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§1: Report Introduction 

 

This essay bundle was written for the bachelor course ‘Political Philosophy and Organization 

Studies’ at Tilburg University. Political Philosophy is a branch of philosophy concerned with 

answering philosophical questions about state, government, politics, liberty, justice, and 

authority (Cawston, 2019). In political philosophy, the fundamental question is: ‘How should 

we live together?’ Or in other words, ‘How should we organize society?’ Organization Studies 

is a field of study within the social sciences, that aims to structurally analyse and understand 

organizations, and how organizations shape social relations and create institutions, influencing 

people (Clegg, Hardy, Lawrence, & Nord, 2006). Because political philosophy shares common 

ground with our field of study Organization Studies (OS), it is important for us, OS bachelor 

students, to better understand the (moral) foundations and principles on which societies are 

built.   

 

The philosophical question we aim to answer in our essays is ‘Should employers nudge 

employee behaviour?’ To understand this question we first need to understand what nudge and 

nudge management are. A nudge is defined as ‘any aspect of the choice architecture that alters 

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

changing their economic incentives’ (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, p. 6). Nudge management 

‘applies insights from behavioural science to design organizational contexts so to optimize fast 

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

organization’ (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 2).  

 

Our essays contribute to the debate on nudge management, in the sense that we acknowledge 

the benefits of nudging employee behaviour from an Organization Studies perspective, but 
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remain critical towards the application of nudge management in real organizations, based on 

ideas stemming from political philosophy. The first essay (‘The reasons why employers should 

nudge employee behaviour’, see §2) will argue for the concept of nudging employee behaviour. 

This essay will provide different reasons why employers should be allowed to nudge employee 

behaviour. The second essay (‘Nudging employee behaviour and the importance of 

transparency’, see §3) also will argue for nudging. It discusses multiple justifications of 

nudging and benefits of nudge management. The most important contribution will be the 

condition of transparency that responds to the objection that nudging would constrain freedom. 

The third essay (‘Against nudging employee behaviour: A thought experiment’, see §4) will 

argue against nudge management, by means of a thought experiment. In this thought 

experiment it becomes apparent that real organizations are almost never both libertarian and 

paternalistic.   
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§2: The reasons why employers should nudge employee behaviour  

 

Introduction 

One of the most successful companies nowadays is Google. Even though Google has a very 

tight management control system, the company is not controlling in a traditional way. By using 

nudges and remaking default rules, productivity, decision-making and the perceived freedom 

of its employees can be improved. In this way the choice architecture of its employees is 

controlled by the Googles management system (Elbert and Freibichler, 2017). 

 

The central question in this paper is: ‘Should employers nudge employee behaviour?’ The 

opinions towards this are very scattered. In this paper I will argue for the position that 

employers should be permitted to nudge employee behaviour. In the introduction section I will 

define the main concepts that are relevant to justify why nudges should be permitted. After that 

I will provide arguments that support my position and respond to possible objections. In the 

last section of this paper, I will summarize all the arguments on why employers should nudge 

employee behaviour.  

 

Exposition 

To make sure that fast thinking and unconscious behaviour of employees is optimized in line 

with the goals of the organization, employers can make us of the nudge management approach. 

This approach makes use of the insights from behavioural sciences to design organizational 

contexts. Employers should nudge employee behaviour because using this management 

approach makes it possible to improve knowledge worker productivity. Nudge management 

offers the opportunity to improve the employees’ efficiency, effectiveness, and motivation 
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The main concept in this paper is ‘nudge management’. A nudge is an intervention on the 

context in which people make decisions, also called the ‘choice architecture’. A nudge makes 

it possible to influence people on making better decisions, while still giving them the freedom 

of choice. The goal of a nudge according to Thaler and Sunstein (2008) is to alter people’s 

behaviour in a predictable way, to steer people in particular directions. By using the nudge 

management approach, it is possible to increase knowledge worker productivity. “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 objectives of the organization” (Elbert & Freibichler, 2015, p. 2-3). 

Since the existence of the idea of nudging, this concept has been debated a lot. Experts from 

different fields have researched and discussed this topic. An important part of the discussion 

that is focused on justifying the governmental use of nudges, is called libertarian paternalism. 

Barton & Grüne-Yanoff (2015) characterize libertarian paternalism as a particular kind of 

advocacy of nudges.   

 

Argument 

In their paper From Libertarian Paternalism to Nudging – and Beyond, Barton and Grüne-

Yanoff (2015) provide different arguments, from the libertarian paternalism perspective, in 

order to justify the use of nudges. First of all the concept rationality is being discussed. 

Sometimes the choices we make do not reflect our own choices. This is called systematic 

irrationality. Nudging people’s behaviour might help people to find out what their actual own 

will is. 

 

According to the libertarian paternalists people’s preferences are not always well-formed. 

Libertarian paternalists find individuals own ‘true’ preferences important. This are the 
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preferences people would have in perfect conditions of complete information, no lack of self-

control and cognitive capacities that are unlimited. Nudges can steer people’s behaviour in a 

direction that promotes their private welfare which reflects their personal preferences. 

Another reason to justify the use of nudges is that they are designed to be easily avoidable. 

This means that agents that want to be nudged, can be. People who do not want to be nudged 

because of different preferences can simply avoid the nudge. 

 

An objection that can be made against this justification for the use of nudges is that preferences 

are heterogeneous in almost every large enough population or group. This means that a general 

nudge does not match some people’s preferences. This objection is called the ‘objection from 

coherence’. For example, there are people that prefer to smoke, even if they know what the 

involving risks are. Sunstein (2013) responds on this objection. He says that this problem might 

be softened by the use of personalized nudges. In this way people would be nudged in a 

particular direction based on their own preferences. 

 

The last justification made by the libertarian paternalists is the unavoidability of arranging the 

choice architecture. This justification simply implies that it is impossible not to nudge. 

According to Sunstein (2015), there always has to be created some kind of choice architecture. 

Libertarian paternalism only suggest when creating this choice architecture, to give it a good 

direction. 

 

According to Elbert and Freibichler (2017) nudges are non-intrusive, easily scalable, and don’t 

require large changes.  The nudge management approach applies insights from the behavioural 

science while designing organizational contexts. Using the nudge management approach can 

help to improve efficiency, effectiveness and motivation. In their paper Nudge management: 



7 

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

Freibichler provide arguments on how nudge management increases the knowledge worker 

productivity. 

 

First of all, Elbert and Freibichler state that by implementing the nudge management approach, 

the efficiency of meetings will be improved. The ratio of output per hour is often perceived as 

to be poor. The tendency to keep searching for further information, even though it does not 

influence actions, is called the information bias. This bias could be a possible reason for the 

increase in scheduled meetings. This is often seen in large companies and through the 

availability of ‘big data’. A powerful suggestion is to improve the meeting efficiency is to 

change the default assumption of meeting times. By changing the default from 60 minutes to 

30 minutes, a new social norm will be created. This can be a very impressive and easily strategy 

to increase efficiency. 

 

Another problem that could be improved is the efficiency in planning. In large organizations 

you often see that people have the tendency to underestimate the time need to finish a task. 

This is called the optimism bias. To fix this problem, a nudge manager could introduce so-

called implementation intentions. This means that employees openly commit to their plans and 

communicate their key objectives in front of their peers on quarterly basis. Individuals provide 

targets for measuring their progress. By doing this, overconfidence and a widespread optimism 

bias can be reduced. 

 

For many knowledge workers it is hard to work in an office environment filled with constant 

distractions. This affects the productivity and makes it impossible to engage in deep work. A 

nudge manager can approach this situation by changing the default rules. For example, the 
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manager a “no-meeting day” has already been introduced by various organizations with 

significant improvements in productivity as a result (Elbert and Freibichler, 2017). Showing 

consequences of knowledge workers’ own past choices and actions, could also support a less 

distracting environment. By using these nudges, managers can help to increase productivity 

and the task efficiency could be improved. 

 

The last type of efficiency that Elbert and Freibichler (2017) talk about is the efficiency of 

knowledge sharing. Knowledge sharing within companies is very important to be able to 

innovate. As mentioned in the introduction part of this paper, Google is one of the most 

successful companies. An example of how a nudge manager ensures that knowledge workers 

interact in a successful way is the introduction of “micro kitchens” by Google. The architectural 

design of these kitchens, creates an atmosphere where people are able to engage in discussion 

and exchange ideas. 

 

Lastly, I will provide another objection toward nudging. When nudging employee behaviour, 

this means that employees are not totally ‘free’. The decision they make is controlled or even 

manipulated. My response to this objection is as follows. I agree that nudging can be seen as 

taking away a part of the employers’ freedom. But I think that if an employer is open and clear 

about the existence of nudges, this issue about freedom can be taken away. Because in this way 

the employee can decide for himself whether he will go along with the nudge or not.  

 

Conclusion 

Employers should be permitted to nudge employee behaviour. To justify the use of nudges, 

different aspects can be taken into account. Nudges can solve the problem of systematic 

irrationality and help people to realize their own will. Secondly they can help to find out our 



9 

true preferences. By using personal nudges, the ‘objection from coherence’ can be remedied. 

Besides that nudges are designed to be easily avoidable. Lastly, there always has to be some 

kind of choice architecture, so why not giving it a good direction. 

 

In addition, the nudge management approach uses insights from behavioural science to create 

organizational contexts that optimize fast thinking and unconscious behaviour of employees 

that match the goals of the organization. By implementing the nudge management approach, 

the efficiency of meetings, planning, tasks and knowledge sharing can be improved.  
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§3: Nudging employee behaviour and the importance of transparency  

 

Introduction 

Nudge management currently is a popular and heavily debated issue in both the behavioural 

sciences and business world. Is the use of nudges ethically and legally appropriate to increase 

knowledge worker productivity? Or in other words: Should employers nudge employee 

behaviour? In this paper I will argue that employers are allowed to and should nudge employee 

behaviour, on condition that complete transparency is guaranteed. With complete transparency 

is meant that employees are not only made aware of nudges, but also understand how they 

work. This brief introduction is followed by the exposition section, where I will lay out a 

framework of the main theories that I use to make my case. Definitions and terminology that 

are applicable and relevant for my argument will be explained. Secondly, in the core chapter 

of the paper, I will present arguments that support my statement and also provide some 

objections and responses to those objections. Lastly, the paper contains a concluding chapter 

that gives you a last summarized overview of why employers should nudge employee 

behaviour, full transparency taken into account. 

 

Exposition  

The main focus of this paper and its core question is the concept nudging. Nudge theory is 

largely developed by Thaler and Sunstein (2009), so their definitions of focal concepts will be 

the main starting point. Most importantly, they define a nudge as “any aspect of the choice 

architecture that alters people’s behaviour in a predictable way without forbidding any options 

or significantly changing their economic incentives” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, p. 6).  
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There are two elements of this definition that need some further explanation. First the concept 

choice architecture, which Thaler and Sunstein (2009) characterize as the context in which 

people make decisions. An important point to acknowledge: this choice architecture is a given, 

a context in which a decision is made is always present. A second important element of the 

definition above is “without (...) significantly changing their economic incentives”. With this, 

Thaler and Sunstein (2009) mean that the intervention must be easy and cheap to avoid. It 

should not take the person that is being nudged a lot of effort to avoid it, their nature is not 

intrusive at all.  

 

How we argue justifications and objections to nudge theory also depends on how we perceive 

the idea of freedom. Berlin (1958) makes a distinction between positive and negative freedom, 

and for this debate we can look at a specific type of positive freedom: autonomy. This means 

freedom can be limited by the desires or emotions of something Berlin (1958) calls the ‘lower 

self’. If a person gives in to the desires of the ‘lower self’, and these contradict the long-term 

vision of the ‘higher self’, he or she is not completely free. This notion of freedom can also be 

seen as a justification for the statements of Thaler and Sunstein and Conly, mentioned in the 

paragraph below.  

 

Another important aspect of nudge theory is its link to libertarian paternalism, which is a 

relatively mild version of paternalism. Thaler and Sunstein (2003) claim nudging to be 

libertarian because according to them, nudges do not interfere with the freedom of choice and 

paternalist because the interventions steer people’s behaviour in private welfare promoting 

directions.  
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A more radical form of paternalism is coercive paternalism, which does take away people’s 

choices. Conly (2012) is a strong supporter of this theory and argues that the deliberate 

restriction of freedom of others is justified if this is in their best interest. In terms of Berlin: 

when the ‘lower self’ wins in a situation, others have the right to actively interfere and push 

the person to follow its ‘higher self’. Even though her opinion on restricting freedom is too 

extreme to fully apply to my argument, she does give some good arguments for nudging in 

general. These I will discuss in the argument section of the paper.  

 

The connection of nudge theory to the work floor, and final point of discussion, can be made 

with the term nudge management. Nudge management “applies insights from behavioural 

science to design organizational contexts so to optimize fast thinking and unconscious 

behaviour of employees in line with the objectives of the organization” (Ebert & Freibichler, 

2017, p. 2). This article gives an overview and examples of multiple ways in which knowledge 

worker productivity can be increased by implementing nudge management. They conclude 

with the statement that nudge management is an exciting opportunity, and its measurability 

will only get more advanced in the future.  

 

Argument 

In essence, a human being is not capable of making a completely rational decision. As Berlin 

(1958) would say, their filled with desires and addictions ‘lower self’ can rule out their ‘higher 

self’ and causes people to not make the truly right decision. Conly (2012) in turn assigns this 

human bounded rationality to multiple cognitive biases. A first example of these biases is 

unrealistic optimism: many feel like they are less likely than others to for example be fired or 

make a wrong work-related decision. People take more risks than they should, because they 

have blind spots. A second example is the status quo bias, which is a preference for the current 
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situation. A new process system at work might be more beneficial, but because people aren’t 

familiar with it they are likely to reject it. All this together makes it clear that a person, thus an 

employee, is not completely rational and won’t always be loyal to his or her ‘true’ self. In the 

case of nudge management, the employer could make the actions and ‘true’ preferences align, 

which results in a more rational decision of the employee. This explains that nudging is also 

beneficial for the employee on a personal level.  

 

A second argument in favour of nudging on the work floor is that, as Thaler and Sunstein 

(2009) stated, you always will need a choice architecture to present a decision. Then why not 

construct this architecture in a way that is most efficient and beneficial for everyone? This I 

will illustrate by using an example from the Ebert and Freibichler (2007) paper. They present 

a research which showed that meeting efficiency could be significantly improved by changing 

the standard meeting time to 30 minutes instead of 60 minutes. This was a way to battle 

information bias: the tendency to seek more and more information even though it won’t affect 

action. The effect was that minutes of 45 minutes were now perceived as long, instead of short. 

The change lead to a 5 percent decrease of time spent in meetings, which could be used for 

other work-related activities. My point here is: you will always have to set a standard meeting 

time, and there is no harm in just making it 30 minutes. Other benefits for the organization and 

its employees Ebert and Freibichler (2007) highlights are significantly more efficiency 

regarding planning, tasks and knowledge sharing.  

 

Thirdly, the fact that Thaler and Sunstein (2009) define the mere definition of a nudge as easy 

and cheap to avoid, emphasizes that an employee won’t be pushed in any direction he or she 

cannot easily escape from. An employee will always be able to make a different choice, without 
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the cost of a lot of effort or money. This easy avoidability especially argues the fact that 

employees still can make their own choice and thus nudging is not harmful.  

 

A first objection to nudging of employees might be that there is a structural difference between 

deliberately setting up a choice architecture or just letting it be a coincidental one. To respond 

to this, I would like to use the meeting time example from the previous paragraph. If the only 

difference in this situation is a higher or lower efficiency related to the meeting time: why 

would an employer consciously choose for a setting that is less efficient, just to try to prove the 

point that you don’t nudge your employees? This would be a loss for everyone in the 

organization. 

 

Furthermore, the biggest objection towards the nudging of employee behaviour probably is that 

it would take away a part of their freedom. The fear is that the decision you make by following 

a nudge, is not in line with what you deep down really want. This viewpoint is often combined 

with critique that nudging is just plain manipulation, and thus we should object it. In my 

opinion, yes, nudging can be seen as a very mild form of manipulation. But these issues can be 

taken away when the existence and process of nudging is made aware. If an employer is open 

about what a nudge is and when it is applied in an employees’ day to day working life, this 

employee would fully consciously decide to go along with a nudge. At that point, there is no 

uncertainty and the choice is deliberately made. This makes a claim on restriction of freedom 

invaluable and takes away the last manipulative traits of the concept nudging. Therefore, 

complete transparency on the work floor about nudges should be guaranteed to be able to justify 

it.  
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Conclusion 

To defend the statement that employers should nudge employee behaviour I firstly used a 

bounded rationality argument with support from Berlin (1958) and Conly (2012). Secondly, 

Thaler and Sunstein (2009) justified my choice architecture and avoidability arguments, which 

I related to the work floor situation by using the paper by Ebert and Freibichler (2007). Lastly 

I responded to some of the biggest objections regarding this topic by adding a condition of 

transparency to my statement: nudges should be known and understood by all employees. 

Therefore, and only under this condition, it is fully justified for employers to nudge employee 

behaviour. 
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§4: Against nudging employee behaviour: A thought experiment 

 

Introduction 

On April 8, 2008, Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein’s book Nudge: Improving Decisions about 

Health, Wealth and Happiness was first published. In their book, they introduced a new 

movement within political philosophy: libertarian paternalism (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). 

Thaler and Sunstein propose nudging as a means to overcome the negative effects of people’s 

cognitive biases in decision-making (2009). Moreover, they are optimistic about the notion that 

nudging has the potential to improve governance practices (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). Later, 

Ebert and Freibichler introduced the notion of nudge management (2017). Though nudge 

management is praised by many scholars and practitioners, others have critiqued nudging 

practices in organizations. This brings us to the central question in this essay: ‘Should 

employers nudge employee behaviour?’ 

 

In this essay, I will mainly argue against nudging employee behaviour. First, I will define the 

main concepts related to nudging. Then I will provide my main arguments against nudging by 

means of a thought experiment in which the libertarian condition and/or the paternalistic 

condition(s) is/are not met. I also introduce some possible objections to my own arguments and 

my response to these objections. In the final section of this essay, I argue that employers should 

nudge employee behaviour if an organization fulfils both the libertarian condition and the 

paternalistic condition. From the thought experiment I conclude that in contemporary 

organizations both of these conditions are rarely met. Therefore in principle employers should 

not nudge employee behaviour, if the nudge cannot be justified.   

 

Exposition 
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From the introduction above, we can identify some key concepts that are related to nudging: 

cognitive bias, nudge, choice architect, nudge management, and libertarian paternalism. Below 

I provide a summary of the definitions of these concepts. A cognitive bias is defined as ‘cases 

in which human cognition reliably produces representations that are systematically distorted 

compared to some aspect of objective reality’ (Haselton, Nettle, & Murray, 2016, p. 968). An 

example of a cognitive bias in an organizational context is the ostrich effect: avoiding negative 

financial information by pretending it does not exist (Desjardins, 2018). Thus, cognitive biases 

can result in irrational and non-effective choices. Nudging is proposed as a solution to cognitive 

biases. A nudge is defined as ‘any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s 

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

economic incentives’ (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, p. 6). Nudges are designed by choice 

architects. A choice architect ‘has the responsibility for organizing the context in which people 

make decisions’ (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, p. 3). It is important to note that Thaler and Sunstein 

assume that choice architects cannot create ‘neutral’ designs (2009). Nudge management 

‘applies insights from behavioural science to design organizational contexts so to optimize fast 

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

organization’ (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 2). Libertarian paternalism is a movement that 

combines the viewpoints of libertarianism and paternalism (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). The 

libertarian aspect lies in the ‘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’ (Thaler & Sunstein, 

2009, p. 5). ‘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’ 

(Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, p. 5). From the libertarian paternalistic viewpoint, a nudge leaves 

people with a free choice to do what they want to do (libertarian), and it aims to improve the 

outcomes of people’s decision-making (paternalistic).  
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Argument 

As previously mentioned, I will argue against nudging of employee behaviour by employers 

(i.e. nudge management), by means of a thought experiment. Thought experiments are ‘devices 

of the imagination used to investigate the nature of things’ (Brown & Fehige, 2019, 

introduction). Thought experiments can be used in conceptual analysis to make seemingly 

abstract conceptualizations and scenarios more readily understandable (Brown & Fehige, 

2019).   

 

In order to provide an answer to the essay question, this thought experiment is set in a fictitious 

organization. An organization can be defined as a social entity that is goal-directed, is designed 

as a deliberately structured and coordinated activity system, and it is linked to its external 

environment (Daft, Murphy, & Willmott, 2017). The employer is the choice architect in this 

thought experiment. In this organization there are two conditions that are either met or not met: 

I call these the libertarian condition and the paternalistic condition. These conditions are based 

on the core notions of libertarian paternalism, as defined above. The libertarian condition 

entails that employees of the organization are free to do what they like and that they are free to 

opt out of doing what they do not like (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). The paternalistic condition 

entails that the employer aims to influence the employees’ behaviour for their own good 

(Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). Each condition can be either met or not met, thus there are four 

possible scenarios in this thought experiment. 

 

Scenario I: In the first scenario, both the libertarian and paternalistic conditions are met. For 

this scenario, I would argue that organizations should indeed nudge employee behaviour. There 
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are no restrictions to the free choice of employees and the nudging is indeed beneficial for the 

well-being of the employees.  

 

Scenario II: In the second scenario, the libertarian condition is not met, and the paternalistic 

condition is met. The liberation condition is not met, because the employer has the right to 

manage over the organization’s employees: the employees can only to a certain extent freely 

choose what they want to do and what they do not want to do. The organization assigns tasks 

to the employees, even if the employees would rather not perform such a task. If the employee 

does not execute his or her task there will be sanctions. This scenario is in line with Elizabeth 

Anderson’s notion of private governments; private governments have the right to set rules, the 

right to enforce these rules, and arbitrary power over those who are governed (2017). Because 

the organization exercises arbitrary power over its employees, and we do not know the 

circumstances in which this power is exercised, I argue against nudging. 

 

Scenario III: In the third scenario, the libertarian condition is met, and the paternalistic 

condition is not met. The employer does not actively aim to influence the employees’ behaviour 

for their own good. This does not mean however, that the intentions of the organization are 

morally wrong. Most likely, actively influencing employees’ behaviour for their own good is 

simply not an organizational goal. This does not necessarily imply that the employer does (not) 

care about the employees. We cannot know this for sure from the paternalistic condition alone. 

Because we cannot know for sure whether the intentions of the employer are good, I would 

argue against nudging in this scenario.  

 

Scenario IV: In the fourth scenario, both the libertarian and paternalistic conditions are not 

met. Thus, the organization is a private government and the employer does not actively aim to 
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influence the employees’ behaviour for their own good. This is the case in many, if not the 

majority of, modern organizations, irrespective of socio-economic differences between 

organizations. In this scenario I would argue against nudging, because we do not know the 

circumstances in which arbitrary power is exercised, and whether of intentions of the employer 

are good.  

 

A possible objection to this thought experiment is that, although the libertarian and paternalistic 

conditions are not met, some other values might be striven for by the organization. For instance, 

the organization might still value fair treatment of all employees. Taking into account other 

principles, values, or conditions is beyond the boundaries of this short thought experiment. 

Therefore we cannot know for sure whether the arbitrary power the employer in the thought 

experiment exercises is just, and whether the intentions of the nudge are just.  

 

My response to this objection is as follows. In real organizations it is often context dependent 

what is (morally) right to do, or not to do. Among others, Ebert and Freibichler argue that 

nudge management can be very useful indeed (2017). Therefore we should consider per real-

life organization whether nudge management, and to what extent, can be justified.  Richard 

Thaler and Cass Sunstein themselves acknowledge that nudging people’s behaviour to an 

increasing extent can become a slippery slope (2009).   

 

Conclusion 

The main question of this essay was: ‘Should employers nudge employee behaviour?’ 

Concluding from the above, employers should nudge employee behaviour if employees are 

free to do what they like, and free to opt out of doing what they do not like, and if the employer 

aims to influence the employees’ behaviour for their own good. By means of a thought 
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experiment, I illustrated that in contemporary organizations this is almost never the case. 

Organizations are private governments who exercise arbitrary power over those governed, and 

actively influencing employees’ behaviour for their own good is not an organizational goal for 

most organizations. However, I acknowledge that nudging can be useful, and therefore we 

should consider per real-life organization whether applying nudge management can be justified 

or not. Thus, in principle, employers should not nudge employee behaviour, unless the 

libertarian and paternalistic conditions are met, or the use of nudge management can be 

justified.  
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§5: Report Conclusion 

 

The first essay (‘The reasons why employers should nudge employee behaviour’, see §2) argues 

that employers should be permitted to nudge employee behaviour, only if the use of these 

nudges can be justified. The efficiency of meetings, planning, tasks and knowledge sharing can 

be improved by the use of nudge management. The second essay (‘Nudging employee 

behaviour and the importance of transparency’, see §3) argues that nudging employee 

behaviour has significant benefits and is justified as long as transparency is guaranteed. This 

means that employees are fully aware of what a nudge is and when they are being nudged. The 

third essay (‘Against nudging employee behaviour: A thought experiment’, see §4) argues that 

in principle we should not nudge employee behaviour, unless we can justify the use of nudge 

management, or unless the organizational context is libertarian and paternalistic.  From this we 

can conclude that the first and third essay have the same conclusion. Overall, all three papers 

use more or less the same concepts and theories, yet we our own perspectives and 

interpretations of these concepts. This results in complementary view that together give a more 

elaborated answer to the main question: ‘Should employers nudge employees behaviour?’  

 

A first remark on this report is that all papers used the conceptual analysis method to gather 

theory to support their arguments. Conceptual analysis stands for reasoning and argument, for 

assessing argument strength and structure (Cawston, 2019). A benefit of this method is the high 

degree of alignment between the papers. In multiple sections the same concepts and definitions 

for the same theories were used, resulting in an easier understanding and integration of the 

papers. Yet, the use of conceptual analysis implicated that we did not look at the history of all 

concepts discussed. This is defined as a genealogical analysis, which sees a concept or idea as 

something that is influenced by contingent events, power, and the way they support certain 
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relations (Caswton, 2019). If we also would have made use of this kind of analysis, we could 

have made an even stronger legitimate claim on our argument.  

 

A second remark on this report is that all arguments are only based on theory. Because all the 

authors study Organization Studies, it is often the case that we do research within organizations 

in an empirical way. In this way we can study whether theories are actually applicable. This 

paper is only based on theories, no organisation is examined to see how these theories are put 

into practice. In future research on the use of nudge management, it would be nice to investigate 

organisations from inside out. In this way it is possible to find out which theories are relevant 

for particular organisations.  

 

Our closing remarks are that we strongly encourage (future) CEOs, managers, policy makers, 

and all people in similar decision-making positions, to think critically of new concepts such as 

nudge management when they are introduced to them. They should consider whether the real 

life implementation of such new management ideas is justifiable.  
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