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§1: Report Introduction 

 

This paper is a combination of different papers all focussing on the question; “Should 

employers nudge employees behavior?”. This is a currently relevant question, because a lot 

of organizations “nudge” their employees to try to improve the efficiency within the company 

and also in the work of the employees. The four papers that are written separately without 

input from the other members of the team. Together they are combined in this final 

collaborative report to be able to compare the different viewpoints and come to a conclusion 

in the end.  

When reading this collaborative paper, it will become clear that every person has looked at 

the question from a slightly different angle and all four have primarily drawn information 

from different sources concerning this subject. The collaborative paper will consist of an 

introduction, a context, the four different individual papers and a final conclusion that is 

drawn from the different individual papers.  

We, the four students, will draw attention to the theme “Nudging” from four different 

perspectives. The sequence will be presented from macro level (organization) view to micro 

level (employee) view. 

Firstly, nudging will be presented from the perspective of power and control within 

organizations, based on the realization of common organizational goals. Secondly, nudging 

will be presented from the perspective of the tense and powerful relationship between an 

employer and an employee. Thirdly, nudging will be presented from the perspective of 

cognitive biases and manipulation of people’s behaviour. Finally, the theory of nudging will 

be presented from the perspective of ethical consequences, such as inequality. 
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Four different perspectives 

1 Nudging from the perspective of control and goal achievement within organizations 

‘Nudging’ towards organizational goals can lead to a goals paradox which Vangen, S., & 

Huxham, C. (2011) describe as diversity in organizations’ goals that negatively influences the 

success in a collaboration towards a common goal, as diversity often brings about confusion 

and misunderstandings. The question is thus how to point individual choices in such a 

direction that common organizational goal(s) can be realized. A useful approach for the latter 

mentioned issue, is the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). According to Jimmieson, N.L. et 

al (2004), the TPB model can assist in positive employee reactions towards organizational 

change. This will help to overcome the manipulative aspect of nudges, that employees might 

experience whenever they are not sufficiently informed about the current or upcoming 

change. By means of integrating the TPB into the change process, providing enough 

information about the aspect that will be nudged and how this nudge will positively affect the 

individual goals, collaboration throughout the organization will be stimulated and goals on 

the organizational level can be realized.  

2 Nudging from the perspective of the tense relationship between employer and 

employee 

The “nudging” that takes place can cause a tense relationship between employees and 

employers. Most of the nudges are very harmless and are barely even noticeable by the 

employee. They are minimal changes to the environment that could still improve the 

efficiency of the employee. However, because these changes are so small, the employees are 

in a way manipulated without their knowledge. This could lead to the employer taking 

advantage of the unknowingness of the employees and make too many or too big changes to 
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the employee’s environment. There should be limits that prevent the employer of having full 

blown control over their employees. Waldron (2014) sketches a similar situation in which it 

is better to teach your employees the better ways than to influence them without their 

knowledge.  

3 Nudging from the perspective of cognitive biases and manipulation of people’s 

behaviour.  

The paper written by Conly (2012) refers to the cognitive biases people possess. Cognitive 

biases, also called cognitive failures, result in people making the wrong decisions in live. A 

way to resolve or decrease these cognitive biases and wrong decisions, the concept ‘nudging’ 

is developed. Nudging or libertarian paternalism is developed to respect the freedom people 

have in making their own choices, and also to steer people in the right direction in a way they 

will not make the wrong decision. Employees are being influenced by employers who 

develop the nudge, this can be seen as a form of manipulation. The employer cannot know 

the preferences of the employees perfectly, so it is not sure if the right decision according to 

the employer is also the right decision according to the employee. However, in my opinion 

nudges give employees enough freedom to make their own choices even if there is a nudge 

involved. The other options to choose from are not being removed, so can still be chosen by 

the employee. I do think that the employers should inform employees about the effect of 

nudges and the existence of nudges in the organization.  

 

4 Nudging from the perspective of ethical consequences. 

According to Roberts (2016) Sunsteins theory pays too much attention to the positive 

outcomes of nudging. Sunstein (2015) also assumes that all people are nudge-able; all 

employees can be influenced by a certain amount of choice architecture, for example when 
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presenting food in a cafeteria. However, if all employees are nudge-able, they all should have 

access to meaningful choices and also feel free to make these choices. Also Anderson (2015) 

claims that employees don’t feel free at all, because a majority of workers is subject to their 

employers (private) governments. 

Roberts (2016) argues that the control employers have over employees’ lives varies from 

individual to individual and is also dependent on the level of the organization. Hence, 

employees are not equally autonomous and there are multiple factors that might limit their 

choices, when it comes to nudging. Based on this information, there is an important question 

to be raised: is it ethical to adopt nudge management if that might threaten a certain group of 

employees who are in need and by nudging them the employer might leave them behind 

(Roberts, 2016)? 

 

To finalize this introduction, the question of whether “employers should nudge employees 

behavior” is a relevant and important one. Based on the four different perspectives toward 

nudge management, the next four papers, from macro level of organizations to micro level of 

individuals, will be presented in the next chapters. In addition, the collaborative report will 

end with the conclusion. 
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§2 Organizational and individual goal achievement (Individual Paper #1, student 

1273683) 

  

Introduction 

In the current policy debates “libertarian paternalism” is presented as a design of policies that 

push individuals towards better choices without limiting their liberty. Organizations can use 

nudges to direct their employees towards a common organizational goal, which is prosocial in 

the sense that the organization will benefit from this behaviour. A nudge however, is not always 

pro-self; autonomy of an employee can be diminished for instance. This raises the question 

whether nudging is a rational policy for an organization to pursue and tries to find an answer 

to the question: “Should employers nudge employee behaviour?”. This essay will expand on 

existing literature and views on “libertarian paternalism” and “nudging” with regard to 

employees’ behaviour and choices. After this exposition on both concepts, a close look on both 

the pro’s and cons of nudging is provided. This essay concludes that employers should nudge 

employee behavior towards the organizational and individual goals, while at the same time 

explaining their employees what aspect they are nudging on and what the pro-self for an 

employee of this particular nudge will be. 

  

Exposition 

While the organizational world is expanding nowadays, aspects such as collaborations and 

profit are often discussed as they cohere with expansion and are quite visible to the outer world. 

Strategic choices are made within every organization, to reach certain organizational goals such 

as expansion or brand awareness. Corner, P.D. et al. (1994) argued that existing theories of 

strategic choice focused on either the organizational or individual level of analysis. They 

proposed that an integration of these two levels is necessary for a comprehensive view of 



6 

choice. This approach mentions, among other things the importance of commonalities of 

organizational members. By all means, the most important communality throughout the whole 

organization should be the organizational goal(s). Vangen, S., & Huxham, C. (2011) address a 

“goals paradox” which suggest that diversity in organizations’ goals influences success in a 

collaboration towards their common goal. Diversity among organizational members’ choices 

at individual, organizational and collaboration levels, brings about a complex tangled web 

which can lead to confusion, misunderstandings or apathy, as explained by Vangen, S., & 

Huxham, C. (2011). 

The question here is thus how to point individual choices and goals in such a direction that 

common organizational goal(s) can be realized.  Thaler, H., & Sunstein, R. (2010) revealed the 

imperfections in individual decision-making and proposed that those who design plans within 

the organization often makes better choices than the individual would do for itself. They argue 

that there are several ways in which government agencies and private organizations might 

‘nudge’ individuals towards actions that are better for them. In Thaler and Sunstein’s view, 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”. A 

similar mechanism is described as ‘libertarian paternalism’; policies that push individuals 

towards better choices without limiting their liberty. Paternalism on its own could be described 

as a policy that tries to influence choices in a way that will make choosers better off, as judged 

by themselves. Nudges however, are not necessarily intended to benefit those whom they 

nudge. This makes that some nudges are paternalistic; others are not (Hausman, D. M., & 

Welch, B., 2010). When setting up nudges within an organization, freedom of the members in 

sense of what alternatives can be chosen, leaves unaffected. However, when this “pushing” 

does not take the form of rational persuasion, their autonomy -the extent to which they have 

control over their own evaluations and deliberation- is diminished (Hausman, D. M., & Welch, 
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B., 2010). This gives reason to explore and argue the following question: To nudge or not to 

nudge employee behaviour? 

  

Argumentation 

A nudge in the direction that is best for you, can also be described as changing the “choice 

architecture”; options are not eliminated, so the rational employee can still oversee all the 

choices that he or she wants to take into account. However, one can argue that because humans’ 

decision-making ability is limited, a nudge will work as a non-rational means that actually 

seduces people to go in a certain direction of choice. At first sight this seems manipulative, but 

keep in mind that all the options are still open, and that an individual could get informed about 

the other options. It will just take more time and investigation. Nudging appears to be a very 

useful tool when making decisions within organizations. The argument for this is that it almost 

seems impossible for one actor to evaluate all the facts needed to form judgments and make 

decisions; for a good choice you sometimes have to put your trust in others.  As earlier 

mentioned, organizations want to strive to an organizational goal. The second argument in 

favor of nudging will thus elaborate on the pros of nudging concerning organizational goals, 

by means of the fictional scenario below. 

Imagine a printing office in a big city, where you can find a lot of similar printing offices. This 

printing office however, wants to stand out with their excellent customer service, which is their 

organizational goal for the next year. One of the building blocks of this goal is the timing and 

accuracy of the orders. An order made by a customer before 5:00pm, should be ready the next 

day at 5:00pm. However, lately the printing office has delays on quite a lot of orders, and 

therefore disappoints customers. The manager notices that employees of the morning team that 

starts at 6:00am are often not on time, and that the target of orders in their work shift is rarely 

reached. The team could get bonuses for reached targets, but as targets are not reached, they 
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don’t get any bonus. The employees are now guided by there lower self, which clearly wants 

30 minutes of more sleep in the morning. However, their true self wants to deliver on 

performance and earn recognition (in the form of a bonus) at work. The manager decides to 

introduce a clock-in system for the subordinates, which can be seen as a nudge towards the 

organizational goal, but also towards the desires of the higher selves of the subordinates. In my 

opinion, giving an employee responsibility and the possibility to fuel or enlarge his/her 

capabilities, will yield more overall satisfaction within the organization, opposed to 

punishment whenever inefficiency is encountered. So in my point of view, in such a case that 

the organization wants to strive to its goals, personal goals of the employees can also get 

enriched which can make them more free towards the goals of their higher selves. 

To overcome the argument of the ‘manipulative’ aspect of nudges as mentioned before, 

organizations should take into account the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) as a useful 

approach for understanding the process of attitudes of the organization/the managers involved 

while they are trying to change employee behavior. According to Jimmieson, N. L. et al (2004), 

the TPB model can assist in positive employee reactions to change. When the manager of the 

printing office in this case, thus informs the team about the intention of the clock-in system 

(reaching the organizational goal ‘excellent customer service’ and helping to improve the 

individual employees’ goal of ‘recognition’), it is likely that the team agrees on this change. 

As the ‘tactic’ of the manager is openly discussed now, it is no longer an unnoticed act. As a 

result of the latter it can no longer be considered as manipulative. 

  

 

Conclusion 

When we compare ‘nudging’ within organizations to the approach of Libertarian Paternalism, 

it emerges that nudging is not always pro-self for the employees in the sense that organizations 
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can use nudges purely and only for their own advantage. The set of alternatives remains the 

same when nudging. However, when the “pushing” of employees does not take the form of 

rational persuasion, their autonomy -the extent to which they have control over their own 

evaluations and deliberation- is diminished. This can be experienced as manipulative. 

However, nudging appears to have many positive effects for an organization and its members. 

Firstly, nudging within organizations has many advantages concerning the consistency among 

organizational members’ choices at individual, organizational and collaboration levels, which 

is necessary for the accomplishment of organizational and individual goals. Secondly, nudging 

often pushes employees towards a more efficient way of working but moreover towards their 

own higher goals within the organization. Therefore, this essay concludes that an organization 

can actually nudge employee behavior. It helps the organization to achieve common goals, but 

more importantly, it can make the employees actually more free towards their higher selves. 

The latter can be achieved by means of providing good information about what aspect within 

the organization will be nudged and how it will positively affect the individual goals. 
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§3 Power and control within organizations (individual paper #2 student: 2014113) 

 

Introduction 

When looking at an organization and its relationships, there are a lot of gaps of power and 

control between different people. The biggest one of these is of course the difference in power 

between the employer and employee. 

One of the biggest advantages that the employer has over the employee is that the employer 

can decide in what kind of environment the work is done. He or she can then use this 

environment to shape the employee or the work that they deliver just like they would like it to 

be. This can be done very obvious or in a less noticeable way. This type of behavior could be 

seen as nudging the employee behavior. The question of this paper is then as follows; 

Should employers nudge employee behavior? 

With this nudging, you create a system wherein the employees make improvements in their 

work without noticing this process is being coerced by their employer. A tactic like this can, 

most of time harmlessly, improve the efficiency of a company which is why I think employers 

should be allowed to nudge employee behavior. This should of course also have its limits as it 

should not turn into a full blown control over the employee. 

  

Exposition 

The nudging of behavior is a practice of employers implemented on their employees. They 

make changes in the work environment, rules or daily matters to try and adapt the behavior of 

their employees. Usually, the biggest reason for doing this is to improve the efficiency of the 

company. The employers believe that if they change certain aspects about the work, the person 

or the environment, this could improve this efficiency and in that way make the affected 

employees, relatively more profitable. 
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This, however, is a sensitive subject because it calls for a person higher up the company chain 

to decide what a person lower on the chain should do to provide the best outcome. This could 

be seen as a violation of a lot of human rights which is why there are a lot of opinions on the 

subject. 

On the one hand, the people that are for the nudging could argue that the ‘nudges’ that are done 

to make the changes are usually minimally invasive and do not affect the employee in questions 

personality or personal space. They could improve the efficiency of the work the employee 

performs and with that the efficiency of the company without harming anyone directly. 

On the other hand, the people that are against the nudging could argue that it is not up to the 

employer to decide what is better for the employee and as a result take matters into their own 

hands to make the necessary changes. It could be perceived as a personal attack on the 

employee and have the opposite effect. 

  

Argument 

When looking at this certain type of “nudging behavior”, there are of course going to be pros 

and cons to the situation. The biggest pro being the improvement of the efficiency. Ebert & 

Freibichler (2017) argued that making small changes to some aspects of the company could 

seriously improve the efficiency of the company. Some of these possible changes were, for 

example, changing the default time for a meeting from an hour to 30 minutes. The longer 

meetings were perceived as poor so made for lower efficiency overall. Another example is 

making the changes in the office itself to improve the efficiency like installing a tracking 

software to show what the employees have done in a day. This will motivate people to stay on 

track and not get distracted by other actions that will not benefit the company. 

The good thing about these nudges, according to Ebert & Freibichler (2017) is that they are 

generally non-intrusive because they are just small changes that are made to the environment 
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without wanting to make big changes to the employee themselves. Because they are such small 

changes, they are also easily scalable. They don’t need a lot of time and money to be introduced 

into the company. On top of these two things are nudges also optional. The employer can decide 

where and on who he or she wants to apply these nudges to make for the best outcomes.  

  

Some light is shed on both sides of the nudging in the paper of Barton & Grüne-Yanoff (2015). 

It is argued that our irrationality sometimes means that our choices sometimes do not reflect 

our decisions. This would justify the nudging because it will, in this matter, help the employee 

realize their true intentions without realizing it themselves. This makes nudging seem as a good 

thing but they also worry that the before mentioned irrationality is not what it seemed. Who 

can decide in a situation what a person truly wants to achieve with certain actions. On top of 

this, these preferences could also not be well-formed because they almost never see the full 

picture with complete information and unlimited cognitive abilities. The nudging can help to 

push them in this right direction. Though, it could be argued that ‘true’ preferences do not exist, 

and even if they made personalized nudges, these would require extensive personal information 

which would be a breach of the employee’s privacy. 

Richard Taler (2017) adds to this by stating that it is not up to the employer to decide what is 

best for the employee and what the employee’s true intentions are. A person could be making 

the conscious choice to do something a certain way and it is not for someone of a “higher rank” 

to decide that this is not what they originally intended to do. However, an employer usually 

decides mostly in the interest of the company and knows what would improve the work 

performed inside of this company. They do not affect an employee’s personal believes but 

rather their course of action when doing their work. 

According to Waldron (2014), nudging doesn’t add to the person's skills. He says that instead 

of teaching a person to think actively about the action they are taking, the, in this case, employer 
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takes advantage of the employee’s unknowingness of the situation. He thinks that it is more 

beneficial to teach your employees to make better choices than to have someone higher up take 

advantage of their thoughtlessness, even if it is perceived as being in their best interest. Then 

again, an employee could learn from the changes made and know how to handle the situation 

in the future. They may not have come up with the action on their own, but they still learned a 

new and improved way of doing things. 

  

Conclusion 

When asked the question; “Should employers nudge employee behavior?”, the main points that 

were made were the aspect of efficiency and the fact that most of the ‘nudging’ would be 

minimally invasive. The changes that are made to the employee or their environment are 

usually so small and non-significant that they do not affect the employee in their daily life or 

in their personal space. This means the work can be improved without actually affecting the 

employee. 

It was argued that an employer cannot decide what is the best approach for their employees 

just because they are higher up. They should not be the one deciding what is the most rational 

choice. However, the nudging could help the employees to help figure out what their true 

intentions were and what would be the best outcome in the future. All of these arguments 

support the statement that employers should be able to nudge employees behavior because it 

could improve the efficiency of the company without harming the employee in any way.  
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§4 Nudging as a form of manipulation (Individual Paper #3, student 2010334) 

 

Introduction 

Nudging or libertarian paternalism is a concept that is developed by Thaler & Sunstein. This 

concept claims to make people better off, improve the choices people make and also respect 

the liberties people have. There is a debate going on if nudging is a form of manipulating people 

in making certain decisions or if it is for people’s own good and it is just helping people to 

make good choices. This is a debate going on about the concept ‘nudging’ and I will take a 

stand in this debate within this paper. This paper will mostly be about the concept nudging 

within the context of organizations. I will argue that employers should be authorized to nudge 

the behaviour of employees as long as employees are informed about the nudges and are 

familiar with the way they work. This paper will consist of an exposition which explains the 

key point of the issues discussed in this paper, arguments given to support the statement and a 

conclusion. 

 

Exposition 

An explanation of the term nudge is provided by Thaler & Sunstein (2009), “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.” There are a few aspects that form 

the concept nudging, also called libertarian paternalism. Choice architecture which means that 

options to choose from are being presented in a certain way. This way of presenting options 

influences the behaviour of people which can be predicted on forehand. In other words there 

are ways in which we can predict people’s behaviour by presenting choice options in a certain 

way. In the context of organizations the employers develop a choice architecture to influence 
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the behaviour of employees. The final goal is to increase, for example, the efficiency and 

productivity of the employees.  

The most important aspect of nudging or libertarian paternalism is that you present the option, 

but without removing any other options. This is also the reason why this concept is called 

libertarian paternalism. According to Thaler & Sunstein (2009) the libertarian aspect of their 

strategies lies in the straightforward insistence that, in general, people should be free to do what 

they like and to opt out of undesirable arrangements if they want to do so. This is the case 

within the concept nudging because other options are not being removed, which means that 

people can make their own choice. According to Thaler & Sunstein (2009) the paternalistic 

aspect lies in the claim that it is legitimate for choice architects to try to influence people’s 

behaviour in order to make their lives longer, healthier, and better. This is the case within the 

concept nudging because people are being steered to the best option that will eventually 

increase their well-being.   

The concept nudging becomes more obvious out of Conly’s description of cognitive biases. 

Conly (2012) claims that we are still frail creatures, who too often get things wrong in ways 

that can hurt us profoundly. Cognitive biases, also called cognitive failures, are resulting in 

people choosing the wrong option if it comes to making decisions in live. With the use of 

nudging, other people can steer the choices people make in their lives for their own good. An 

important aspect of nudging is that it is not violating the freedom of making any choice. 

Nudging will steer people in a certain way but will not force them to make that choice.  

The concept libertarian paternalism is implemented within the context of organizations, 

employees and employers. This implementation is called nudge management. A explanation 

of nudge management is given by Ebert & Freibichler (2017), “nudge management is a 

management approach that applies insights from behavioural science to design organizational 

contexts so to optimize fast thinking and unconscious behaviour of employees in line with the 
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objectives of the organization.” Within organizations it becomes more and more important to 

have a competitive advantage. One way to gain a competitive advantage is to improve the 

productivity of employees. Nudge management is a way to improve the productivity of 

employees. A few examples of nudge management are given in the paper written by Ebert & 

Freibichler (2017). To suit and improve the sharing of information and collaboration the office 

architecture is adopted. Another example is that food choices are laid out to increase the health 

of employees and thus the productivity of the workforce.  

 

Argument  

The first argument that employers should be authorized to nudge the behaviour of employees 

is that nudging will improve the efficiency and productivity of employees. Nudges are 

developed to increase the efficiency and productivity of employees.  An example is designing 

the work place in such a way employees do not get distracted and have the opportunity to fully 

focus on the work they are doing. When employees are more focussed, the efficiency and 

productivity will increase. Ways to design the work place to increase the focus of employees, 

change the colour of the room, natural light and place plants in the office. Another way to 

increase focus can be to ones in a while change the spot when having a meeting, instead of 

always having a meeting in the same room. There are more ways that nudges can increase the 

efficiency and productivity of employees, but also the efficiency of meetings, planning and 

knowledge sharing. These ways of making the work force more efficient are introduced in the 

paper by Ebert & Freibichler (2017).  

The second argument that employers should be able to nudge the behaviour of employees is 

that it not only increases efficiency but also the well-being of the employees themselves. 

According to the concept paternalism nudges are developed with the intention to increase the 

well-being of the person the nudge is meant for. For example, designing the cafeteria of the 
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organization in a way that employees are being steered in the right direction to get the healthy 

food options instead of the unhealthy food. There are a lot of different choices to make 

regarding the food an employee can get from the cafeteria. When the healthy food is presented 

at eye-level of the employee, the employee is more likely to choose this option. The ‘unhealthy 

food’ say junk food is still available in the cafeteria, but the employees are reminded of the 

healthy food they can choose. This is one example of how nudges in the context of 

organizations can improve the well-being of the employees. Improving the well-being and the 

health of employees will at some point increase the productivity of the employees as well.  

The third argument is that nudges in the context of organizations improve the innovation 

performance of the organization. In the paper by Ebert & Freibichler (2017) there are some 

implementations of nudges in organizations mentioned. One of them is the implementation to 

improve the efficiency of knowledge sharing. Ebert & Freibichler (2017) stated “knowledge 

sharing is key for success in innovation for most companies.” Innovation is only possible if 

employees share their knowledge and create something out of all the different knowledge all 

the employees possess. If all this knowledge is combined the probability of creating an 

innovation increases. An example of a nudge which can improve the knowledge sharing and 

therefore the innovation performance can be the design of walking lines towards coffee corners 

or copy room. The design of walking lines results in employees from different departments 

crossing paths on their way to get coffee or copy something. This results in conversations and 

eventually knowledge sharing between employees. Developing nudges like this one to improve 

the efficiency of knowledge sharing and eventually increasing the innovation performance is a 

significant advantage of employers who nudge the behaviour of employees.  

The arguments given above are all in favour of employers who should be able to nudge the 

behaviour of employees. However, an objection can be made against the ability of employers 

to nudge the behaviour of employees. Nudges can be seen as manipulation of people’s 
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behaviour because you steer someone in a direction to make a choice you want them to make. 

The preferences of people may not be clear to the one who develops the nudge. You think you 

developed a nudge to steer the employees in the right direction to improve their well-being, but 

the employee does not have the same preference as you think they have. So, in this case you 

steer them into the direction that you want them to be without actually understanding what the 

employee really prefers. However, in my opinion nudges are not a form of manipulation. 

Nudges still give you the freedom to make your own choices. As the concept libertarian 

indicates a nudge always respects the liberties people have. So, people’s choice is steered in a 

direction, but the other choice options are never being removed. The statement I argue for is 

therefore extended with the part that employees should be aware of the existence of the nudge 

and they must know how nudges work. This means that employees are informed of the effect 

of nudges, but are also informed of which nudges are present in the organization. In this way 

employees can continuously make the choice if they want to be part of the nudge and want to 

be influenced by the nudge. This takes away the fact that a nudge is a form of manipulation 

because employees can make a choice whether they want to be a part of the nudge or not. 

Employers can, for example, plan a meeting every 6 months to inform the employees of new 

implemented or upcoming nudges. When new employees start to work in the organization, on 

the first workday the employer should explain what nudges are and how nudges work.  

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, in this paper I argued for the statement: employers should be authorized to nudge 

the behaviour of employees as long as employees are informed about the nudges and are 

familiar with the way they work. The reasons I argued for this statement were that the efficiency 

and productivity will increase, the well-being of the employees will improve and the innovation 

performance of the organization would increase. Some people may think that nudges are a form 
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of manipulation, but I disagree with that statement. Nudges still give you the freedom to choose 

whatever you want and the employees are informed about the nudges.  
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§5 Nudging and its ethical implications (Individual Paper #4, student 2025377) 

 

Introduction 

The goal of Nudge management in the workplace is meant to change the employee’s behaviour 

in a predictable way, using low-cost tools to improve her decision-making regarding health, 

wealth and happiness at work. The nudge can be presented as an architecture of choice and 

should not be a coercive intervention or forbid the employee to choose another option (Thaler 

and Sunstein, 2008). 

This essay will pay attention to the ethical consequences of nudging. After explaining 

Sunstein’s ethical framework of four guiding values, I will claim that employers should bring 

down the decision making of nudging to a next lower level in the organization, because of the 

following reasons: Nudge management in the workplace ignores the distributive justice and 

increases the gap between the haves and the have-nots. Therefore, employers should be aware 

of the risks when considering nudging as a way to interfere with their employees, for the reason 

that nudging has a genuine risk of increasing inequality between employees. 

Firstly, I will explain the relevant definitions of nudging and clarify Sunstein’s ethical 

framework. Secondly, I will elaborate upon my thesis statement and bring arguments for and 

against on the table. After reflecting on these arguments, I will add a new value to the ethical 

discussion: “Distributive justice”. Finally, I will integrate Conly’s possibilities and Andersons’ 

view when it comes to nudging in the workplace; both approaches can be found in a transparent 

nudging management pushing down the authority of the decision making to a next lower level 

in the organization. 
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Exposition 

A nudge is an intervention that informs an employee to make a better choice and at the same 

time maintains the freedom of choice. This “choice architecture” is the background in which 

employees make their decisions. Nudges can be divided into two categories: nudges that 

engage Thinking system 1: automatic thinking, for example a saving plan enrolment or it 

engages Thinking system 2: deliberation, for example in the use of a calorie label. 

To illustrate the ethical consequences of nudging on the workplace, I will use two work related 

nudge examples: firstly, wellness programs to improve employee’s health (as in a weight-loss 

challenge) and secondly, automatic enrolments in saving plans. A weight loss program to 

improve an employee’s health can be described as a pro-self-nudge, because the goal is to 

improve the health of an individual. Enrolment in a saving plan is an example of a pro-social-

nudge; the goal is to promote public goods (insurance retirement). 

Sunstein (2014) is aware of the ethical objections of nudging. However, he claims that nudges 

and choice architecture are inevitable and also required on ethical grounds. He is convinced 

that transparency and accountability should apply as safeguards against the danger of 

manipulations (Sunstein, p 416). The question is whether Sunstein’s transparency and 

accountability entails enough options whether the attempts of an employer to influence its 

employees can be ethically justified. To answer this question, Sunstein offers four guiding 

human values that should inform the ethical state of the nudging: autonomy, welfare, dignity 

and self-government. In the next section I will present the arguments towards the justification 

of nudging and compare them with Sunstein’s first two human values: autonomy and welfare. 

 

Should employers nudge employee behaviour? 

From the perspective of autonomy, the majority of the literature starts with the assumption that 

all people are nudge-able; their behaviour can be influenced. However, research shows that 
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vulnerable employees, like low-income workers, are not that responsive to nudging as their 

higher-income counterparts. It might be the case that a lower income worker needs her money 

to pay for basic needs, such as food and rent. Because of her poverty, also her life expectancy 

is shortened. Sunstein (2014) claims that she always has an autonomous choice to opt-out, but 

he seems to forget that some individuals make their decisions based on short term interests, 

that originate from structural barriers and social constructs. Hence, from the perspective of 

autonomy, the conclusion will be that people are not equally autonomous and therefore, not 

equally nudge-able (Roberts, p 1048). 

From the perspective of welfare, studies have shown that work related wellness programs have 

a greater success on higher educated employees who already lead a healthier life. Lower 

income employees are less likely to be engaged in for example a weight loss program. Thus 

this form of thinking system 2 nudging might increase only the welfare of the advantaged 

working population, leaving the disadvantaged behind and in the end worsen their health 

disparities (Roberts, p 1056). 

Sunstein (2014) relies too much on certain assumptions about how employees make their 

decisions. According to him, choice architecture assumes that each employee has an equal 

choice. However, not everybody has access to the same set of options. When having an opt-

out decision regarding a saving plan, employees might lose out on the savings and in the end, 

need a second job to care for their children’s needs. Making good choices requires a secure 

basis of health, salary and time preparing a well thought out decision. 

 

Distributive justice 

Reflecting on the above ethical consequences of nudging, I argue that Sunstein needs to add 

‘distributive justice’, as an independent value, to his ethical framework. “Distributive justice 

refers to the extent to which society's institutions ensure that benefits and burdens are 
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distributed among society's members in ways that are fair and just”. [1] A fair and a just 

distribution of benefits and burdens among all members of a company is a well-accepted ethical 

principle (p 1060). Sunstein (2014) is aware that people are subject to systematic inequality. 

However, Sunstein is too much focused on welfare and autonomy and seems to forget that 

distributive justice might have big implications for the autonomy and welfare of the employees. 

Vulnerable employees are worse off and welfarist like Sunstein fails to capture the 

distributional concerns (p 1062). 

Thus, employers, when adopting nudge management choices, should ask themselves whether 

there are alternative solutions that promote distributive justice by removing structural barriers 

and narrow disparities. Is it perhaps possible that the hierarchy of the workplace is influencing 

the adoption of nudging? 

Anderson (2015) would certainly confirm this. According to her, most modern workplaces are 

private governments, which have an internal structure of authority under which its subjects are 

unfree (Anderson, p 37). 

I agree with Anderson that a majority of workers are subject to their employer’s government; 

they have the ability to fire their employees. Anderson’s recognizing the voice of the 

employees, creating a workplace democracy, when it comes to nudging, might have a positive 

impact on the freedom to choose, the welfare and autonomy of the employee. 

Opposite to Anderson’s opinion is Conly’s argument (2012) on the autonomy of the worker. 

She claims that employers might be technically well informed about the choices to be made, 

but multiple studies show that they fail to act, damaging themselves, due to cognitive biases. 

Coercive paternalism should be permissible (Conly, p 24). 

Conly’s evidence is strong when it comes to the defects in instrumental cognitive analysis that 

interfere with our capability to make successful and efficient choices. She is convinced that 
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workers need external guidance and that employers should set up certain limits on decision 

making in their company regulations and institutional design. 

Conly suggests three possibilities that take into account our present liberty and at the same time 

create conditions for making better decisions (Conly, p 24). Firstly, employers should educate 

their employees in the advantages and disadvantages connected to the nudges. Secondly, 

learning from mistakes should be encouraged. Thirdly, some employees might benefit coercive 

paternalism to prevent them from making a choice that damages their welfare. 

I agree with Conly’s possibilities provided that they will be integrated in Anderson’s 

recognizing the employee’s voice in a workplace democracy. Education on nudging, learning 

from mistakes are aspects that are relevant to Anderson’s employee’s voice in a workplace. 

  

Decision making on a lower level 

Conly’s and Anderson’s view should be integrated in a transparent nudging management 

pushing down the authority of the decision making to a next lower level in the organization. 

The first step is to create an outline of the decision making authority and make them visible for 

all employees. Developing nudge management, every employee should have the opportunity 

to join this process and sign up as a candidate for a decision they think they’re capable of and 

share their thoughts in a constructive dialogue with their manager. Engaging and educating the 

employee in the advantages and disadvantages of the nudging, might process the decision 

making authority to a lower level of the organization. The capable employees get the 

opportunity to decide whether the choice architecture will consist of a large amount of possible 

choices or they might suggest a form of Conly’s paternalism. At the same time, leaders don’t 

have to worry about undesired outcomes (Minnaar, 2017). 
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Conclusion 

Nudges in the workplace have hidden costs that might create an inequality between the highly 

educated and lower educated employees. Social problems, like income and health disparities, 

can have a big influence on the outcome of nudge management and are able to create a bigger 

inequality between the haves and the have-nots. Therefore, employers should be aware of the 

possible risks and should take into account the ethical consequences, when implementing 

nudge management in the workplace. Furthermore, nudging should be part of a 

democratization of the workplace where the employees themselves are part of the process and 

therefore more engaged in the opportunities and benefits of nudging. 

 

 

[1] https://www.scu.edu/ethics/ethics-resources/ethical-decision-making/justice-and-fairness/ 
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§6: Report Conclusion 

Above were presented four different papers on the topic of ‘nudging employee behaviour’. It 

is interesting to see that every paper took a different perspective on the topic, on different 

levels of analysis. The first paper and its arguments are based on macro level analysis and 

includes the aspect of organizational behaviour in a broad sense. The second and third paper 

are in between the macro- and micro level analysis, as both essays argue about (tense) 

relationships between employee and employer. The fourth and last paper argues on the micro 

level, as it takes into account the ethical aspects of nudging concerning the individuals in the 

workplace.   

The first paper is taking the point of view of the organizational goals, and how to steer 

organizational behaviour in such a way that common organizational goals can be realized. By 

means of including the Theory of Planned Behavior, together with information provision, 

better understanding of “nudging” within an organization will arise and collaboration is 

fuelled. Such a collaboration will help to obtain the achievement of common goals and 

particularly the organizational efficiency; a pro of nudging which is also indicated in the 

second essay.    

The second paper reflects the effect nudging can have on the relationship between the 

employee and the employer, as the employer is often the one who implements the nudge. It 

adds to the conclusion on the first essay by also agreeing on the employers being able to 

nudge employees behavior but adds that a certain boundary that should be taken into account 

to protect the freedom of the employee.  

The third paper argues that nudges can bring a form of manipulation with them that influence 

employee behaviour. To decrease the level of manipulation this paper adds to the conclusion 

of the second paper and also in accordance with the first paper, that employers should inform 

the employees about the effect of nudges and the existence of nudges in the organization.  
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The fourth paper shows that nudges might create an inequality between the highly and lower 

educated employees. It also shows that not all employees are nudge-able. Social problems 

might influence the outcomes of nudging and create bigger inequalities between the 

employees. It is even possible that, due to nudging, a group of people who are in need, will be 

left behind.  

It might be a good solution to connect nudging to a democratization process of the workplace, 

where employees themselves can be a part of the decision making process. Bringing the 

decision making of nudging to a lower level in the organization might also increase the 

opportunities and raise the number of employees that will benefit of the nudging. 

 

 

The collaborative paper is pretty inclusive. There are a lot of different points of view 

considered and the issue is looked at from a micro to a macro level. As a result of the 

different perspectives a limitation of the overall paper can be identified, because drawing an 

overall conclusion can be difficult. In the essays are different papers used and different 

theories discussed, this results in difficulties drawing the overall conclusion. However, the 

different perspectives of the papers can also be seen as a positive side of the collaborative 

paper. The collaborative paper has a broad view regarding the concept of nudging, which 

strengthens the paper.  
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