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§1: Introduction 

Introduction and Question 

The implementation of psychology knowledge on behaviour in the workplace has become 

increasingly popular for managers. Nudging has gained popularity in change-management. 

Organizations use different methods to bring about behavioural change, “workplace nudging” is one 

of them. This method is aimed at managers using small, effective changes to persuade employees to 

show desired behaviour. 

In this collaborative paper will concern the question: “Should employers nudge employee 

behaviour?” 

From the behavioural psychology theory of nudging, the theory of nudge management was 

derived. “Roughly speaking, 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” (Ebert & 

Freiblicher, 2017, p. 2). In addition to this: a nudge is 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, 2008). It has been argued that nudge 

management is beneficial for employees and organisations: “The advantages of nudge management, 

in contrast to many other change management approaches, are evident: nudges are usually not very 

intrusive, easily scalable, and employees are not forced to make extensive changes to their working 

habits” (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 5).  

However, many objections against nudge management have also been named, e.g. some 

doubt if it is ethical to nudge. Therefore, this collaborative paper will answer the question if 

employers should nudge employee behaviour. 

First the paper will give a motivation for the research question, after the motivation a short 

signpost of four individual papers will be given. In addition to this, this paper will take a look at all 
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the individual essays together and in the end will come up with a conclusion and some limitations 

on this research.  

Motivation  

 It is important to discuss this question for the future of organizations. If nudge management 

is found to be ethical and the conclusion is that employers should nudge employee behaviour, this 

could bring positive insights for organizations in the future. Not only employers, but also 

researchers, could start to experiment with certain nudges to find what makes the organization and 

their employees behave most optimally. For example, in an organization, a lot of time is spent on 

information sharing, but the output per hour is perceived to be poor. A nudge manager may 

approach this problem of meeting efficiency by adjusting the default assumption of meeting times. 

This could be beneficial for the future of the structure and way of organizing the organization, since 

everything would run in the most efficient way with help from nudge management. 

Individual Papers  

Four individually written essays about the nudge topic are merged in order to complete a full 

collaborative paper. Firstly, an individual written essay will introduce conflicting society choices, 

subsequently the nudging issue, and ultimately relevant philosophical positions. Then, the problem 

between freedom and poor choice will be given. In addition, this paper slightly touches varieties of 

Paternalism. Furthermore, the nudge theory and mechanism follow thereafter. This essay focuses on 

free choices and bad choices the society makes according to their freedom. Furthermore, this essay 

concludes that only if nudging benefits the employee itself, it should be permitted by employers to 

nudge employee behaviour. In addition, employers should make good choices easier, but do not 

remove the options for employees. 

In the second paper, it is argued that employers nudge employees mainly for economic 

reasons. Nudges are cheap and have powerful effects. As nudging bypasses deliberative thinking 

and rational decision making, it is very useful for changing routine and thoughtless decision 
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making. Providing training and information to change behaviour in a desired way results in poor 

results. Nudging contributes in closing the gap between intent and behaviour by reducing logical 

errors and improving results. It is also argued that employee and employer have mutual benefits: the 

employee productivity can be increased without the use of coercion and employers’ authority. 

Employers should nudge employees behaviour for 1. economic benefits of the employee and 2. for 

bypassing coercive management methods, which are preferred for both employer and employee.  

Thirdly, this individual essay will show you the pros of nudging behaviour of employees on 

the work floor. The problem between an organization achieving his goals and the employees that 

are working toward this goal will be given. In addition, important terms will be explained and  

arguments why nudging is a good thing on the work floor will be discussed. In conclusion this essay 

says that employees can work more productively what is more efficient and effective for reaching 

goals and nudging is a good method for this because it gives the employees a step in the right 

direction.  

Fourth, and last of the individual papers will counter objections that are often made against 

nudge management, e.g. the fact that it is very hard to define your employees true preferences, or 

that nudging would not teach you anything. This paper will therefore argue that employers should 

be permitted to nudge their employees since most effects gained from this are positive for the good 

of the employees and the organizations.  

Though organisations are engaged to train and educate their employees, all papers argue that 

employees fail to make good decisions in a predictive way. By nudging employees, employers 

contribute to their decision making according the preferences or intentions. The papers are in 

accordance about the positive effect on meeting the goals upon the application of nudging in the 

workplace. Efficiency increase is a shared argument for all authors.  

In conclusion it is agreed that employers should nudge employees behaviour, as nudging 

optimizes employees behaviour in line with the goals of the company.   
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§2 To Nudge or Not to Nudge, at Work 

Introduction and Thesis 

          “We do things that are bad for us – we take risks we soon regret, we thwart our own desires, 

we undercut our own fulfilment. On the one hand, we value our liberty, and resent being told what 

to do. On the other, we often regret bitterly the choices that have diminished the quality of our lives 

and wish we could do it over and choose better” (Conly, 2012, p. 16).  

 The following paragraphs of this essay build up in order to answer the following question: 

Should employers nudge employee behaviour?  

First, I will introduce conflicting society choices, subsequently the nudging issue, and 

ultimately relevant philosophical positions. Second, the problem between freedom and poor choice 

will be given. Third, varieties of Paternalism will be touched slightly. Furthermore, to elaborate on 

the political philosophical positions, the nudge theory and mechanism follow. Given these points - I 

take the ‘pro’ position in this essay - employers should nudge employee behaviour. As my final 

point, this essay concludes that only if nudging benefits the employee itself, it should be permitted 

by employers to nudge employee behaviour.  

Free Choices and Bad Choices 

Freedom comes with so-called poor choices (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). Some think it is 

important to respect people’s free choices and decisions about their own lives. However, it is also 

recognized that often bad choices are made that harm interests, even when being well-informed. 

This is a concern for wellbeing, examples are smoking, unhealthy eating, smog, and retirement. In 

addition, a lot of people have information about health issues, although smoke anyway. Smoking 

will not only harm another but could also lead to a smoking addiction. Furthermore, we harm our 

own interests collectively, such as driving a car while knowing it is bad for the environment. 

However, we collectively, make the choice of going with the car. This not only harms me, but also 
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others around me. Given these points, people make free choices, and this results in bad choices for 

the individual.  

Political Philosophical Perspectives 

In order to answer the question: Should employers nudge employee behaviour?; it is 

important to elaborate several political philosophical perspectives. There are two ways to look at 

what to do when people use their liberties to harm themselves. From a Libertarianism perspective: 

the value of autonomy and free choices requires we let people harm themselves. However, 

information can be provided, so one can try to rationally persuade otherwise, and correct for 

mistaken means. This is called respectively, Soft Paternalism and Weak Paternalism. From a 

Paternalistic perspective: we should promote well-being. Thus, one can coerce informed individuals 

and correct mistakes of values and goals is these are harmful. Respectively, this is called hard 

paternalism and strong paternalism. According to Dworkin (2002) in the Stanford Encyclopaedia of 

Philosophy, Paternalism is “the interference of a state of an individual with another person, against 

their will, and defended or motivated by claim that the person interfered with will be better off or 

protected from harm” (p. 1). In addition, if it is not to benefit others, the society as a whole, it is to 

benefit a person. For example, Paternalism is a limit set on how much one can interfere with people 

and why one interferes with people. Only if the individual is ill-informed of deciding involuntarily 

and one does not know how bad smoking is, in this case an employee could engage in this in terms 

on nudging.  

Nudge Theory and Mechanisms 

With this being said, this essay comes to the core. Explained and elaborated that people with 

free choices make bad choices, there is a certain ‘middle road’ between letting people choose 

freely, on the other hand badly and coercing them to promote their interests. The middle road is to 

nudge. A nudge is “any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s behaviour in a 

predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic 
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incentives” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008, p. 6). Recognized it that freedom of choice is often a good 

thing to respect, however freedom of choice is not just randomly. There are certain conditions that 

help to promote right choices. Nudging aims to improve people’s choices; it is a combination of 

approaches to reconcile. Freedom of choice is often a good guide, although it must be under the 

right conditions, and protect people from error without overriding the free choice. Nudging is the 

main feature of Libertarian Paternalism, a combination of two approaches that reconciliate: a) 

freedom of choice is often a good guide, although must be under the right conditions, b) protect 

people from error without overriding the free choice. The Libertarian argue that it is to not block 

people’s choices and thus respect people's’ liberties, the Paternalistic part is to make people better 

off without. The aim is to improve well-being such as health, wealth and happiness (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2003).  Nudging can shape choices in the ‘right’ direction and promote people’s interests. 

This means that without coercion, actions can be directed in order to do the good thing. Nudging is 

to utilize knowledge to help us make better choices.  The key premise is that context can change 

behaviour, through ‘choice architecture’, part of the definition of nudge (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008, 

p. 6). It means that the person who makes the choices is the choice architect. For example, whatever 

design a building has, it will have an effect on how people will relate with each other in this 

building. In addition, one may ignore this example of a nudge, because nudging does not remove a 

person's choices.  

Should Employers Nudge Employee Behaviour? 

Employers should nudge employee behaviour. As I have built upon this position, I argued 

that people with free choices, might make bad choices. I am an advocate of having freedom, a free 

will and making own choices. “It is said that to control people’s choices in such ways fails to 

respect their autonomy, because we interfere with their ability to direct their lives according to their 

own reasoning. If some people choose poorly, that is unfortunate for them, but it is their own 

responsibility, and interfering, even with the most benevolent intent and the most beneficent effect, 



SHOULD EMPLOYERS NUDGE EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOUR?    9 

ignores that these are rational agents who have the right to make their own choices” (Conly, 2012, 

p. 1) However, one values autonomy, values making decisions on their own and values freedom 

most (Parvin & Chambers, 2012). One cannot force other people to act in a particular way, one 

cannot put pressure on typical behaviour or hand out fines or let people pay for actions. Be that as it 

may, we all would like to make less mistakes, less bad choices that we later on regret., which means 

there is a gap found that can be filled up by nudging. Most of time, one does not know (s)he is 

being ‘nudged’. In addition, with small changes, one can achieve much. And, with the constantly 

changing world, norms, values and disciplines of the current society, I argue that we should be 

nudged. Hence, our behaviour can be nudged, because by nudging it does not mean that there is 

some use of pressure and coerce. It may be helpful to reconsider our choices, to make us think 

before we act and will benefit on the long term. 

However, I have some concerns about the way employers should nudge employee 

behaviour, because when one decides to nudge, it is mostly because that person has a particular 

opinion. This, I criticize most. How deep and rich goes nudging employees’ behaviour? What are 

employers nudging? Is it the behaviour in a particular way, because the employers want to behave 

like that? Or is it in their own benefit? Or do employers nudge for their self-interest? For example, 

employers would like a cleaner office. They could have the goal to reduce littering and by placing 

green footprints on the ground near garbage bins they could nudge this behaviour. This is not an 

organizational or financial goal but sustainability goal, so it could benefit the employee as well as 

the employer. However, do employers encourage these types of goals, or it their goal just to 

increase organizational performance and profit? 

As summarized, I take the position that employers should nudge employee behaviour, only 

if it benefits the behaviour of the employee for the employee itself, so to benefit a certain person. 

Furthermore, due to most of the bad choices are ill-informedly, employers can help by making the 

employees more informed. 
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Employers could nudge employee behaviour with different strategies. A strategy could be 

that employers inform employees that is it okay to expect mistakes. Because, when you have in 

mind that a task can be hard and mistakes made, and you construct the system expecting this, you 

can prevent mistakes. Employers could also make employees enable to control themselves. This 

could reduce laziness, temptation or weakness of the will. In addition, nudging the employer makes 

use of the automatic system of the employee. It makes use of the automatic, uncontrolled, fast and 

easy processes of employee behaviour. Dworkin (2002) argues and gives an example that 

employers could also set an auto-enrol in pension plans, this is a nudge strategy by ‘setting the 

default’.  If the employee does not respond on this, the employer can set it to zero. If the employer 

sets the default to the same as it was last year, people forget. However, if the employer sets it to 

zero, the employees will not forget to fill in the form. These above-mentioned examples are 

benefitting the employee itself. Due to these benefits, nudging should be used by employers to 

nudge employee behaviour. 

Conclusion 

Employers should make good choices easier, but do not remove the options for employees. 

In that way, there is still freedom to make free choices and stand by these choices. Hence, 

employees will not feel less free and still operate out of their own knowledge, beliefs and values, 

just with a little help from the employer.  

 In sum, I argue nudging should be permitted for employers, since most effects gained from 

nudging are positive for the good of the employees and the organizations.  
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§3: Are nudged employees better off? 

Introduction  

Applying insight of behaviour science to optimize employees’ performance has become  

increasingly popular. In this essay, I claim that this type of paternalism, called nudging, should be 

used by employees to change employees’ behaviour. After the introduction, I briefly explain 

nudging in the workplace.  In the next section in  I emphasize why employers nudge employees. 

Nudging is cheap and a relatively weak, nonintrusive and justifiable type of paternalism to push 

employees in a direction of their intention. Nudging is a gentle way to contribute to bridge the gap 

between employees‘ intent and behaviour.  Then I will briefly explain nudging employers help their 

employees improving their aim as a workforce, individually or as a group, by shifting towards 

behaviour, which she or they have the intention to do to be better off. After my explanation that 

employer and employee mutually can benefit of nudging, I will argue that nudging management can 

increase productivity..  

A critical response might be that the introduction of cognitive psychology and behavioural 

sciences are an infringement on the freedom of choice or action of the employee. I will dispute this 

infringement as freedom and autonomy of employees is limited due to contracts,  and employees 

activities should be in line with the goals of the compagnies. Ethical principles differ between 

society and compagnies and therefor have no need to be at the same level. Finally I will conclude 

that nudging employees has become part of the palette of the managerial soft skills of the 

contemporary employer, to increase the employees’ commitment, in order to be competitive in the 

market and to meet the obligations towards the stakeholders in the firm. 

Nudging at the workplace 

Humans are fallible in following their intentions when making decisions. The result is that 

many decisions do not bring happiness and even give pain as they do meet our intentions. To steer 

employees’ behaviour towards decisions that make them better off, employers use libertarian 
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paternalism, called nudging.  Thaler & Sunstein (2009) have explained this notion and stated that a 

nudge is ‘an aspect of a choice architecture that alters behaviour in a predictable way without 

forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic incentives.’ The intervention 

should be easy, cheap to avoid, and not be coercive to count as a mere nudge. In practice, nudging 

encourages people to make decisions that are in their broader self-interest. Many decisions are 

automated cognitive processes, also called intuition, and subject to logical mistakes. These errors 

avoid employees to better off-decisions. This fast-working decision making is the dominant way of  

thinking of daily life (Kahneman, 2011) of which nudging takes advantage.  

An nudge example is the change in the procedure for employees to participate in retirement 

plans. A nudge tactic is to put them by default into a plan, so if they don’t want to participate, they 

must actively opt out. Small interventions like this, have powerful effects as the short-term benefits 

of not saving for retirement are no longer considered by employees. As retirement plans are for the 

better off of employees and the intention is to make the better off choice, the choice- behaviour is 

unpredictably different. This nudge guides employees towards their intentional choice.  

A nudging contributes positively to close the gap between intention and behaviour. It is a very 

employee-centered process of understanding intentions and behaviour, to create a good nudge.  

Why nudging employees? 

Employers aim for a flexible organization to meet the requirements of changing markets. 

New products demand new production structures. Employees need to change their behaviour 

towards novel process and procedures. Managerial methods, structures and skills are used to change 

the workplace. Many of these have a coercive character. Compagnies use their authority to set 

restrictive company rules, incentive schemes which increase inequality, give framed information 

and sanctioning employees to steer their behaviour is a desirable way. 

According Elbert & Freibichler (2017), the application o insights of behaviour science to 

increase productivity of the knowledge wrker is contemporary Taylorism. Nudge management 
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designs organisational contexts so to optimize fast thinking and unconscious behaviour of 

employees in line with compagnies goals.  

As nudges are small changes in the choice architecture, employees are not much aware 

about the changes. Though nudges can have powerful effect. Nevertheless employees have little to 

no objections, as their choice set has not been changed. I argue that nudging easily accepted by 

employees, as nudging is non-intrusive and not perceived as a goal-driven managerial intervention. 

The lack of coercion in management is favourable to both employer and employee. 

My second argument is that nudging is not only a cheap way to predictively change 

behaviour of the employee, but it also can have a major impact on productivity of employees. Both 

characters have a positive effect of the economic goals of a company. 

Nudges bypass the rational and deliberative thinking, having an instant effect on efficiency 

and productivity. An example of a efficiency-driven nudge is to change the default setting for 

meetings. From an option in which start and end time of a meeting can be set to a default setting of 

30min. meeting, with an opt out to schedules start and end times. The result is that more meetings 

last only 30 min. Of course, shorter meeting can be beneficial for both employers and employees, 

but economically employers will benefit most from nudging. This is in agreement with principles 

for companies, as their goal is to make profit.  

Closing the intent-behaviour gap 

Behaviour science and cognitive psychology, in which nudging is grounded, show that 

people often fail to make good decisions. Paying full attention would have make their choice 

different. Though employees are trained and informed to make decisions which promote their privat 

welfare, the public good or the company food, they fail to make good choices. Changing routine 

behaviour of employees are problematic on the workplace. Nudging is taking advantage of the 

intuitive, automatic and fast-working decision making. According Khaneman it is the dominant way 

of thinking of daily life (Kahneman, 2011)  
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Large costs and managerial efforts are involved in engaging employees to shift their 

behaviour. Employees are trained and informed, and their intention shift toward the proposed 

change. However the behaviour of employees does not always reflect the change in intention. 

Employees fail to behave according their intentions. This is called the intent-behaviour gap. The 

result is that the employer fails to implement behavioural change effectively, and don’t meet the 

goals of the company. Employees might faced with cognitive dissonance as a result of conflicting 

intentions and behaviours. This produces feeling of discomfort and might lead to a shift in eg. good 

intentions towards bad intentions to reduce the discomfort. This change in intention has 

consequences for decision making. Feeling of discomfort do not contribute to the good life.  

Nudging can contribute to close the gap. The nudge is a weak paternalistic push of the 

employer in the ‘right’ direction of the balance between intent and behaviour. To eleborate the 

example of the change in default setting of the meeting times. When the employees are in 

agreement with the employer that the meeting take to long, it is the employees intention to 

shortened the meeting. This however has little effect on the average meeting time, as scheduling 

meeting are routine behaviour. Nudging takes advantage of routine behaviour by intervening in the 

routine, in such a way, the decision making of the employee is steered toward a desirable outcome. 

The outcome becomes predictable. I argue that nudging should be used to increase the productivity 

of the employees and to avoid their cognitive dissonance, which even makes good decision making 

worse. 

Does nudging employees limit the autonomy and freedom of employees? 

Critics may say that nudging is a manipulative interference which might be a limits the 

autonomy and freedom, and therefor an infringement of the freedom of choice. By nudging, 

employers make use of the thoughtlessness and weak intuitions of employees to make them choose 

in line with the objectives of the company (Waldron, 2014). To increase the effect of nudging, 

employers could select on employees with certain traits, to create an nudgeable workforce that 



SHOULD EMPLOYERS NUDGE EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOUR?    15 

shows more predictable outcome. Idiocracy and individuality might be depreciated and normative 

behaviour would be more welcome. Employers could select employees for trait or skill sets which 

suit their nudge management. When rational and reflective thinking in decision making is bypassed, 

authentic behaviour is minimalized. A nudge could be regarded as an infringement of autonomy and 

freedom of the employees. 

An employer using nudges needs to know the intent of the employee. To be familiar with 

the intentions and motivations of employees, employers have to be involved with the workforce. 

Changing choice architecture is based on knowledge about the decision making of employees. A 

deliberative and transparent workplace is a prerequisite to learn this. Such a workplace  can also 

become an aim for the use of nudges.  

Not all employers are keen to have a deliberative and transparent business and not all 

employees are committed to the goal of a company nor have intention to contribute. This shows that 

nudging has its limits. Nevertheless, since nudging has shown its powerful effects, I argue that 

nudging should be used to optimize behaviour of employees in line with goals of the organisation. I 

dispute the argumentation that nudging restrict autonomy and freedom. Employees are already 

restricted in freedom and autonomy (Anderson, 2017).  Many restrictive laws and regulations have 

been applied in their labour contracts. Nudging restricts autonomy and freedom relatively minor.  

Conclusion 

In this essay I argue that increasing costs to engage employees by eg. training and providing 

information, demand for a different approach to improve decision making. Nudging is an excellent 

way to change employees behaviour. Using insights of behavioural sciences and cognitive 

psychology to steer employee’s behaviour in a predictable way, does fit into contemporary 

management of profit driven companies.  

Small changes in the choice architecture make employees better decision makers. Employer 

and employees mutually benefit. The first especially with respect to profit increase as a result of 
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optimizing productivity of the workforce, the latter one mainly in minimizing cognitive dissonance, 

avoiding feelings of discomfort.  I argue that a nudge is beneficial for employer and employee, with 

major economic benefits for the employer.  

There is no major concern of infringement of freedom and autonomy . Employees have 

contracts which limits their autonomy and freedom in a justifiable way. Nudge does not reduce the 

autonomy or freedom more.  

Nudging asks for a deeper understanding of the intentions of the employee. Developing 

nudge skills for managerial purpose is a demanding deliberative practice for employers who ‘by 

walking in employee-shoes’ are willing to increase employee performance. It is a cheap but not 

necessarily a quick fix for employees who want to ‘walk-in-line’. 
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§4 Political Philisophy and Organisation Studies 

Intro  

Organisations use different methods to bring about behavioural change. Workplace nudging 

is one of them. This method is aimed at people using small, effective changes to pursuade 

employees to show desired behaviour. Nudging is giving a push in the right direction by creating 

the desired behavior without restricting people in their freedom. Nudge management applies 

insights from behavioural science to design organizational contexts so to optimize fast thinking and 

unconscious behavior of employees in line with the objectives of the organization. The goal is to 

adjust behavior slightly, whereby it concerns subconscious choices made. What appears to work, 

are small changes in the physical environment. A subtle hint can have a significant behavioural 

effect. But is this right to do? Should employers nudge employee behaviour? This paper will show 

the pros of nudging the behavior of employees on the work floor. The paper gives different 

arguments for this. First the relevant issues are being discussed, after that my arguments, objection 

en responses will be explained and in the end I will come up with a conclusion.  

Relevant issues 

Developments in an organizations go so fast that organizations regularly have to make 

choices, such as implementing changes to the organization of business operations. With this, 

organizations want they employees to work as efficient en effective as possible, so that they can 

perform optimally. Ofcourse, organizations want to achieve goals with their changes. For this it is 

important that employees go along with these changes. But if employees do not see the added value 

of change (compared to their old way of working), their will be a chance that they will stick to their 

familiar working method.  



SHOULD EMPLOYERS NUDGE EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOUR?    18 

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. (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2008). An example can be the default in your computer, so that your standard printing is 

in black and white and double sided.  

Nudge is based on the principle that we make a choice in a fast and automatic way. In order 

to be able to make good decisions, we use signals from the environment and heuristics. However, 

this way of making decisions is very sensitive to influence of the choice context and therefore 

nudging can be effective.  

On the workfloor, often attention is paid to the way in which people can work, but not to the 

question of how they want to work. “Workplace nudiging is aimed at stimulating behavior that fits 

the working environment. if you want people to get started on a new digital collaboration platform, 

you must tempt them to do so” (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017). During an average working day, people 

constantly make choices. Making these choices involves behavior that does not alway contribute to 

the desired change. By introducing nudging within this context, employees can be positively 

encouraged to create new behavioral patterns.  

We prefer to draw on human science, in particiular behavioural and psychological studies, to 

increase knowledge worker productivity. “Roughly speaking, 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”. (Ebert & Frebichler, 2017, p. 2). “Nudge management is born out of the idea that 

some of the basic insights of nudge theory can be adapted and implemented in an organizational 

setting under a different ‘’social contract” (Ebert & Frebichler, 2017, p. 2). 
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Arguments, objection & response  

Knowledge workers spend a substantial time in meetings. A lot of time is spent on information 

sharing, but the output per hour spent is perceived ot be poor. A nudge manager may approach this 

problem of “meeting efficiency” by looking at way to rebias knowledge workers. A powerful tool 

here is to adjust the default assumption of meeting times. In stead of 60 minutes, the managers 

changed the time of meeting to 30 minutes. Another problem is that unplanned interruptions are 

among the most effective productivity killers for knowledge workers. Working in an office 

environment with constant distractions makes it difficult for many knowledge workers to achieve 

high productivity. Once again a nudge manager can approach this by challenging default rules or 

introducing new default rules. For example, one can introduce a ‘’no-meeting’’ day. (Ebert & 

Freibichler, 2017, p. 4). This are both examples on how a employer can influence his employees. 

Many organisations are already using this and show that these approaches are efficient.  

As one can read above in the examples, nudge can make a lot of contributions. More and 

more organizations are using nudge management to make sure that their employees work more 

efficiently. Take a look at Google, they organize the working environment differently, they offer 

healthy food for their employees in stead of junk food in their cafetaria. Not only a big company as 

Google, but more and more organisations are influencing the behavior of the employees. As the 

examples show, nudging can lead to more productivity.  

I argue that when you give people a choice, you are not forcing them to do something they 

don’t want. Precisely because you do not oblige them anything, is it easier to go along with the 

change.  

In the workfield you always need to change, whether it is about changes or your behavior, 

you will have to go along with these changes to achieve the goals of the organization. If changes 

need to be made, it is better doing it in the way of nudging where employees have a kind of choice. 
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People attach great importance to their freedom and autonomy and a much-voiced argument 

against the use of nudging is that it manipulates us to make certain choices and thus affects our 

autonomy. But what is freedom? Nudging therefore focuses on influencing behavior, but does not 

force a certain choice. All options remain available, so people have freedom. I argue that nudging 

protect people from error but without overriding free choice. It makes people better off and thus 

improves their well-being, next to that it doesn’t block people’s choices and thus respects people’s 

liberties.  

The last argument is that nudging is very easy to implement so also easy to withdraw. Given 

that a nudge is transparant and easy to avoid it is also easy to withdraw. If you see a nudge that you 

implement is not working the way you want it, they you can withdraw the nudge without major 

consequences.  

Conclusion  

This paper argued that employers should nudge employee behavior in the workplace because I think 

it has very much pros for employers to change the behaviour of employees. Employees can work 

more productively what is more efficient and effective for reaching goals. Also for the employees, 

there are a lot of pros because they constantly have a choice. They can choose between two 

alternatives, the nudge alternative in which they are a little bit pushed in the right direction, or the 

old alternative what means that they don’t change. Because of this little push in in de right 

direction, they almost always choose for the nudge alternative. This is because people want to 

change if you show the usefullness of it, but they find it hard to make the change. Giving them a 

step in the right direction makes it easier for them to change and not fall back in their old habit. So 

the nudging process is valuable for the employer because work can be done in a more effective way, 

but also valuable for the employee and that is why I claim nudging is a very good and efficient 

process in the workplace.  
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§5 Countering Objections against Nudging 

Introduction and Thesis 

This essay will debate the following question; should employers nudge employee behaviour? 

Nudge management has been the subject of much debate and in many cases it could be a controversial 

topic, in this essay the debate continues. Firstly, an exposition is made where the relevant issues 

concerning nudge management are expounded. Secondly, the argument is made where I will respond 

to all objections and make my case. I will argue that employers should be permitted to nudge their 

employees since most effects gained from this are positive and for the good of the employees and the 

organizations. Lastly you will find the conclusion where all points made are summarized. 

Exposition 

First, it is important to be clear on the definition of a nudge, and together with that, choice 

architecture. Choice architecture is defined as the context in which people make decisions (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2008), e.g. the way (order) products are put in the aisle in the supermarket. According to 

Thaler and Sunstein (2008) a nudge is any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s 

behaviour in a predictable way. The nudges have to be easy to avoid by not depriving people of other 

options and do not change economic incentives. In the example of the supermarket, products that the 

designers of the aisles would want you to buy could be placed at eye-sight, products that are aimed 

at kids could be placed lower so they are easy for kids to see and promotional products could be 

placed at the head of the aisle. In this way, a nudge is choice architecture combined with a sort 

intervention. From the theory of nudging, the theory of nudge management emerged. “Roughly 

speaking, 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.” (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 2) In this 

way, policy makers in organizations can upgrade the way an individual makes a decision 

(unconsciously) and therefore improve their health, wealth, happiness and in the case of an 
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organization e.g. their efficiency, effectiveness and motivation. A great practical example of this is 

given by Ebert and Freibichler (2017): meeting efficiency could be increased by changing the default 

meeting time which will create new social expectations. ‘The advantages of nudge management, in 

contrast to many other change management approaches, are evident: nudges are usually not very 

intrusive, easily scalable, and employees are not forced to make extensive changes to their working 

habits’ (Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 5). Even though nudges are often seen as pro-self, some issues 

regarding the ethicalness of nudging have raised. Nudging could e.g. violate your freedom of choice 

and steer you in a direction that your true self (your true preference) would not want to go. This is 

because it is very hard to define your true preference, it might not even exist. It is also hard to define 

your true rational self, since your rational self can change over time. ‘If people’s true preferences do 

not exist or are unknowable, it seems to undermine the goal of steering the agents’ behaviour towards 

satisfying such preferences.’ (Barton & Grüne-Yanoff, 2015, p. 346) It is also argued that nudging 

takes away autonomy and that it is not always possible to avoid a nudge (when nudges are actually 

defined as to be easily avoidable). Now that it is clear how nudges work in an organizational context 

and what the main issues are, I will argue in the next segment on why nudging is ethical and debunk 

the problems that are often recognized to go hand-in-hand with nudge management. 

Argument 

People do not always act and choose in a rational way and this could lead to inefficient 

working behaviour and could go against the principles of the organization they work in. Next to this, 

people also do not always act in a way according to their true preferences, e.g. they lack complete 

information and are not able to make a well-informed decision. Managers could therefore nudge 

employee behaviour in a certain way for them to make rational choices and also follow their true 

preferences. The first objections made in these cases are that it is very hard to define your true rational 

self (might change in time) or your true preference (might not even exist). I counter this by arguing 

that if it is not clear what your true rationality/preference is, is it really that bad to have it steered in a 
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certain way? The way the manager could be steering your rationality/preference could be your actual 

rationality/preference, and if not, you would not even know. Secondly, if you work in a certain 

organization, your rationality/preferences should be in line with those of the organization since you 

work for the organization. By working within an organization, you agree to a certain social contract 

in which you have to contribute to the objectives of the organization and therefore not act in a way 

that goes against them. If an employee would argue that the organizational nudges go against their 

preferences, that employee does not have the right preferences to work in the organization anyway. 

Thirdly, let us keep in mind that the nudges an employer would give their employees would only 

affect the choice architecture concerning the organization and it would not affect e.g. the personal 

beliefs of an employee or any explicit preferences (one would e.g. not have any specific preferences 

regarding default meeting time). 

Nudges are designed to be easily avoidable, to achieve this avoidability the nudges have to be 

made very transparent. There are objections against that too; the second objection being that when 

nudges are transparent, they come with deliberative cost (cost that occurs when evaluating options, 

since cognitive resources are scarce). I will argue that firstly, there are always other options available 

so the employee will never be forced into a single option. Secondly, if the option that the employees 

are nudged towards is very close to the choice they would have made when not nudged, they might 

not be aware of the fact they are being nudged, e.g. if your true preference is to eat an apple during 

lunch and you are nudged towards a pear, you might not be able to see through the nudge. However, 

if the employees are nudged in a total opposite direction of  true preference, they will notice and be 

able to avoid, e.g. if you are nudged towards pizza instead of the usual apple. If your nudge choice is 

very similar to your actual choice, one could argue that it does not matter if you cannot avoid it since 

you would not do anything drastically different anyway. If the nudges are really that far away from 

your true preference, you will avoid them. Thirdly, if you have to keep avoiding nudges, you could 

always leave the organization. The employees work for the organization and its interests so if they 
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keep avoiding and refusing the nudges they should not work there in the first place since there is not 

a good fit. It is therefore not necessary for the employer to overtly focus on being transparent when 

the employees will notice anyway if they are far off their true preferences. 

Another argument for nudging is that choice architecture is unavoidable. The employer has to 

set the meeting to a certain default time whether he wants to or not. Third objection is that intentional 

architecture is avoidable since the nudge is an intervention on the choice architecture. However, I will 

argue firstly that if an employee can experience deliberative costs by trying to avoid a nudge, an 

employer can experience the same by trying to avoid intentional choice architecture. Secondly, if the 

employer is already conscious of the choice architecture they might as well shape it in a way that is 

good for the employees and organization. By doing it in a very intentional and conscious way this 

also makes room to test if the nudges actually work. If the nudges are found to have negative or side 

effects they could be changed. Awareness and consciously architecting choices (nudging) can 

therefore also be a tool to combat problems in the organization. 

A fourth objection against nudging is the fact that nudges do not teach you anything and do 

not help you to develop skills. I will argue that if choice architects repeatedly nudge employees 

towards something, even unconsciously, they will learn from it. By continuously being nudged to eat 

something healthy instead of unhealthy, you will prefer healthy in the long run. E.g. if you teach a 

dog to sit by giving them a treat every time they sit, you have learned the dog to sit. In the beginning 

you nudge the dog towards sitting by giving them a treat but in the end the dog will sit without treats; 

it has learned from the nudge thus nudging can teach or develop skills. 

Conclusion  

If an employee works in an organization, their organizational rationality and preferences 

should be in line with the organization anyway, allowing nudges to help them with that. In the 

organizational context there are no ethical objections since most nudges will be mild and not about 

personal beliefs. Next to this the nudges will not be far of the employees own true preferences and if 



SHOULD EMPLOYERS NUDGE EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOUR?    25 

they are, they will notice and can refuse and the organization might not be the best fit. Therefore there 

is no need to overtly focus on transparency. Also, intentional choice architecture could be used for 

good and combat negatives in the organization when employers are conscious of what causes negative 

behaviour. This makes room to test nudges and create the most optimal environment. Additionally, 

nudges can actually teach and develop skills in employees in the long run and shape the employees 

to be more pro-self. 

At last, it can be concluded that there are no objections to be made against nudging, so 

employers should nudge employee behaviour. 
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§6: Conclusion 

Summary 

Employers should make good choices easier, but do not remove the options for employees. 

In that way, there is still freedom to make free choices and stand by these choices. Hence, 

employees will not feel less free and still operate out of their own knowledge, beliefs and values, 

just with a little help from the employer. In addition, employers could nudge employee behaviour 

with different strategies. A possible strategy could be that employers inform employees that it is 

okay to expect mistakes. 

It is argued that employers nudge employees behaviour mainly for economic reasons by 

increasing productivity of the employees in a cheap way. Nudging is  beneficial for the employee as 

well, as employees should contribute to the companies goals, by working efficient and effective. To 

change behaviour and optimized performance, a cheap, non-coercive and non-intrusive method like 

nudging is preferred. As nudging has shown it powerful effects on the workplace employers should 

nudge employees’ behaviour. 

If an employee works in an organization, their organizational rationality and preferences 

should be in line with the organization anyway. If not, they will recognize the nudge and avoid. Also, 

intentional choice architecture could be used for good and combat problems in the organization when 

employers are conscious of what causes negative behaviour. This makes room to test nudges and 

create the most optimal environment.  

In sum, all essays argue that nudging should be permitted for employers, since most effects 

gained from nudging are for the good of the employees and the organizations.  

Limitations  

Several limitations of the collected papers are identified, this paragraph explains the 

limitations.  
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First, this collaborative paper only includes papers that are pro-nudging. Thus, all authors 

have written their papers from a pro-nudge perspective. It could also be interesting to have had an 

anti-nudge point of view, which might be able to shed a different light on the matter. Furthermore, 

since all authors are pro-nudge, it might have been harder to review each other’s papers since the 

argumentation was already in line with our own opinions. A pro-nudge paper could have steered the 

collaborative paper into a different direction. 

Second, only a little bit of literature (5 papers)  is used to come up with arguments and the 

conclusion. This does not cover the status quo of all literature. It may be possible that reading more 

of the literature other arguments will seem important what can give us a different conclusion. 

Because of this, the reliability of this paper is not that high.  

Third, the papers show a similar type of argument. Differences are minor. A preliminary 

partition of arguments, which contribute to the shared position, could have led to better arguments. 

Some  arguments are repeated, other arguments are not elaborated 

Future Research  

 After analysing and discussing the literature, several questions appeared. 

 First, an interesting suggestion for future research for employers could be to see what 

employees in organizations themselves think about being nudged. A questionnaire could be made to 

a big group with employees asking them about their preferences on being nudged, and if willing, 

what they would find to be ethical to be nudged on. If significant findings would show that the 

employees themselves are willing to be nudged, e.g. it would be beneficial for their diet, then the 

question does not have to be raised if employers should do it when employees have already agreed 

to it. If findings would show that they would not want to be nudged, the debate will also end since 

nudging would then go against their will. 

Some ethical concerns have been raised against nudging.  Other negative effects on 

individual employees and society as a whole should be discussed as well. E.g. decision making is 
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also a social activity in the workplace. Debate is part of the decision making process.  As nudging 

bypasses rational and deliberative decision making, it eliminates debate which does affect social 

cohesion in and outside the workplace.   
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