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ABSTRACT
In the past decade, policymakers have increasingly used behaviourally informed
policies, including ‘nudges,’ to produce desirable social outcomes. But do people
actually endorse those policies? This study reports on nationally representative
surveys in five countries (Belgium, Denmark, Germany, South Korea, and the US)
carried out in 2017/2018. We investigate whether people in these countries
approve of a list of 15 nudges regarding health, the environment, and safety
issues. A particular focus is whether trust in public institutions is a potential
mediator of approval. The study confirms this correlation. We also find strong
majority support of all nudges in the five countries. Our findings in general,
and about trust in particular, suggest the importance not only of ensuring
that behaviourally informed policies are effective, but also of developing them
transparently and openly, and with an opportunity for members of the public
to engage and to express their concerns.

KEYWORDS Behavioural public policy; choice architecture; nudge; online representative survey; public
approval; trust

Introduction

Background

In regulation and public policy in general, behaviourally informed initiatives,
influenced by behavioural economics, have become a pervasive approach
to public policy (Halpern 2015; Ruggeri 2018; Sunstein 2013; Troussard and
van Bavel 2018). In particular, the last several years have seen a great deal
of work on ‘nudges,’ standardly defined as public or private interventions
that steer people in particular directions but that also allow them to go
their own way (Thaler and Sunstein 2008). A reminder is a nudge; so is a
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warning. A GPS nudges; a default rule nudges. Mandatory disclosure of rel-
evant information (about the risks of smoking or the costs of borrowing)
counts as a regulatory nudge. Save More Tomorrow plans, allowing employ-
ees to sign up to give some portion of their future earnings to pension pro-
grammes, are nudges (e.g., Benartzi 2012); so are Give More Tomorrow
Plans, allowing employees to sign up to give some portion of their future earn-
ings to charities (Breman 2011). A recommendation is a nudge. A criminal
penalty, a civil fine, a tax, and a subsidy are not nudges, because they
impose significant material incentives on people’s choices.1

In many nations, public officials have been drawn to nudges, seeing them
as an additional tool in the regulatory repertoire, with potentially low costs
and high benefits. In 2009, the United Kingdom created a Behavioural Insights
Team, focused largely on uses of nudges, and choice architecture, to improve
social outcomes; its results have been impressive (Halpern 2015). Nudges play
a large role in regulatory initiatives in the United States in multiple areas,
including environmental protection, financial regulation, highway safety regu-
lation, anti-obesity policies, and education (Sunstein 2013). In 2014, the United
States created its own Social and Behavioral Sciences Team, now called the
Office of Evaluation Sciences. With an emphasis on poverty and development,
the World Bank devoted its entire 2015 report to behaviourally informed tools,
with a particular focus on nudging (World Bank 2015). Also in 2015, President
Obama issued a historic Executive Order, still in effect, on uses of behavioural
sciences in federal agencies, calling for attention to the assortment of tools
standardly associated with nudging (White House 2015). Behavioural
science teams can be found in dozens of countries, including Australia, the
Netherlands, Canada, Ireland, Denmark, Mexico, Germany, and Qatar. There
is a great deal of activity elsewhere, particularly in the regulatory domain
(OECD 2017; Ruggeri 2018).

The reason for the mounting interest should not be obscure. Nations would
like to make progress with tools that actually work and that do not cost a great
deal. If governments can achieve regulatory goals with instruments that
impose minimal burdens and that preserve freedom of choice, they will
take those tools seriously. In domains that include savings policy, climate
change, public health, poverty, and health care, among others, behaviourally
informed approaches (including default rules and information disclosure)
have attracted considerable attention, and often led to concrete reforms
(Halpern 2015; Jones et al. 2014; Whitehead et al. 2017).

Worldwide, governments increasingly embrace nudges as a way of addres-
sing a wide range of policy challenges. This holds true for policies covering a
wide array of consumer decisions such as healthy food choices (Bauer and
Reisch 2019), quitting smoking (Halpern et al. 2015), drinking alcohol
(Brooks 2015), overeating (Arno and Thomas 2016), and organ donation
(Rockloff and Hanley 2014), as well as environmentally relevant decisions
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such as switching to green energy (Sunstein and Reisch 2014). Nudging has
also been applied to influence decisions of patients (e.g., uptake of vacci-
nations), commuters (e.g., using public or active transport), employees (e.g.,
pension plans) as well as citizens (e.g., voter turnout, uptake of higher edu-
cation).2 The domain of health may be the most studied to date,3 followed
by behavioural interventions to support more sustainable choices (Szaszi
et al. 2017).

There is mounting evidence that these behavioural policies are often quite
effective. One study of the relative effectiveness of such instruments (Bernartzi
et al. 2017) found that the impact-to-cost ratio of various nudges is signifi-
cantly higher than the ratio for traditional policies (such as monetary incen-
tives). At the same time, the effectiveness of nudges is not the only issue
relevant to whether they will be, or even should be, implemented in practice.
As for other regulatory interventions, we need to know whether they have
benefits in excess of costs (Sunstein 2018a). In democratic nations, it is also
important to know whether members of the public will endorse such instru-
ments. It is safe to assume that public concerns will be less pronounced when
people trust their government in general and the diverse public institutions
that are implementing those nudges in particular.

Some evidence suggests that the acceptability of regulatory interventions
depends, in part, on their perceived effectiveness (suggesting that effective-
ness is causally related to public approval) and also the inferred motivations
of the choice architect (Bang et al. 2018). More concretely, an experimental
study (Osman et al. 2018) has found that scientists proposing nudges are
deemed more trustworthy than a government working group. In the same
study, trust in hypothetical nudges proposed by the former was higher
than in nonhypothetical interventions proposed by the latter (ibid.). Reflecting
both democratic theory and the increasing evidence of such studies, it has
been suggested that regulatory nudging should develop a more bottom up
approach involving greater feedback and more engagement with citizens
(John 2018) – an important point to which we will return.

Prior studies

In the past years, several studies have been published on public acceptance of
regulatory nudges (Arad and Rubinstein 2018; Bang et al. 2018; Branson et al.
2012; Bruns et al. 2018; Diepeveen et al. 2013; Felsen et al. 2013; Hagman et al.
2015; Jung and Mellers 2016; Junghans et al. 2015, 2016; Osman et al. 2018;
Reisch and Sunstein 2016; Sunstein et al. 2018; Tannenbaum et al. 2017).
This literature has explored:

(1) whether people in different countries endorse nudges in policy fields such
as environment, health, and safety, or as policy instruments in general;
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(2) whether they prefer certain types of nudges (i.e., educative or noneduca-
tive nudges, pro-self or pro-social nudges, and genuine or hypothetical
nudges) and whether it matters who proposes their use (sender effect
of the choice architect);

(3) whether identifiable political values are predictive of support for nudging
and nudges;

(4) whether individual, psychological, and social factors influence levels of
support.

With respect to the first question, nationally representative surveys have
found that strong majorities of citizens in diverse countries approve of most
of the nudges presented to them (e.g., Hagman et al. 2015; Jung and
Mellers 2016; Reisch and Sunstein 2016; Sunstein et al. 2018). Comparing
the approval rates of 15 environmental, safety, and health nudges in 14
countries worldwide, we found that these countries could roughly be
grouped into three distinct categories:

(1) The ‘principled pro-nudge nations’: These are mostly industrialized
Western democracies (including our current study countries Germany
and the US), where strong majorities approve of nudges, at least when
they are seen to fit with the interests and values of most citizens and
do not have illicit ends.

(2) The ‘nudge enthusiasts’: A small group of nations where overwhelming
majorities approve of nearly all nudges (South Korea and China).

(3) The ‘cautiously pro-nudge nations’: A group of nations (including
Denmark, Hungary, and Japan) that generally show majority approval
on average, but also markedly lower approval rates (Sunstein et al. 2018).

The national differences identified in these and other studies (Hagman
et al. 2015) are both instructive and important. They tell us something
about different political cultures, which is interesting in its own right. They
also provide information about whether citizens will provide a green light
or a red light to certain kinds of regulatory interventions. In democratic
nations, of course, officials will be interested in whether citizens support or
reject possible policies. The same is also true of nondemocratic nations.
Without making strong claims about the wisdom of crowds, we might also
think that the judgments of citizens, even in a survey setting, provide relevant
information about whether policies actually deserve support. Of course
answers to survey questions should not be decisive. But if citizens generally
favour or disfavour certain policies, their views are entitled to respectful
attention.

As to the second question, there is some preliminary evidence of a general
preference for educative nudges (even though noneducative nudges often
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receive strong majority approval). At least in the United States, people have
been found to prefer regulatory nudges, such as disclosure of information,
that target deliberative and conscious ‘System 2’ decision processes, as com-
pared to ‘System 1’ nudges (Jung and Mellers 2016; Sunstein 2016a, 2016b),
such as default rules, that try to influence automatic, non-deliberative
decisions (following the model elaborated by Kahneman 2011). In the same
vein, people have been found to prefer regulatory nudges that target pro-
cesses of which they are aware (e.g., educational campaigns) over those
that target passive processes, such as automatic enrolment or defaults
(Jung and Mellers, 2016; Reisch and Sunstein 2016; Sunstein 2016b; Sunstein
et al. 2018). One study (Osman et al. 2018) finds that transparent nudges tend
to be judged to be more ethical than opaque ones. Similar concerns might be
at play when people prefer nudges that educate consumers about choices
(e.g., calorie labels on foods) over those that steer choices through use of
choice architecture in cafeterias (Arad and Rubinstein 2018; Felsen et al.
2013). (Recall, however, that even if educative nudges are preferred over
noneducative ones, both tend to receive majority support.)

At the same time, recent studies suggest that people’s preferences as
between educative and noneducative nudges are malleable, and that the
results of prior studies are influenced by the method of evaluation and the
type of information presented. Davidai and Shafir (2018) found that while
people exhibit a preference for educative over noneducative nudges in joint
evaluation (i.e., traditional policies and nudges presented together), they
endorse both kinds of nudges about equally in separate evaluation (i.e.,
nudges are evaluated on their own merits). In addition, people are moved
toward greater acceptance of noneducative nudges if they are given infor-
mation suggesting that those interventions are especially effective. Davidai
and Shafir (2018: 3) suggest that previous research – largely based on separate
evaluation without effectiveness information – has therefore ‘inadvertently
exaggerated the preference for deliberate policy interventions over ones
that target non-deliberative processes.’

For policy makers, it would be helpful to know not only if people approve of
regulatory nudges, but also who does, i.e., which individual values, disposi-
tions, attitudes, and world-views lead to (dis)approval of these instruments.
Socio-ecological models (e.g., Bronfenbrenner 1986) suggest that attitudes
will depend both on individual factors (i.e., knowledge, attitudes, behaviours,
and personality traits) and on factors in the respondents’ interpersonal, com-
munity, and wider socio-political environment (i.e., trust in governmental insti-
tutions, environmental threats, general wealth, and health of the population).
The societal, cultural, and political systems in which people are embedded
and the social influences to which they are exposed affect their goals, their
beliefs and attitudes, their outlook to the future, their adherence to social
norms, and whether they trust other people and their government.4
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With respect to the third and fourth question above, little evidence – at
least outside the US – has yet surfaced about which population groups
support nudging and which factors shape those attitudes. In one of the few
representative studies looking into these factors, Jung and Mellers (2016)
found that Americans who show greater empathetic concern tended to
support (the presented list of) nudges. At the same time, individualists and
conservatives were less likely to support the tested nudges. Reactant
people and people with a high need for control opposed noneducative
nudges only. Hagman et al. (2015) have found that in Sweden and the US,
individuals with an individualistic worldview were less likely to approve of
nudges, while people prone to analytical thinking perceived nudges as less
intrusive to personal freedom of choice.

In earlier studies (Reisch and Sunstein 2016; Sunstein et al. 2018), we
offered preliminary explorations of the influence of individual factors such
as socio-demographics and political attitudes on approval in Europe and in
countries worldwide. While some correlations between individual factors
and approval rates were found, they differed rather unsystematically
between the nudges and between the different countries. Overall, the
results were inconclusive, with exceptions for gender (women did systemati-
cally score higher in the approval rates than men in almost all nudges and
almost all countries), age (operating differently for different nudges), and pol-
itical attitudes (supporters of leftist parties were slightly more in favour of the
tested nudges than conservatives).

On the basis of the same nationally representative surveys, we looked
deeper into which population groups within four selected and easily compar-
able countries (Denmark, Hungary, Italy, and the United Kingdom) support
nudges and why (Loibl et al. 2018). We used individual, household, and geo-
graphic characteristics as predictors of nudge approval, and the count of sig-
nificant predictors as measures of controversy. In brief, lower approval rates of
nudges in Denmark and Hungary were reflected in higher controversy about
noneducative nudges, whereas the United Kingdom and Italy were marked by
greater controversy about educative nudges, despite relatively high approval
rates. High-controversy nudges tended to be associated with current public
policy concerns, for example, meat consumption – a point supportive of the
general view that substantive concerns, rather than nudging itself, drive
people’s evaluations (Tannenbaum et al. 2017).

The present study

For the present study, we collected additional data in four of our study
countries (Germany, Denmark, South Korea, and the US) in 2018. We chose
one nation from each of the three categories of nudge endorsement, one
from three different cultural clusters (Sunstein et al. 2018), and added
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comparable survey data from the Flemish part of Belgium.5 In addition to the
15 nudges and the social-demographic variables, we asked participants to
answer a large questionnaire including anthropometrics (to calculate Body
Mass Index), lifestyle factors, consumption of specific products (alcohol,
smoking, and meat), employment status and type, subjective health status
and health satisfaction, social trust and trust in institutions, concerns about
the environment, world-views and thinking styles (i.e., future outlook, belief
in free markets, political attitudes, risk aversion), and several more variables.
We speculated that these variables could help explain differences between
social groups as well as across nations.

In particular, we were interested in the psychological concepts of social and
institutional trust. These concepts have since long been regarded as important
indicators of the strength and quality of societies, communities, and govern-
ments across the world. Validated measurement items as well as prevalence
estimates are available for most countries worldwide -- for instance, from
the World Values Survey6 data set (Inglehart et al. 2014). In our study, we
hypothesized that people who have a high trust in public institutions would
be more willing to accept government nudging in our tested areas. We also
speculated that strong believers in the free market might be less inclined to
do so.

Beyond this focus on trust in government, we tested other variables. The
influence of environmental concern on attitudes and behaviour has been
studied in depth and in international contexts (e.g., Franzen and Vogl 2013;
Poortinga et al. 2004). It seems intuitive that people who have a marked
concern regarding the environment7 will endorse environmental regulation
in general and ‘green nudges’ in particular.8 For similar reasons, we speculated
that a fragile individual health status and high health concerns for oneself and
others might be positively correlated with approval of health nudges. A recent
study (Bhawra et al. 2018) reported that a higher Body Mass Index (BMI) was
positively correlated with support for menu labelling policies – which is
Nudge 1 in our list of 15 nudges. We also explored the influence of consump-
tion habits (i.e., meat, tobacco, alcohol, and mobility) on the approval of the
respective nudges.

We also wanted to see whether approval rates of nudging depend on pol-
itical attitudes. Earlier US studies have suggested that in a bipartisan system,
Republicans are somewhat less approving of certain nudges than Democrats
(Jung and Mellers 2016; Sunstein 2016a). However, this is likely to be an arti-
fact of the relevant policy domains in which the nudges are imposed, rather
than a general judgment about nudges as such (Tannenbaum et al. 2017). In
our earlier surveys, we had found no systematic correlation along approval
and party affiliations (Reisch and Sunstein 2016; Sunstein et al. 2018).
Finally, we speculated that risk aversion, job satisfaction, and subjective
well-being might have an impact on approval.

JOURNAL OF EUROPEAN PUBLIC POLICY 7



In a nutshell: With this study, we aimed to understand why people in
selected countries approve or disapprove of a set of 15 nudges, mainly in
the field of environmental protection and health. Regarding explanatory vari-
ables, our principal focus is on trust in governmental institutions. By replicat-
ing the surveys that have been conducted in 2015, 2016, and 2017 (Reisch and
Sunstein 2016; Sunstein 2016a; Sunstein et al. 2018), we also test the robust-
ness of our earlier results regarding approval rates and socio-demographics, in
particular the influence of gender. Finally, by compiling all available data on
nudge approval rates from the three waves in overall 16 countries, we hope
to shed light on the acceptance of nudges.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. We first present the
methodology by describing the samples, the survey, the variables, and the
multi-step statistical analysis. We then show the results in the five countries,
emphasizing above all the relationship between the trust variables and
approval rates. We also compare the present results with earlier survey
waves in selected countries and provide an overall view of all surveys of all
our respective empirical studies. We discuss the results and limitations of
our study and conclude with comments on implications for nudging research
and behavioural public policy. Our main emphasis, based on our findings
about trust, involve the importance of public participation and consultation
with respect to behaviourally informed policies.

Methods

Sampling

We employed an online representative survey in five countries, covering the
three country categories sketched above: the U.S. and Germany9, South Korea,
and Denmark. As a new country in our database, we included (the Flemish
part of) Belgium.10 To ensure the same approach and level of quality of
those surveys that we did not conduct ourselves, we developed a systematic
Standard Operation Procedure11 for the external partners to follow. The US
market research firm Qualtrics12 conducted the survey during six weeks
between January and February 2018. We collaborated closely with Qualtrics,
before, during, and after field time. Most importantly, we had permanent
access to the survey data and could monitor the survey and the fulfilment
of quota on a daily basis all through the survey. Table 1 provides an overview
of the different samples and sampling of this survey.

Survey instrument

We employed a questionnaire with 54 questions including: socio-demo-
graphic variables; the list of 15 nudges in a randomized order as employed
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Table 1. Samples and sampling in the different countries: Types of representativeness and methodology.

Country
Data

provider
Sample
year

Unmodified
sample Size Representativeness

Survey
method

Weighting
method Sample

Recruiting for
the panel

Census/
Population

Frame of
the

survey

Belgium GfK 2017 1,002 Online representative for
gender, age, region and
education

CAWI No
weighting

Quota
sampling

Online 10 mio internet
users, 18+
years

No frames

Denmark Qualtrics 2018 966 Online representative for
gender, age, region and
education

CAWI RIM Quota
sampling

Online 5.4 mio internet
users, 18+
years

No frames

Germany Qualtrics 2018 1,535 Online representative for
gender, age, region and
education

CAWI RIM Quota
sampling

Online 55 mio internet
users, 18+
years

No frames

South-Korea Qualtrics 2018 1,017 Online representative for
gender, age, region and
education

CAWI RIM Quota
sampling

Online 43.9 mio
internet users,
18+ years

No frames

USA Qualtrics 2018 1,012 Online representative for
gender, age, region and
education

CAWI RIM Quota
sampling

Online 272.4 mio
internet users,
18+ years

No frames
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in our earlier studies (Reisch and Sunstein 2016: 312–313); a measure of pol-
itical attitudes; questions measuring psychological constructs (such as social
trust and trust in government, perceived freedom of choice) as well as vari-
ables describing individual factors (such as perceived individual health,
environmental concern, social trust as well as consumption practices such
as smoking and drinking habits). The complete survey instrument is docu-
mented in Online Appendix A1. Online Appendix A2 shows the descriptive
statistics of the underlying data set and the full list of variables employed.

The questionnaire was fully structured, and respondents were required to
follow them as provided. Each item was shown on a single screen. Answering
categories were adapted to the respective questions and ranged from Likert
scales to binary schemes. Except for the basic sociodemographic questions, all
items were randomized. Respondents were prompted with the question ‘Do
you approve or disprove of the following hypothetical policy?’ The answer cat-
egories were ‘approve’ or ‘disapprove.’

With respect to ‘trust in institutions,’ we used two different questions to
reduce the risk of methodological artefacts (Online Appendix A1). The first
was taken from the World Value Survey: ‘How much do you trust in the fol-
lowing institutions?’ Then a set of public institutions was listed (namely: the
armed forces; the police; the courts; the government; political parties; par-
liament; the civil service; universities; the European Union; the United
Nations). The second item asked: ‘How much do you trust governmental
institutions?’ We also asked whether people believe in the free market as
best way to solve environmental and economic problems, a question
used in environmental research.13 All items were to be answered on
seven-point Likert scales.

Statistical equivalence

Statistical equivalence of the survey instrument was ensured by professional
translation of the new questionnaire items from English in the respective
languages, followed by a back translation into English.14 The Flemish ques-
tionnaire was translated, back translated, and adapted in full. Online
surveys are widely used and familiar to most respondents in the target
countries, which all show a very high internet penetration rate; we could
assume that answers were not systematically skewed due to lack of internet
access or proficiency.

Statistical analysis

The statistical analysis took place in several steps and with several methodo-
logical approaches. In a first step, in order to get an overview of whether and
how this large number of variables were interlinked, we drew a correlation
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heatmap indicating correlations among all variables. On the basis of the
heatmap, we selected obviously correlating variables as identified by the
map and looked into those more in depth. We then undertook a weighted
linear regression of all variables and nudge approval, tested the robustness
of the results with the help of a decision tree analysis, and estimated the
size of the probabilities. For the regressions and the machine learning algor-
ithms, the 15 nudges were categorized in five nudge clusters as categorized
before (Reisch and Sunstein 2016): (1) (pure) governmental information cam-
paigns, (2) information nudges, mandated by government; (3) default rules; (4)
subliminal advertising (a pseudo-nudge, since not transparent by design and
manipulative); (5) other mandates (e.g., choice architecture).

Results

Correlations of nudge approval, trust, and selected variables

The correlation heatmap as shown in Figure 1 suggests some expected
descriptive correlations between nudge approval and a few variables.

As in prior studies, gender and age showed significant correlations with
approval. Moreover, the new variables ‘trust in institutions’ and ‘as well’ as
‘environmental concern’ were found to correlate strongly with higher
nudge approval. Belief in markets was correlated with lower approval.
Approval rates by gender, conditional on trust in institutions (trustscor-
e_inst), are depicted in Figure 2. As shown, higher trust in institutions
seems to be linked to higher approval on average, and more so for
women than for men.

Interestingly, the concepts ‘social trust’ and ‘trust in other people’ were not
correlated with approval rates. But that is not entirely surprising; our focus is
on governmental policies, and higher “trust in institutions” is the more relevant
question. Furthermore, and perhaps surprisingly, the heatmap did not suggest
strong and significant correlations between overall nudge approval and a
large set of variables, notably health status and health concern for oneself,
subjective well-being, perceived freedom of choice, risk aversion, and BMI.

At the same time, the map does suggest some expected results. The fre-
quency of meat consumption seems to be negatively correlated with approval
of ‘a meat free day in public canteens’ (Nudge 15); smokers disapprove gov-
ernment campaigns (and subliminal advertising) against smoking (Nudge 12),
and people who drink alcohol more frequently disapprove nudging in
general. To that extent, behaviour seems to play a role; people do not want
to be nudged to stop doing something that they like to do, and are now
doing. In a way, that should not be surprising, but it might have been pre-
dicted that people engaging in harmful behaviour (such as smoking) might
be especially supportive of efforts to reduce that behaviour.
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Figure 1. Correlation heatmap of all variables.

Figure 2. Overall nudge approval, conditional on trust.
Note: The graph uses trustscore_inst as explanatory variable.
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Weighted regression and decision tree learning: trust in institutions

The relationship between trust in institutions and nudge approval was
confirmed by a weighted regression analysis, where the effects were strong
and significant. As expected, we also found a significant negative relationship
between belief in markets and nudge approval. (Note parenthetically that we
might have tested nudges that promote reliance on markets, in which case
the relationship would be expected to be positive.) Column (1) in Table 2
below shows the regression results for all nudges together as well as for
the five nudge clusters.

In particular, our main specification can be described by the following
model

Y = Xb+ 1 (1)

where X is a N × (K + 1) matrix of explanatory variables (as shown in Online
Appendix A2) and Y is a N × 1 vector which contains the mean outcome for
all nudge questions yi,t for an individual i [ {1, . . . , N} and question
t [ {1, . . . , 15}, i.e., it is defined as follows:

y1

..

.

yN

⎛
⎜⎝

⎞
⎟⎠ =

1
15

∑15
t=1

y1,t

..

.

1
15

∑15
t=1

yN,t

⎛
⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎝

⎞
⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎠

Since we used sample weights (given by the weighting matrix W )
that adjust for the probability of being sampled, our coefficient vector b is
given by:

b̂WLS = (X ′WX)−1X ′WY

To test the robustness of the results regarding trust in institutions, we run a
weighted decision tree analysis, a machine learning method used for classifi-
cation. In order to get valid results for classification, we used rounded
numbers, i.e., we transformed Y in the following way:

Ỹ =
ỹ1

..

.

ỹN

⎛
⎜⎝

⎞
⎟⎠, with ỹi

1 if
1
15

∑15
t=1

yi,t ≥ 0.5

0 if
1
15

∑15
t=1

yi,t , 0.5

⎧⎪⎪⎪⎪⎨
⎪⎪⎪⎪⎩

Moreover, we implemented cross-validation as well as a grid search for
hyper parameter tuning in order to improve the accuracy of our decision
tree (however, we did not split our data in a test and training set).
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Table 2. Weighted OLS regression for different nudge clusters.
Clusters

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Overall approval Government campaigns Information nudges Default rules Subliminal ads Other mandates

GER 0.0316***
(0.012)

0.0165
(0.014)

0.0494***
(0.015)

−0.0169
(0.014)

0.0986***
(0.025)

0.1394***
(0.020)

DEN −0.0689***
(0.011)

−0.0800***
(0.014)

−0.1041***
(0.017)

−0.0776***
(0.014)

−0.0540**
(0.024)

0.0193
(0.020)

KOREA 0.1390***
(0.014)

0.1289***
(0.017)

0.1961***
(0.018)

0.1257***
(0.018)

0.3433***
(0.031)

0.0064
(0.027)

BE 0.0413***
(0.011)

0.0334**
(0.014)

0.0219
(0.016)

0.0046
(0.014)

0.1728***
(0.024)

0.1267***
(0.020)

male −0.0188***
(0.007)

−0.0130
(0.009)

−0.0169*
(0.010)

−0.0104
(0.009)

−0.0124
(0.016)

−0.0590***
(0.013)

age −0.0006**
(0.000)

0.0007**
(0.000)

−0.0000
(0.000)

−0.0014***
(0.000)

−0.0024***
(0.001)

−0.0004
(0.000)

yos −0.0032***
(0.001)

−0.0015
(0.001)

−0.0031***
(0.001)

−0.0034***
(0.001)

−0.0060***
(0.002)

−0.0040***
(0.001)

city 0.0045**
(0.002)

0.0052*
(0.003)

0.0068**
(0.003)

0.0036
(0.003)

0.0079
(0.005)

0.0011
(0.004)

married 0.0055
(0.008)

0.0065
(0.010)

−0.0053
(0.011)

0.0053
(0.010)

0.0162
(0.019)

0.0154
(0.014)

noc 0.0060*
(0.003)

0.0003
(0.004)

0.0022
(0.004)

0.0082**
(0.004)

−0.0003
(0.007)

0.0165***
(0.006)

income −0.0015
(0.001)

−0.0005
(0.001)

0.0009
(0.002)

−0.0036**
(0.001)

−0.0038
(0.003)

0.0009
(0.002)

money left 0.0000
(0.008)

0.0077
(0.009)

0.0127
(0.010)

−0.0142
(0.009)

0.0215
(0.016)

0.0012
(0.013)

car 0.0047
(0.009)

−0.0086
(0.011)

0.0198
(0.012)

0.0011
(0.011)

0.0079
(0.019)

0.0116
(0.015)

politics −0.0053**
(0.002)

−0.0068**
(0.003)

−0.0047
(0.003)

−0.0065**
(0.003)

0.0088
(0.005)

−0.0077*
(0.004)

native −0.0349***
(0.012)

−0.0200
(0.015)

−0.0361**
(0.016)

−0.0219
(0.015)

−0.0824***
(0.028)

−0.0705***
(0.019)
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smoke −0.0100
(0.008)

−0.0331***
(0.009)

−0.0102
(0.010)

0.0133
(0.010)

−0.0749***
(0.017)

−0.0122
(0.014)

alcohol −0.0092***
(0.003)

−0.0101**
(0.004)

−0.0152***
(0.004)

−0.0085**
(0.004)

−0.0032
(0.007)

−0.0038
(0.006)

meat −0.0120***
(0.004)

0.0054
(0.004)

−0.0087*
(0.005)

−0.0102**
(0.004)

−0.0128*
(0.008)

−0.0481***
(0.006)

health 0.0007
(0.003)

0.0075*
(0.004)

−0.0040
(0.004)

−0.0021
(0.004)

0.0146**
(0.007)

−0.0009
(0.006)

swb −0.0057
(0.003)

−0.0092**
(0.004)

−0.0037
(0.005)

−0.0059
(0.004)

0.0003
(0.008)

−0.0057
(0.006)

job_satisfaction −0.0006
(0.002)

−0.0015
(0.003)

−0.0007
(0.003)

0.0005
(0.003)

−0.0104**
(0.005)

0.0029
(0.004)

friends 0.0161*
(0.009)

0.0051
(0.011)

0.0266**
(0.012)

0.0208**
(0.010)

0.0432**
(0.019)

−0.0106
(0.015)

trust_ggen −0.0021
(0.003)

−0.0032
(0.004)

−0.0109**
(0.004)

0.0020
(0.004)

−0.0015
(0.007)

−0.0000
(0.006)

trust_pgen −0.0046
(0.004)

−0.0082*
(0.004)

−0.0039
(0.005)

−0.0049
(0.004)

−0.0060
(0.008)

0.0016
(0.006)

environment 0.0325***
(0.003)

0.0264***
(0.003)

0.0365***
(0.004)

0.0322***
(0.003)

0.0161***
(0.005)

0.0449***
(0.004)

health_concern 0.0037
(0.003)

0.0039
(0.003)

0.0045
(0.003)

0.0001
(0.003)

0.0122**
(0.006)

0.0085*
(0.005)

health_concernf 0.0080***
(0.003)

0.0101***
(0.003)

0.0114***
(0.004)

0.0059*
(0.003)

0.0115**
(0.006)

0.0045
(0.005)

markets −0.0095***
(0.003)

−0.0080**
(0.003)

−0.0118***
(0.004)

−0.0067**
(0.003)

−0.0060
(0.006)

−0.0186***
(0.005)

risk 0.0026
(0.003)

−0.0004
(0.003)

0.0005
(0.003)

0.0055*
(0.003)

−0.0046
(0.005)

0.0055
(0.004)

freedom 0.0086***
(0.003)

0.0121***
(0.004)

0.0060
(0.004)

0.0128***
(0.004)

0.0085
(0.006)

−0.0057
(0.005)

trustscore_inst 0.0033***
(0.000)

0.0039***
(0.001)

0.0039***
(0.001)

0.0030***
(0.001)

0.0034***
(0.001)

0.0026***
(0.001)

trustscore_priv −0.0008
(0.001)

−0.0004
(0.001)

−0.0020*
(0.001)

−0.0007
(0.001)

−0.0020
(0.002)

0.0002
(0.001)

(Continued )
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Table 2. Continued.
Clusters

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Overall approval Government campaigns Information nudges Default rules Subliminal ads Other mandates

infoscore 0.0014***
(0.001)

0.0019***
(0.001)

0.0006
(0.001)

0.0017***
(0.001)

0.0029**
(0.001)

0.0004
(0.001)

bmi 0.0003
(0.001)

−0.0006
(0.001)

0.0004
(0.001)

0.0010
(0.001)

−0.0012
(0.001)

0.0004
(0.001)

_cons 0.4253***
(0.038)

0.4397***
(0.046)

0.5432***
(0.051)

0.3748***
(0.046)

0.2729***
(0.083)

0.4549***
(0.068)

N 5385 5385 5385 5385 5385 5385
adj. R2 0.173 0.111 0.139 0.119 0.100 0.107

Note: Regression use sample weights. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
*p < 0.1.
**p < 0.05.
***p < 0.01.
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Again, results were confirmed. As depicted in Figure 3 below, trust in insti-
tutions is highly correlated with approval of nudges. The same is true of
environmental concern.

To predict (marginal) probabilities of nudge approval, i.e., the predicted
size of the effects, we estimated a logistic model for each nudge question
as independent variable separately. Predicted probabilities for approval con-
ditioned on institutional trust – as shown in Figure 4 - differ substantially
between the lowest possible trust score (10) and the highest possible trust
score (70). For instance, while (ceteris paribus) the probability to accept the
nudge ‘Encouraging green energy’ (Nudge 3) is estimated to be around
55% for individuals with the lowest possible value of institutional trust (for
an average individual in the sample), this probability increases to almost
95% for the highest trust value. Similar effects were shown for environmental
concern.

Further results

Other results from the regression analysis are worth reporting, though they
are less significant. A higher formal education (years of schooling) is correlated
with lower approval rates toward nudges on average. City dwellers tend to
approve the tested nudges more than people who live in villages or on the
countryside. The number of children is positively correlated with approval
rates. Those who are left-of-centre seem to approve of the tested nudges
more than conservatives do.

Some cautionary notes are important here. First, we are speaking of the 15
nudges that were tested here. Because reactions to nudges are greatly

Figure 3. Decision tree for approval/disapproval of all nudges on average.
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affected by their substantive content – by the direction in which they steer
people – it would be easy to produce nudges that would have different
levels of approval among the relevant groups, with patterns that might
reverse. For example, conservatives would certainly approve of some
nudges more than those who are left-of-centre. Second, our results here
should be viewed as initial indications in which direction further research
might search for answers; they should certainly be taken with caution and
an analysis that is much more detailed would be needed to draw conclusions
for policy.

Revisiting our categorization of countries regarding nudge approval (Sun-
stein et al. 2018) and to see how stable approval rates in the three countries15

(Denmark, Germany, and South Korea) have been over time, we compiled the
results from the three study waves (2015, 2016, and 2017/18), including 16

Figure 4. Predicted probabilities of nudge approval, conditional on institutional trust.
Note: Probabilities are calculated using sample means of covariates.
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Figure 4. Continued
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countries. Online Appendix A3 gives an overview of samples and sampling in
all 16 countries, with an overall N of 20,501 respondents. Online Appendix A4
presents the weighed OLS regression for the five nudge clusters. Confirming
earlier results, the gender factor was again found to be highly relevant for
nudge approval in each of the countries – except for China, where male
respondents significantly approve of the tested nudges more than women
(Online Appendix A5). However, this should be interpreted in light of extre-
mely high approval in China from both genders, with rates between 80%
and 90%.

We also compared approval rates of the 15 nudges over time in Denmark,
Germany, and South Korea. Overall, approval rates in these countries were
largely stable as compared to our earlier studies. We found only small
changes in magnitude between those waves, with modest changes in both
directions, i.e., less and more approval by both genders (Online Appendix
A6). The country categorizations – Denmark as a ‘cautiously pro-nudge
country’, Germany as a ‘principled pro-nudge nation’, and South Korea as a
‘nudge enthusiast’ – still applied three years later. This is particularly
notable for the latter, since the country has undergone a dramatic democra-
tization process in these past three years. Finally, Flanders that followed our
methodology to measure their national nudge approval rate exactly, turned
out to be a principled pro-nudge nation.16

Discussion

Policymakers are increasingly aware of the potential advantages of using
nudges in many regulatory domains, including health, safety, and the environ-
ment (Ruggeri 2018). At the same time, members of the media and the public
seem also increasingly aware of such policies – even though they might come
under another name and in different shapes – and will often have an opinion
about those approaches. In some countries, policymakers have learned to
tread around behaviourally informed interventions with caution, in order to
avoid being accused of being ‘national nannies’ or even worse, of manipulat-
ing their citizens. There are also questions about legitimacy, in the normative
as well as the descriptive sense (John 2018).

The present study is based on a large original data set of nudge acceptance
in 16 countries worldwide, including countries that have not been studied
before with a comparable design. Our data provide empirical insights into
how attitudes toward certain regulatory interventions vary with individual
and cultural differences, and our analysis sheds light on the factors that
influence these variations, with particular attention to trust in institutions.
As in earlier studies, we have found general approval of regulatory nudges
alongside marked national differences in levels of support, with Denmark
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on the least positive side, South Korea the most positive, and Germany,
Belgium, and the US somewhere in between.16

As expected, support seems to decrease as the level of state intervention
increases, as estimated along our five ‘nudge clusters’ of levels of intrusion.
(We would take this finding with caution in view of the fact that people will
approve of high levels of intrusion for certain kinds of misconduct, e.g.,
murder, assault, and theft.) In addition, acceptance is generally higher (or
resistance is lower) for those nudges that are targeted to others – i.e.,
businesses – and lower for those that target people directly. (We would
also take this finding with caution; some regulatory nudges, applied to
business, would not receive approval.)

National differences should not be surprising. For example, state interven-
tion in people’s behaviour and choices might well be found to be more accep-
table in authoritarian countries such as China than in the democratic
European countries. The US seems to be a special case, with a deeply
rooted skepticism towards governmental intervention in general and
sharply divided opinions along party lines. Surprisingly, however, we found
a continued high overall public support for most nudges in question in
most countries, including the US (see also Sunstein et al. 2018).

Our particular interest lays in the hypothesis that higher trust in public insti-
tutions will be correlated with stronger support of regulatory nudges. This has
been confirmed. At the same time, people who believe in markets as the best
institution to solve environmental and economic problems are more critical of
nudges. Female gender was again found to be correlated with approval of
nudges. Further, people’s own health concern and health status had no
influence on acceptance, and the frequency of meat consumption only on
the (non)acceptance of the nudge ‘meat-free days in cafeterias.’ The fact
that approval rates in earlier tested countries have barely changed in the
past three years is noteworthy, particularly in the case of South Korea
where severe political changes have taken place.

For policymakers, our results convey relevant insights. Most important,
trust in public institutions is important to cultivate in arguing on behalf of
nudging and nudges. As has been suggested (John 2018), endorsement of
nudges in general might increase when citizens are invited to participate,
to make active choices, and to give feedback to planned interventions. Ben-
eficial results in specific domains (health, environment, and safety) or with
respect to specific consumption habits (meat, alcohol, or smoking) might be
helpful in communicating with the public. We have not offered empirical
tests of these propositions here, but our findings about the importance of
trust are consistent with them.

For purposes of both effectiveness and legitimacy, close engagement with
the public, and attentiveness to its concerns, can be exceedingly important. In
the context of regulation, such engagement can produce valuable
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information, leading regulators to incorporate new knowledge (Sunstein
2018a); on Hayekian grounds, engagement of the public can be an important
way of overcoming the inevitable limits in regulators’ knowledge (ibid.). For
that reason, effective and publicly accepted nudges might be developed
with a process that includes early participation of the affected groups,
public scrutiny, and deliberation -- as well as transparent processes in govern-
mental institutions. Recent research findings (Bang et al. 2018; Bruns et al.
2018) support the claim that regulatory nudges, such as default rules can
be disclosed and yet effective -- and that psychological reactance seems
not to occur. In addition to public participation, the ‘test-learn-adapt-share’
approach called for by leading policy labs worldwide (e.g., Haynes et al.
2012; Sousa Lourenco et al. 2016), is a prerequisite for success.

Limitations

We note several limitations to our study. If the goal is to understand people’s
true beliefs, let alone their actual reactions to real world polices, we might not
obtain a full picture simply by asking people, in surveys, what they think
would be acceptable. Among other things, political dynamics might end up
moving people in particular directions. Moreover, the design of the study
was deliberately simple: We did not try to compare acceptance to other pol-
icies (such as taxes or bans) and importantly, we did not provide information
on their respective effectiveness. Others (e.g., Branson et al. 2012) have used
such studies.

In principle, using an online tool necessarily excludes those parts of the
population that have no internet access or do not use the internet often
enough. Acknowledging this limitation, we took great care to fulfil agreed-
on quotas for representativeness. Another weakness of online surveys is
that study subjects use shortcuts and might be less attentive in online
survey situations than in face-to-face interviews. For that reason, we applied
several attention and time filters in the questionnaire and excluded inatten-
tive responses. Further, the literature on intercultural comparisons and use
of instruments in different countries in general points at the problem of
measurement invariance, something that also we cannot avoid but can
(and did) take into consideration when interpreting our results.

Conclusions

We offer four points by way of conclusion. First, the study presented here
confirms the existence of high levels of approval for nudges as policy tools
across different countries and cultures. Second, Belgium (Flanders) joins the
large set of democratic nations whose citizens generally embrace nudging,
but with important exceptions and qualifications. Third, levels of public
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acceptance are reduced as nudges become more intrusive and less transpar-
ent. Fourth, trust in government institutions is highly correlated with approval
of nudges.

It is true, of course, that surveys cannot dispose of the central normative
questions. Nudges may or may not interfere with autonomy, rightly conceived
(Rebonato 2012; Sunstein 2015; 2018b); they may or may not promote social
welfare. But we should be able to agree that citizens’ views are worth respect-
ful attention, certainly if they reflect widely shared moral convictions. Taken
together with other surveys (Sunstein and Reisch 2019), the findings here
have started to identify what citizens in diverse nations believe to be appro-
priate constraints on behaviourally informed interventions – what might be
seen as a kind of bill of rights for regulatory nudging. To make a long story
short, there is reason to believe that most citizens will disapprove of
nudges that have illicit motivations (such as entrenchment of incumbent poli-
ticians); that violate rights; that are inconsistent with the interests and values
of most choosers; that suffer from an absence of transparency; that count as
manipulative; and that take people’s property without their explicit consent.

We aim to signal the possibility of a general commitment to such a bill of
rights, without attempting to specify or elaborate it in any detail (Sunstein and
Reisch 2019). Our emphasis here, and our central finding, involves the overrid-
ing importance of trust in institutions. In that light, there is a simple lesson for
regulators. The best way to obtain trust is to earn it. For that reason, it is impor-
tant not only to make behaviourally informed policies effective and cost-
effective, but also to develop processes to ensure that such polices are
adopted transparently, with ample opportunity for public engagement, and
with openness to citizens’ objections and concerns (John 2018).

Notes

1. There is some debate in the behavioural literature about the appropriate
definition of nudges. For an illuminating example, see Rebonato (2012). We
use the ordinary definition here (Thaler and Sunstein 2008: 8).

2. A recent overview is provided in John (2018); a collection of the classic studies in
those fields is compiled and put into perspective in Sunstein and Reisch (2017).

3. The application of behavioural insights to financial behaviour is a distinct
research field (Behavioural Finance) developed and institutionalized since
decades; this is why it is not listed here.

4. Worldwide differences in attitudes are, for instance, yearly covered by the Global
Attitudes Survey by the Pew Research Center (http://www.pewglobal.org/). On
the important role of social norms and compliance of “Good People” see
Feldman (2018), Chapter 5.

5. This data has been provided by the Flemish government, based on a survey in
2017 following exactly the same survey procedure as in the other countries. A
paper on this data is in preparation. While Denmark, Germany, South Korea,
and the UK were chosen to represent the three categories of nudge
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endorsement and three different cultural clusters (see p. 7), Flanders was added
for more practical reasons: expanding the data base of meanwhile 18 countries
(or regions) worldwide polled with the same instrument. We expected to see
similar results as in most other European countries (Sunstein et al. 2017).

6. Social trust was measured by the questions from the World Values Survey (WVS):
“Would you say that most people can be trusted?” (Q48) and “How much do you
trust people from the following various groups” (Q47). See full list of questions
with sources in the Online Appendix A1.

7. Measured by the question: “How much are you concerned about the environ-
ment?” (Q49).

8. Note that the aim of this research was not to compare the approval of different
policy tools such as legislation, taxes, or behavioural nudges, nor the different
ways nudges are framed, e.g., as win or loss. Other studies have done that.

9. Since we were specifically interested in specific federal states of Germany, we
oversampled in the State of Baden-Württemberg which explains the larger
sample size in Germany.

10. This Standard Operation Procedure is available on request from the authors.
11. https://www.qualtrics.com/.
12. Q52: “Would you say that the free market is the best way to solve environmental

and economic problems?"
13. A detailed description of this procedure was published elsewhere (Reisch and

Sunstein 2016).
14. The first US survey was conducted already in 2014 (Sunstein 2016a). However,

due to differences in sampling, a time series comparison seems not appropriate.
15. Possible reasons, including a methodological artifact due to the Chinese system

of Social Scoring and governmental monitoring of internet use, have been dis-
cussed elsewhere (Sunstein et al. 2017).

16. We also had access to the recent data of online representative surveys covering
our list of 15 nudges in Mexico (2018) and Ireland (2017). Since we did not
oversee the sampling ourselves, and since only a few additional variables
were covered, we could not include them fully in our database. Still, it is quite
clear that Mexico belongs to the group of the “nudge enthusiasts”, and
Ireland ranks somewhere in the middle of all countries regarding approval.
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