will lead to more decisions against the true preferences of the employee. 

Although there is doubt about the positive influence of nudging because it would not 

direct all employees to their true preference and not all employees have the same true 

preferences. 

However, a nudge is easy to avoid. Thus employees could easily avoid the nudge if 

they have different true preferences. In addition to nudges can be personalized. A 

personalized nudge will have a better outcome for all employees and it will also create the 

greatest welfare and happiness for the individual employee. This makes a nudge even suitable 

for a group of employees with different true preferences. Personalized nudges will therefore 

also be the right thing to do according to Utilitarianism. 
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Thirdly, employers should nudge employee behaviour for organizational outcomes 

because it leads to efficiency and knowledge sharing. A nudge has a positive effect on: 

meeting efficiency, task efficiency, efficiency in planning and innovations. 

Changing the default time of meeting, which could be a nudge, can increase meeting 

efficiency. Changing the default time to a shorter default can lead to a new norm. Shorter 

meetings decrease the probability for an information bias. 

In addition, changing the default will lead to more task efficiency. Such as, Turning 

off email notification can lead to a better concentration whereby employees can do their tasks 

more efficiently. 

Furthermore, a nudge can also improve the efficiency in planning by countering the 

optimism bias. Employees achieve more goals by introducing a nudge. The same applies to 

knowledge sharing. An example: A building can be arranged in such a way that colleagues 

meet each other more often, can be a nudge that promotes information sharing. Knowledge 

plays an important role for the survival of companies, which can be increased by nudging 

employee’s behaviour. 

Conversely, it could be argued that learning is a better way to make efficient choices. 

Employees learn from their mistakes and removing this possibility to learn will lead to more 

bad choices in contexts without nudging. 

However, there must be taken into account that employees do not learn from every 

mistake. Of course employees learn from their mistakes but not all and sometimes mistakes 

have consequences that are fatal. Some mistakes are not only fatal for them but also for 

others. A nudge helps prevent these fatal errors and can help create more total welfare and 

happiness for the employees themselves and others. 

Conclusion 
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I have argued that employers should nudge employee behaviour, but only if the nudge is 

designed with the input of a specialists about the topic and if the and if the nudge is 

personalized where possible. Nudging employee behaviour helps employees to make more 

choices based on their true preference; a choice architecture is unavoidable, increases the 

efficiency and knowledge sharing of employees as well as reduces the chance of making a 

fatal mistake.  The input of a specialists helps to know the important information about the 

subject of the nudge. Personalizing nudges helps to be able to cover the differences in 

preference of the employees. So, employers should nudge employee behaviour with 

personalized nudges and with the input of specialists because it can help create more total 

welfare and happiness for employees. 

         However, A limitation of this essay is that it is not discussed whether it is justified 

that someone has the position of 'nudge maker'. It would be interesting to expound whether it 

is justifiable to give persons the position of "nudge maker". 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

§4 Essay (Individual Paper  3) 
Nudging should be implemented in the workplace. 
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Introduction 

In this paper I will focus on ‘libertarian paternalism’ in our workplaces. Libertarian 

paternalism, also known as nudging, aims to improve people’s choices and improving their 

well-being while respecting their liberties (Leonard, 2008).  

I argue that nudging or libertarian paternalism should be allowed and implemented 

by  organizations in the Netherlands. Because, nudges will help to keep the employees 

healthy during their work and life, it will help employees to develop themselves better, while 

not being excessively paternalistic. 

In the exposition I will explain the key points of this paper. In the argument section, there 

will be arguments for and against the premises. And lastly, in the conclusion I will state that 

organizations should implement so called ‘nudges’ in their workplace to improve the well-

being of employees. 

 

Exposition 

The nudging of people’s behavior can be found everywhere in society, from advertisements 

to live healthier to the warning signs on cigarette packages. These kinds of nudging are 

generally accepted by people because they interfere litte with  people’s choices while making 

them aware of the better choices. In this case libertarian paternalism can be described as 

welfarism, where the welfare in question is private (Guala & Mittone, 2015). 

People have access to limited information when they make choices, this is known as bounded 

rationality (Simon, 1972). People don’t have the time to research infinite information on all 

the different aspects of a choice they need to make. So, in the end the decision is based on 

limited information. A nudge in this case would be a small amount of information that 

informs the chooser about the benefits of a certain decision.  
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Nudging can also be found in utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is about making decisions that 

create the largest amount of happiness or benefit for the greatest number of people while 

minimizing the pain (Mill, 1879). The question is then if you value physical happiness over 

intellectual happiness and if these are affected when nudging someone’s choice. I argue that a 

nudge can help someone experience more happiness because his or hers well-being will often 

improve. For example you can order take out tonight and enjoy a delicious Turkish pizza. But 

if you go to the supermarket and cook something healthy yourself you will gain more health 

benefits will still being able to enjoy a nice dinner.  

Autonomy is also a big part of nudging. According to Berlin (1969), freedom can be divided 

in two concepts, negative and positive freedom. Negative freedom is the freedom from 

obstacles and interferences, while positive freedom is the freedom to self-development and to 

pursue different options. Autonomy falls under positive freedom and is about you being in 

control of what you want to do. The highest form of self autonomy is when you make 

decisions on from a purely rational standpoint. 

Previously I examined the different concepts that I believe to be related to nudging in 

organizations. In the next chapter I’m going to set out arguments based on these different 

concepts as well as some counter arguments that could be raised against my standpoint. 

 

Argument 

The first argument I want to raise for nudging in organizations is that these organizations can 

help to guide employees in making better choices for their own well being. employees 

experience a lot of stress due to all the different choices they have to make and all the 

activities they need to combine. Will you work overtime today to finish that report for your 

supervisor or will you go home at the risk of getting more distracted or not finishing it in 

time? Will you go out and have lunch with coworkers or will you stay behind your desk and 
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keep working? There are many examples to sum up but the point is that organizations can 

help employees with these decisions. By nudging employees to help them see that they 

benefit from going to lunch with coworkers or help them stay on track with their work. 

 

A second argument is that nudging helps people to make a better decision in a shorter amount 

of time. If people would look rationally at decision making and would take more time to 

come to a decision they would eventually come to the most healthy decision. But a nudge can 

help people to come to this decision much faster. For example, an organization can help 

employees to solve problems faster by nudging them to make a good decision instead of 

making the best decision. If an organization supports their employees in making mistakes 

they will be able to learn from their mistakes and be able to solve similar problems better the 

next time they encounter them. Therefore, a nudge can help with people’s bounded 

rationality. 

 

The third argument and final argument I want to make is that nudging can help to bring 

greater utility to people. As said previously, utilitarianism is about bringing the largest 

amount of happiness to the greatest number of people. Nudging supports this by increasing 

the well being of employees and a greater well being results in more happiness. Through 

nudging the employees can be compelled to take better care of themselves which makes them 

feel better about themselves, which helps them be more efficient. And by feeling well and by 

being productive, the employees will get a feeling of accomplishment,  which generates 

happiness. 

 

Objection & Response 
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In this section I will lay out some of the counter arguments that can be said about the 

statement that nudging should be implemented in organizations.  

The first counter argument would be that nudging is a form of paternalistic behavior and 

makes people feel like they aren’t smart enough to make decisions for themselves. It 

basically says that there is an elite group of people who know what is best for you. employees 

in organizations have different levels of education, but they are all grown ups, so they should 

be able to make rational decisions. 

It is true that nudging is paternalistic behavior but it is a very light form of this behavior. 

Nudging doesn’t remove someone’s freedom to make their own choice, they are still able to 

choose to smoke for example. A nudge is simply an instrument to show people that there are 

healthier choices. A second response to this objection would be that employees are indeed 

smart enough to make rational decisions about what is good for them and what is not. But 

employees can be under a lot of stress due to the fact that they need to make a lot of 

important decisions about their life and work. Employees often want to be good at their job 

and make a promotion, but they also want to have a nice family life. All these different things 

require attention and it is impossible to divide your attention equally. This results in stress 

because if an employee works a lot to get a promotion their relationships at home can suffer 

due to the increased tension and stress.  Nudging can help with this by supporting employees 

to divide their time more beneficial to themselves. So they can have enough quality time at 

home with their families which decreases stress, which in turn increases their efficiency at 

work. Therefore I find this counter argument to be weak in saying that nudging isn’t 

something that should be done in organizations. 

A second counter argument would be that who decides what is good behavior and what is bad 

behavior, in other words, who decides where a nudge should be implemented. This is a valid 

point, because it should be clear what the criteria are to make someone eligible to implement 
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a nudge in people’s behavior. Therefore I argue that a nudge should be implemented by a 

team of specialists. This team would consist of behavior experts, as well as specialists in 

different subjects like health experts. This way there can be a discussion on what a good 

nudge would be and what the best way is to implement a nudge in the life of employees. 

I believe that this way employees can be helped to gain a higher level of well being. 

 

Conclusion 

This essay was about the statement that nudging should be implemented in organizations. I 

examined what nudging is and how it is linked to different concepts such as utilitarianism and 

bounded rationality. Then I gave several arguments in favor of nudging, the first argument 

was that it assists employees in making better choices, the second argument was that it helps 

to relieve employees of time stress in decision making and the third argument was that it 

helps to create more utility for employees. After the arguments in favor I laid out two counter 

arguments that could be raised against the statement, to which I responded with explanations 

to prove my standpoint. 

Thus, I conclude that nudging should be implemented in organizations and that this should be 

done with the help of a team of specialists from different fields to create good nudges from 

which the employees can actually benefit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

§5 Essay (Individual Paper  4) 
Workplace nudging should be avoided  



20 
 

 

Introduction: 

In this paper I will evaluate the concept of ‘nudging’ in the workplace. 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.” This is also called libertarian 

paternalism. I will argue that workplace nudging should be avoided on basis that the 

limitations of liberal paternalism will ultimately lead us towards coercive paternalism, to the 

detriment of negative rights and personal development. I will ultimately conclude that 

employers should not be permitted to nudge employees. These policies are coercive and 

tyrannical because represent the belief that some minority of people are more capable of 

deciding what is best for the majority of people than the majority themselves. 

  

Exposition: 

Firstly, I will give a show how the modern working environment has changed the nature of 

employee management. Secondly, I will examine how nudging can be used to counteract the 

anchoring and optimism bias and consequently increase workplace efficiency. I will evaluate 

such policies using the moral theory of utilitarianism and Sen’s capability theory. Thirdly, I 

will propose a counterargument which states that the failings of libertarian nudges will 

encourage employers to adopt coercive paternalism as it reduces uncertainty associated with 

preference formation and the outcomes of individuals’ decisions. I will morally evaluate 

these predicted developments using Nozick’s negative rights ethics and Aristotelian virtue 

ethics to ultimately conclude that the loss of negative freedom and the ability to pursue 

personal development outweigh the increases in employee efficiency. 

Argument: 
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The dawn of the information age has rendered classical methods of industrial age employee 

management ineffective. For example, labor specialization and piece rate incentives no 

longer apply to the modern knowledge employee. Today’s service and tech based jobs are 

becoming increasingly more complex because employees encounter far more choice and 

independent thinking to the point that efficient decision making has become an invaluable 

skill. However, studies in the field of behavioral sciences has shown us that people’s 

rationality is quite limited. To counteract these cognitive biases, employers have begun using 

‘nudges’ in organizational contexts “so as to optimize fast thinking and unconscious behavior 

of employees in line with the objectives of the company” (Ebert & Freiblicher, 2017).  

  

In respect to the anchoring bias, this heuristic has a negative impact on knowledge transfers 

in company meetings. If the objective of the meeting is to find a solution to a problem, the 

first proposal will anchor people’s perception of what type of solution holds the most merit. 

This is because people are extremely likely to base their decisions on the first piece of 

information they encounter. Consequently, all other potential solutions will not be considered 

in the same detail. However, a heuristic blocking nudge can be employed to counteract this 

bias (Barton & Grune-Yanoff, 2015). Prior to the beginning of the meeting, each employee is 

asked to write down their solution to problem. Then each solution is considered in turn during 

the meeting. Therefore, the ideas of all individuals are harnessed to create the optimal 

outcome. (Kahneman, 2011) 

Furthermore, the “planning fallacy” states that organizations tend to implement too many 

strategic plans (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017) This is because people are too optimistic and 

therefore underestimate the level of resources needed. The “implementation intentions” 

nudge can be used to encourage employees to attempt less strategic plans. Employees 
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publicly state their objectives in the presence of their peers. By doing so, the optimism bias is 

reduced and companies achieve more objectives in the long run. 

  

These types of workplace nudges are ethically justifiable according to utilitarianism and 

capability theory. This is because the sum-total of utilities produced by such policies are 

greater than the sum-total of utilities produced by any other alternative policy (Graafland, 

2006, p.150). Increased workplace efficiency improves utility from a monetary, productive 

and management perspective. On a deeper level, Sen’s (1984) capability theory would 

support nudging because it fosters people’s capability to carry out their function, which, in 

this case, is a productive and efficient worker. This justification is consistent with Isiah 

Berlin’s conception of positive or effective freedom which can be defined “as the actual 

ability to act according to one’s desires” (Parvin & Chambers, 2012, p.8) 

 

Counter argument:                                                        

In this section of the paper I will propose a counter argument to the benefits of workplace 

nudging. Essentially, libertarian paternalism aims to create nudges which “influence people 

to make better decision, while, arguably, leaving the freedom of choice intact” 

(Barton&Grune-Yanoff, 2015, p.1) According to Conly (2012) this is problematic. Firstly, 

instead of only preserving the desirable choice for those striving to avoid the default option, 

libertarian nudges also preserve the default option for people who have greater motivations to 

pursue the less desirable option. Consequently, the nudge will only work for those “whose 

motivations to the contrary isn’t sufficiently strong” (Conly, 2012, p.32). Secondly, 

individual preferences are heterogeneous in large groups. As a result nudges may force 

people to behave contrary to their own preferences. (Barton & Grune-Yanoff, 2015) 
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This paper argues that these two problems will lead to the creation of more personalized 

nudges. However, this can only be achieved by collecting information on nudgees through 

intense surveillance. Although personalized nudges may be far superior at improving 

efficiency, their implementation may lead to a culture of workplace surveillance and coercive 

paternalism to the detriment of negative freedom and personal development. For example, in 

a report conducted by the BBC, an investment banker detailed how she left her job due to the 

relentless surveillance her employers subjected her to. “Emails, conversations, computer 

usage and movements around the office” were constantly being monitored. (Belton, 2019) 

According to Robert Nozick’s negative rights ethics, this type of working environment 

breaches the individual’s right to be free from the coercion of others. This right is derived 

from Kantian ethics which state that individuals should be treated as ‘ends’ and not ‘means.’ 

(Graafland, 2006, p.184). In response to utilitarianism’s justification of workplace nudging 

on the grounds that it increases over all utility, Nozick would argue that “nobody is entitled to 

force person’s to bear the costs that benefit other person’s for the sake of the overall social 

good” (Graafland, 2006, pp.184). Using a person in this way doesn’t acknowledge that they 

are an autonomous individual. 

 

However, employers could argue that nudges cultivate more virtuous, disciplined and 

efficient workers who are not constrained by their own bounded rationality. I reject this 

argument on the basis that actions can only morally virtuous if they are inspired by the right 

motive – the desire to cultivate the moral virtue (Graafland, 2006, p.229) Aristotle’s virtue 

ethics consider nudging to be inconsistent with this motivation because individuals are not 

consciously striving to do the right thing, therefore, personal cultivation fails to occur. 

Waldron’s (2010) criticism of workplace nudging echoes this belief. He states that nudges 
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take of advantage of our inertia instead of teaching us to think actively about the situation at 

hand. 

 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, this paper asserts that employers should not be permitted to nudge employees. 

I have not argued that liberal nudges are inherently bad or morally impermissible. It is very 

difficult to argue against their positive impact on human decision making. Taking the 

anchoring bias for example, nudging people to write down their ideas prior to meetings is a 

very benevolent strategy to encourage the utilization all individual ideas. Instead, this paper 

has argued that libertarian nudges are limited in their ability to mitigate the uncertainty 

associated with preference formation and the outcomes of individuals’ decisions. This means 

that employers will feel compelled to improve their nudges by adopting coercive paternalistic 

policies, that is, using surveillance to gather large amounts of data employee data. This is 

especially the case in an environment where the drive for profits and increased efficiency are 

the primary incentives. Overall, workplace nudging tends toward tyranny and coercive 

paternalism which significantly undermines individuals’ negative freedom and personal 

development. 
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§6: Report Conclusion  

This report argue different viewpoint that employers should be allowed to nudge employees 

behaviour.  The majority of this report argue that employers should be allowed to nudge 

employee behaviour, but the last essay in this report argue against nudging employees. This 

section starts with conclusions of the individual essays. Then, all essays will be compared. 

Lastly, the limitations of the essays will be discussed. 

The first essay argues the viewpoint that employers should nudge employee’s 

behaviour. This is stated because of various reasons. The author first gives arguments from 

the libertarian Paternalism perspective. It is considered that the choices we make in our daily 

lives do not always accord our own choices we want to make. Furthermore, nudges do not 

require extreme changes and may increase the productivity. Also, the author mentions that 

nudges are avoidable. This means that the persons, who do not want to be nudges, are able to 

avoid it. On top of this, the author highlighted 3 arguments from the paper written by Elbert 

and Freibichler (2017). These arguments state that the use of nudges will increase the 

efficiency of meetings, efficiency in planning and will lead to more innovative ideas through 

knowledge sharing. Lastly, the key element of the paper written by this author is that nudges 

will stimulate employees to behave based on own preferences and ideas and not according to 

several biases.  

Also the essay by Student 2 argues for the allowance of employees to nudge 

employee’s behaviour. The author states this because of the many benefits of nudges.  The 

first benefit of nudging is that it steer employees to decisions based on their own true 

preferences. Another benefit is organizational outcomes. Specifically a nudge has positive 

effect on: meeting efficiency, task efficiency, efficiency in planning and innovations. 

However, the author states that not all nudges should be allowed. The author provides 

a number of conditions that the nudge must meet. Namely: the nudge should be personalized 
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where possible and designed with the input of specialists. A personalized nudge solve the 

problem of differences in the employees true preferences. The input of a specialists helps to 

know the important information about the subject of the nudge.   

The third essay argues the viewpoint that employers should nudge employee’s 

behaviour.  The author states that nudging employee behaviour can help to achieve greater 

utility for employees. He argues that nudging can help employees to make better/healthier 

choices as well as removing a part of time stress that arises in decision-making. The author 

states that to make an effective nudge, it should be designed by specialised people from 

various fields regarding human resources and social interactions. This way the nudge can be 

implemented to be beneficial for the employee while not being to compulsive. In his paper, 

the author objects against the argument that nudging is a form of paternalistic behaviour 

taking away employees’ autonomy and views people as not being smart enough to make their 

own choices. He objects to this by arguing that a well-designed nudge will not decrease one’s 

autonomy, it will only help them see that there are other choices. So, the main contribution of 

this author is that he argues that nudging employee behaviour should be allowed when the 

nudges are designed by experts. 

In contrast to the other authors, the essay by Reilly argues against nudging 

employee’s behaviour because nudges are limited as they fail to mitigate the uncertainty 

associated with preference formation and the outcomes of employee decisions. As a result, 

employers will continually improve work floor nudges because they will feel forced by 

adopting coercive paternalistic policies. Specifically, in business where they drive for profits 

and increased efficiency are the primary incentives. To conclude, the author state that 

employers should not be allowed to nudge employees behaviour because nudges has a 

tendency toward tyranny and coercive paternalism which is a threat to the employees’ 

negative freedom and personal development. 
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To summarise, three authors argued in favour of nudging employee behaviour and 

one author argued against it. The arguments in favour of nudging mainly consisted of nudges 

should be made by a specialist, so employees can benefit the most from these nudges without 

losing their freedom. Moreover, also that nudges can stimulate employees to behave 

according to their own preferences. 

In contrast, the arguments against nudging state that nudges tend toward tyranny and 

coercive paternalism which threat employees’ negative freedom and personal development. 

Thus, we can discuss the debate about nudging from both sides. The arguments 

against nudging are true as extreme nudges can decrease negative freedom and personal 

development of employees.  

However, it can also be argued that nudges will not decrease an employee’s negative 

freedom as a nudge can also be a better default option, in which the employee is still able to 

switch to a different choice he or she would prefer. In this way, the negative freedom of an 

employee is not decreased as he or she is not blocked to make a decision. If we take all the 

arguments from the authors we can find a middle ground in which nudges can exist, however 

these nudges have to be made by specialists, so the nudges do not obstruct anyone’s negative 

freedom or personal development. Instead, the nudges should be designed in such a way that 

employees can be more able to express and develop themselves through these nudges. 

 

Limitations and further research 

The largest limitation of the papers is that the authors haven’t done any field research to find 

support for their arguments/hypothesis. Therefore it is possible for people with different 

opinions to counter the arguments.  

Further research could benefit, if the authors would be able to test their hypothesis on 

nudging in an experimental setting, where the nudge is the only variable that can be added 
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into the situation to see if the outcome will be different than when the situation is played 

without the nudge. This way it can be tested if the nudge is effective and what makes a nudge 

effective. 
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