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Abstract 

This thesis investigates the simultaneous use of self-management and nudges in 

organizations. Self-management represents a resiliency of behavior, whereas the 

initial idea of nudge circumvents this. Tensions arise when self-managing 

employees are nudged. This raises the question of how employees can be self-

managing when their behavior and decision-making are subject to nudges. We 

engage with the concepts of self-management and nudge through a conceptual 

methodological approach. This philosophical thesis aims to contribute to the 

understanding of the concepts of self-management and nudge. We do this from a 

critical perspective in order to improve the practical application of the concepts. 

Furthermore, we take point of departure in secondary data, Work Rules! by Laszlo 

Bock, to illustrate the concepts in practice.  

 

The conceptual analysis builds on a diagnostic and a normative part. The diagnostic 

analysis displays how the concepts are used in contemporary work-life as well as 

how the limited understanding of the concepts poses a challenge to the success of 

their application. In addition, we set forth how managers engage with their task as 

decision architects and identify the tensions that follow thereof. The diagnosed 

tensions between self-management and nudging influence the ability to self-

manage. We argue that self-management becomes a façade when autonomy and 

decision-making are decreased. The move from the diagnostic analysis to the 

normative analysis highlights the claim that nudges should not only incite 

employees to overcome cognitive biases but should also provide deliberation. With 

the establishment of new normative requirements, we develop a new type of nudge, 

sustainable nudges. We claim that the effect of nudges must be sustainable in order 

to build resiliency in character and ensure stable self-management.  

Finally, we discuss the ethical aspects of nudging with the aim of identifying what a 

‘good’ nudge is. We show how the normative value of a nudge varies when nudged 
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as a citizen or as an employee. The discussion reveals the relevance of sustainable 

nudges both in governmental policy and in organizational management. We 

conclude that the use of nudges in organizations collides with the ideas and values 

of self-management. The conceptual analysis conveys a better understanding of the 

individual concepts of self-management and nudging, which contributes to filling 

the gap of knowledge between the practical implementation and the theoretical 

foundation by conceptualizing sustainable nudges. This type of nudge triggers 

deliberation, or in Kahneman’s terms, system 2 thinking, and improves the ability to 

self-manage. Lastly, we put the societal challenges of the current COVID-19 virus in 

perspective to our findings and reflect on how nudges are used in the fight against 

the virus.  
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1 Introduction 

“Do what you want but only in the way we want you to do it!” What would we think 

if we were told this at work by the manager? Surely, the manager would deal with 

baffling faces. Does it mean that we can pursue our own interests, or does it mean 

that we should pursue the interests of the organization? How are we expected to 

work? This confusing exclamation represents the core of what we investigate in this 

thesis; the simultaneous use of self-management and nudges in organizations and 

more precisely the tensions that arise when self-managing employees are nudged. 

Self-management and nudging are concepts that have gained popularity in 

contemporary work-life. Self-management represents a balance between the 

employee’s and the organization’s interests, with the aim of not only improving the 

performance of the organization but also the quality of work-life for the individual. 

The employee is seen as an asset, if not even the most valuable asset for 

organizations. Organizations rely more and more on the knowledge of their 

employees to cope with the challenges of the modern world. The global 

connectedness demands organizations to stay competitive by adapting fast to 

changes and by innovating. They do not only need the hands of the employees but 

also their minds. Therefore, the employee is perceived as an important factor for the 

functioning of the organization. Consequently, the management of human resources 

requires, besides employing the right person for the right job, the creation of good 

work culture. Self-management is a working style that aims to address these 

challenges.  

The concept of nudge has been developed by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein, who 

describe it as a way to predictably change the behavior of people by intervening in 

the choice architecture. In the merit of research in behavioral sciences, nudge has 

been developed as a tool for behavioral modification. A deeper understanding of 
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people’s behavior and cognitive processes enabled the use of tools like nudges to 

intervene when people seemingly deviate from the rational path.  

Although Thaler and Sunstein apply and discuss nudge in the domain of public 

policy, nudge has become ever more famous for management within companies. 

Singler takes a pioneering role by publishing his book Nudge Management (2018) 

in which he develops the use of nudges precisely for organizational matters. He 

shows how nudging provides a new managerial tool to influence employees’ 

behavior that does not only create a better workplace but also improves employees’ 

decision-making. Subtle interventions in the environment create a choice 

architecture, which inclines individuals to choose in their best interest and thereby 

circumvent cognitive biases that lead to situational irrational behavior. Nudges have 

been used in organizations even before Singler published his book. Laszlo Bock, 

former head of People Operations at Google - which is conceptually equivalent to 

what we know as Human Resource Department - recommends in his book Work 

Rules! (2015) to “Nudge … a Lot” (cf. Bock, 2015, p. 215). For example, employees 

are nudged to eat healthier and more nutritious food. Google has taken these nudges 

a step further and sees advantages in not only improving the employees’ health, 

wealth, and happiness, to comply with Thaler and Sunstein’s (2008) 

conceptualization of nudge, but also sees an opportunity to improve the 

performance of the organization. Employees who eat healthy snacks have more 

power to concentrate and thereby can accomplish more efficiency. 

Still, we find that the literature on nudge for managerial purposes is insufficient. 

Especially in relation to self-managing employees, the application and the 

consequences of nudge have been neglected. We think that the idea of nudging 

employees, who are supposed to self-manage is intuitively unsound. Although both 

approaches aim to benefit organizational performance, their means are 

contradictory. On the one hand, the idea behind a self-managing working style is to 

benefit from every employee’s individuality, which provides the organizations with 
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new ideas that lead to opportunities for innovation. On the other hand, nudge 

intervenes in people’s decisions, choices, and behavior to steer them towards a 

better or more productive outcome. This raises the question if the employees are in 

fact self-managing when the organization intends to alter their behavior. Does self-

management become a façade under the influence of nudges?  

We argue that the combination of self-management and nudge in the setting of 

organizational management is problematic. We will show that when nudge and self-

management meet each other in an organizational setting they risk colliding. The 

research question that guides our argument is: 

How can employees be self-managing when their behavior and decisions are 

subjected to nudges? Is it possible for an organization to have self-managing 

employees while they are nudged towards a more desired behavior? And 

simultaneously we have to ask ourselves if it is even possible to self-manage in an 

organizational setting without nudging?  

This thesis criticizes the widespread use of the concepts of self-management and 

nudge in contemporary work-life without taking the implications of their 

simultaneous use into consideration. Although applied ever more in practical life, 

since they provide new management styles that promote productivity, innovation, 

and well-being, these concepts lack clear definitions and even simple understanding. 

They are open for personal interpretations, which should not be an issue in itself, 

but we identify tensions between them, depending on how the concepts are 

understood and applied. Their aims tend to blend up and their application loses 

focus. They become blurred. Self-management represents a resiliency of behavior, 

whereas the initial idea of nudge is to circumvent this. In the diagnosis, we aim to 

highlight the tension-laden relationship and show that self-management under the 

use of nudges easily becomes just a façade. We consider these tensions to be a 

potential problem for the success and functioning of the two concepts, and therefore 

also jeopardizing the performance of the organization.  
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Although we diagnose tensions, we will show that these concepts can be reconciled 

and applied simultaneously under the consideration of sustainability. The new 

normative aspect will be formulated with regard to, what we will call, sustainable 

nudges. Here, we underline the importance that nudges should not only be thought 

of as a quick fix, but that they can have sustainable effects through deliberate 

behavioral reflection. We will argue that in the setting of organizational 

management, nudges should be seen as scaffolding. They support the construction 

of self-managing employees but eventually, they have to be removed. Accordingly, 

nudges should create an environment in which employees are able to learn how to 

properly self-manage which allows the employees to act situation unspecific and 

therefore autonomously. 

This thesis does not aim to solve a specific problem but to identify tensions on the 

applied concepts of self-management and nudge and help avoid emerging problems 

that stem from an incoherent normative perspective. Therefore, we will adopt a 

critical stance on the simultaneous use of these concepts and conduct a diagnostic 

and a normative analysis.  

Our goal is not to investigate how employees should self-manage, but rather show 

how managers can use the nudging approach to enable self-managing employees, 

i.e. make their employees manage themselves while acting according to and fitting 

the expectations of the organization with the goal to improve the performance of the 

employees and thus also of the organization as a whole.  

Structure 

We present our method in chapter 2, which consists of a conceptual analysis. Here, 

we will also engage in a self-reflection of the research and discuss the validity of our 

findings in relation to the method. 

Chapter 3 gives a theoretical overview of the concepts of self-management and 

nudge. Thereby, we outline what the concepts denote and also what problems they 
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address. In addition, we show broadly how behavioral economics and specifically 

nudge have been used in organizations. 

In chapter 4 we analyze the simultaneous use of self-management and nudge. The 

analysis is divided into a diagnostic and a normative part. In the diagnosis, we show 

how the concepts are used in contemporary work-life and that the limited and 

underdeveloped understanding of the concepts poses a hurdle to the success of their 

application. We identify a problematic relationship between the two concepts and 

outline the tensions between nudging, as a tool for behavioral modification, and the 

initial idea of self-management. Based on the findings of the diagnosis we establish 

a new normative grounding in the form of sustainable nudges, that reconciles the 

simultaneous use of self-management and nudge. Sustainable nudges allow 

managers to nudge their employees while respecting the values of self-management. 

In chapter 5 we engage in a discussion of the diagnosis and the development of a 

new normativity. 

We conclude in chapter 6 and put our findings into perspective in chapter 7. 

Thereby, we reflect on how nudges are used in the fight against the current COVID-

19 virus. We identify a visible tension, which we try to make sense of in relation to 

our findings. Finally, we suggest areas within the scope of this thesis that qualify for 

further research. 

2 Method 

We investigate the problem in the setting of organizational management when two 

substantially different concepts are employed at the same time. On the one hand, the 

idea behind self-management is to release the employees’ full potential by 

benefitting from employees’ creativity, character, and personality to boost 

opportunities for innovation. On the other hand, nudge constitutes a subtle way to 

intervene in the choice architecture and thereby gently push or incentivize the 
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nudgee to display a desired behavior. How can employees still be self-managing 

when they are subjected to nudges? And how can the two concepts be reconciled? 

Our research question follows from the hypothesis that in an organizational setting 

the simultaneous use of self-management and nudge is tension laden. This 

hypothesis follows intuitively when considering that self-management intends to 

benefit from the employees’ personality and character, whereas nudge intents to 

change people’s behavior. Do we still benefit from a person’s individuality when we 

influence his decisions and choices to bring forth a more desired behavior? We took 

up this question by critically analyzing the relationship between the two concepts.  

The research question evolves from a typical philosophical interest and the desire 

to uncover what the concepts really mean and what they imply. What does it mean 

to be self-managing? What does it mean for a person to nudge or to be nudged? How 

does the concept of nudge fit human values and interests, like independence, 

autonomy, and individuality? Our work process has also been accompanied by 

questioning if self-management is sustainable if nudge is sustainable and if the 

simultaneous use is sustainable. Thereby, the term “sustainable” designates not the 

effects on the ecological environment, but the creation of an end-product or state 

that can be maintained. In that sense, the concepts of self-management and nudge 

constitute the analytical framework, which is investigated under the light of the 

meta-concept of sustainability. 

Conceptual Analysis 

In the scope of a philosophical thesis, we are not using traditional social science 

methods but engage in a conceptual analysis. Our aim is to improve the 

understandings of the concepts of self-management and nudge, so that they can be 

applied more effectively and successfully in practice. This is done by taking a critical 

stance on the concepts. We want to identify the reasons for their application as well 

as the consequences thereof, which enables us to formulate a diagnosis of potential 
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pitfalls and eventually to establish a new normative ground. Thereby the conceptual 

analysis does not only investigate the individual concepts but also, and more 

importantly, their interplay, which we find problematic and constitutes our 

hypothesis. 

Our interest in the concepts of self-management and nudge stems from their 

practical nature. This means that the literature about them gives us an idea of how 

they can be employed but the theoretical foundations are vague and imprecise. The 

concepts have been developed for practical purposes and less for analytical 

clarifications, which could be considered one reason for their multivalence, as we 

will show in the next section. This is especially the case with self-management. We 

all have an idea of what it could designate, as the original idea is quite self-

explanatory, namely a way to manage the self, but the idea can designate different 

aspects. We will show in this thesis that managing oneself, has different meanings 

and implications depending on its context. Managing oneself in one’s everyday life 

is not the same as managing oneself at work, which is again not the same as 

managing oneself as a citizen. Therefore, we put emphasis on understanding what 

exactly does it mean to be a self-managing employee.  

We focused on Thaler and Sunstein’s conception of nudge. They did not invent 

nudges, they “just gave it a word.” (cf. Thaler, 2018, p. 1285). Nudges have always 

been out there, but by giving it a name, they became more substantial and enabled 

them to be used as a tool. In other words, it became a concept with which people can 

work. Thaler and Sunstein provided the fundamentals to use nudge as a tool for 

behavioral modification. And it became successful. We argue that nudges have been 

promoted like a super-weapon: able to tackle all challenges of cognitive 

imperfections and with every nudge we are able to come one step closer to the 

creation of a world where everybody could behave like an homo economicus, even 

though no human being will ever be perfectly rational.  
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We decided to use the book Work Rules! by Laszlo Bock, which gives a good 

illustration of the setting, we are analyzing. Google belongs among the most 

successful companies in the world. Besides their successful business, they are also 

considered to be the leaders concerning innovation approaches and management 

styles. The company relies on self-managing employees but makes extensive use of 

nudges. Due to their leading position, Google is an illustrative case of the most 

advanced understanding of the concepts in practice. This material provides 

secondary empirical data and shows the relevance of a close investigation of the 

simultaneous use of self-management and nudge.  

Further material for the conceptual analysis is Nudge Management by Eric Singler. 

At the point he published his book, nudge had already been applied in organizations. 

As already mentioned, nudges have always been out there, but Singler adopts a 

pioneering role by applying the theory of nudge specifically to the setting of 

organizational management. He lays a good foundation for the understanding and 

benefits of nudges in this new domain. However, he also neglects their implications 

for the meaning of self-managing employees on which we pick up in this thesis. 

Limitations 

Even though the concepts have a practical nature, our research is literature-based 

supported by some illustrative examples. Using classic social science methods to 

gather data about their application could have been interesting in order to acquire 

a visualization of the simultaneous use of the concepts and to see if and how 

organizations experience the tensions which we diagnosed. We know that there are 

things that can be theoretically proven but are impossible to implement practically, 

as well as there are things that work in practice but lack a theoretical explanation. 

In that sense, the diagnosis of this thesis is based on theory and has not been proven 

empirically by us, but that does not reduce its relevance and validity. Theory is 

shaped by practice and practice is shaped by theory. They complement each other 

(cf. Van den Ven & Johnson, 2006, p. 803). 
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The theoretical foundation has its limitations. Subjectivity will always find its way 

into the research process even though the aim is objectivity. The choices that are 

made influence the final results. When working on a theoretical basis, it is up to us 

to define what is important to include and what can be left out (cf. Brinkmann & 

Tanggaard, 2015). This means that our personal opinions shape the outcome, which 

is not necessarily a disadvantage, but it is something that should be taken into 

account. One way we could have tackled the challenge of personal opinions could be 

through including a qualitative method. This could, for example, have been done 

through semi-structured interviews. The strength of the semi-structured interview 

is that you let the interviewee define what is important. This form of firsthand data 

collection has the potential to increase validity in research (cf. Brinkmann & 

Tanggaard, 2015). 

However, through a conceptual analysis, we want to convey a better understanding 

of the individual concepts of self-management and nudging, and especially a better 

comprehension of their relationship and thereby contribute to filling the gap of 

knowledge between the practical implementation and the theoretical foundations. 

3 Theoretical Overview 

In this chapter, we give a detailed presentation of the concepts of self-management 

and nudge. We focus on their conceptualization, which are for the most part 

practically outlined rather than based on theoretical precision. We show what these 

concepts mean and what problems they attempt to solve or address. We also 

address the criticism, especially regarding the nudge theory. Both concepts suffer 

from vagueness in their understanding as well as for their implementation. In 

addition, we give a broad overview of the most important literature that applies 

behavioral economics in general and nudge in particular to the setting of 

organizational management. Lastly, we explain our understanding of sustainability 
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that functions as the meta-concept of this thesis. It becomes especially relevant for 

the normative diagnosis in chapter 4.2. 

3.1 Self-Management 

3.1.1 What is Self-Management? 

The concept of self-management can be applied on different levels. It can be 

understood as individual subjects managing themselves, or applied to the 

organizational level, it can be understood as making employees managers 

themselves. We will focus on the latter level of application, also known as employee 

self-management. In this sense applying the concept of self-management within the 

organization is about being able to lead employees, who are independently able to 

take care of their tasks. They take care of their own tasks in such ways that they 

contribute to the organization on their own terms and potentially even make choices 

which the manager could not predict. When employees are working under strict 

guidelines, they are likely to choose to stay within the boundaries of what they have 

been told. However, a self-managing employee will be more likely to have a 

subjective approach to work tasks and maybe even experiment with solutions. It is 

important that employees are not controlled but rather empowered for this to be 

realized. For self-management to function, it is necessary that the traditional 

management loses part of its control, which can be challenging, especially in the 

transition phase, but will be rewarded with gains like increase in employee 

productivity but also the creation of opportunities for innovation (cf. Manz, Keating, 

& Donnellon, 1990).  

The word ‘self-management’ implies that it is the self who is responsible for 

management. This means that the employees become responsible for many of the 

traditional management’s functions, which requires that they reflect on how they 

best contribute to their organization. Therefore, the employee must take control of 

his own behavior. Self-managing employees have a higher degree of freedom and 
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autonomy for making decisions and taking actions, but with this increase of power, 

their responsibility increases too (cf. Breevaart, Bakker, & Demerouti, 2014, p. 31f.). 

Nonetheless, it is wrong to allocate all responsibility to the employees. Self-

management is not necessarily natural for everyone and thereby not easy. Laloux 

(2014) notes that “[p]roductive self-management rarely happens spontaneously” 

(cf. Laloux, 2014, p. 67). It demands support either through teaching, coaching, or 

any other tool that helps employees to better self-manage. In this sense, the focus of 

organizational management becomes how to manage through others as opposed to 

a focus on governance and control. Management must lead the way for self-

management and make sure that everyone understands the foundation of this type 

of management and workstyle.  

Self-management is not a clear set concept but contested as it leaves room for many 

different interpretations. Lopdrup-Hjorth et al. underline the ambiguity and the 

multivalence of the concept of self-management, but try to catch the essence of it 

with the following description: 

“In a broad sense, self-management seems to require that employees 

think, feel and act in ways that contribute to the realization and 

improvement of the individual worker, but only insofar as they 

concomitantly anticipate and contribute to the various needs of the 

organization” (Lopdrup-Hjorth, 2011, p. 97). 

According to this broad understanding of the concept, the essence of self-

management is to bring the interest of the employee into the organization, so that 

the organization gets value from the employee. In the same way, the employee can 

get value from the organization when he is given the opportunity to take control 

over himself and his work. It is the intersection between subject and organization 

with the goal to increase the organization’s performance while also improving the 

quality of work-life (cf. Manz, 1992, p. 1121). The organization has numerous norms, 
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which makes it almost impossible for the individual to comply with all of them at the 

same time. Therefore, the employee needs self-control to make the idea of self-

management work. He has to be passionate and at the same time be able to distance 

himself from work, so that both, employee and organization benefit from the 

concept of self-management. 

In the end, self-management is about enabling an environment in which the 

employee is granted room for self-actualization, which then makes human resources 

a much more used and important factor for the success of the organization (cf. 

Costea, Crump, & Amiridis, 2008, p. 666). This idea builds upon the concept of 

motivation. Motivation is an important part of self-management since most tasks 

can be executed successfully if employees are motivated. Human motivation is a 

driving force that management cannot simply expect as given or command. What 

managers instead can do is train their ability to manage independent employees in 

such ways that the individual motivation thrives.  

3.1.2 The Three Pillars of Self-Management 

Self-management remains a vague term since the concept revolves around different 

ideas which are not necessarily compatible. We do not contest its potential benefits. 

It constitutes a way that promotes innovation, motivation of the employees, and 

performance of the organization and thereby provides benefits for all components 

of a business. In Denmark, for example, self-management is considered a workstyle 

that is not only implemented in many organizations but rather is taken for granted 

as the common way of working. From our own experiences, we note that there is no 

need to make affirmative statements that employees are asked to self-manage, 

rather it is desired and expected from both parties, employees and employer, to 

adapt a self-managing working style. In this sense, self-management has become a 

natural part of modern work life. Self-managing employees do not necessarily notice 

or pay attention to the fact that they are managing themselves since it is something 

that is left unspoken. 
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The desirability of self-management might be that it is capable to address three 

different pillars, which are, as already mentioned, not obviously compatible or 

intrinsically connected. In today’s society, we have stepped out of pure Taylorism, 

which concerns the management of manual workers and how their productivity can 

be increased. Instead, so-called knowledge-worker gain more and more importance. 

Knowledge-workers are characterized by, obviously, their knowledge. Their work 

does not consist in handy skills but in thinking. Their job cannot be described by 

fixed tasks, rules, and regulations and does not include clearly defined goals and 

workstyles by the management. Instead, they are responsible for using their 

knowledge in the most productive way. Peter Drucker anticipated this shift: “The 

most valuable asset of a 21st-century institution (whether business or non-

business) will be knowledge workers and their productivity” (cf. Drucker, 1999, p. 

79). He hinted to the concept of self-management which allows to increase 

knowledge-worker productivity. It is impossible for the regular management to 

determine all the tasks and goals of knowledge-workers. In most cases, it would 

even be counterproductive to restrict the thinking activity of these employees by 

setting clear boundaries to their tasks and goals. This would only impede 

innovation. Drucker rightfully noted that knowledge-workers are responsible for 

their own productivity and therefore they also have to manage themselves (cf. 

Drucker, 1999, p. 84). The employees have to get the opportunity to use their full 

potential and it lies in the organization’s hands to make this possible. Even though 

Drucker does not mention the concept of self-management, he provides the first 

pillar, namely increase in productivity and make better use of the employees. The 

concept of self-management provides a way to use human resources in a more 

efficient way. With the right opportunities and environment employees, and 

especially knowledge-workers, get the chance to live out their full potential and 

increase productivity (cf. Costea et al., 2008, p. 666). 

The second pillar is autonomy. The employees are responsible for the decisions they 

make and actions they take. They have autonomy in the decision-making process. In 
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that sense, self-management can be understood as a promise from the organization 

to the employee, where they allow the human being more maneuvering space in 

their work activity and at the same time to unfold their own ideas and personality. 

Drucker talks about autonomy too, which is inevitable when employees are 

responsible for their productivity. But in the context of self-management, the notion 

of autonomy is not only a requirement for employees that do not fit into a specific 

job description. Employees are granted this ability and it is the task of the 

organization to ensure autonomous behavior (cf. Costea et al., 2008, p. 668). Many 

people find that this promise for autonomy will make work much fairer, because 

they play an active part in making decisions, and increases the employee’s overall 

well-being (cf. Lodrup-Hjort et al., 2011, p. 101). More autonomy means more 

responsibility and therefore also requires self-control. As already mentioned earlier, 

having autonomy at work means that the employee should not just act in his 

interests but also comply with the norms of the organization. He has to find a balance 

between him and the organization. Therefore, his desires and judgments should also 

harmonize with the organization’s preferences. His decisions cannot be completely 

overwhelmed by personal beliefs or feelings. In that sense, he has to control himself. 

Self-management does not mean that the individual employee should make choices 

based on what is best for himself or what he personally considers as the best choice. 

Rather choices must also rely on the organization’s interests. In this sense, the task 

of the managers becomes ensuring a connection between employees’ personal 

understanding of their specific tasks and the organization's general strategic 

objectives. Self-management encourages personal involvement, hence why it can be 

a challenge to find an appropriate balance (cf. Kristensen & Pedersen, 2013). 

Nevertheless, self-management allows autonomy and control not only over the 

organization’s performance but also over the employee’s own well-being.  

The concept of the worker-monad helps to understand the idea of self-managing 

employees. Even though this concept originally does not address self-management 
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in particular, it nevertheless enables a visualization of how to perceive autonomy 

and responsibility in this workstyle. It is based on Leibniz’ monadology and 

represents a way to include the subjectivity of the worker into a greater collective. 

Understanding the self-managing employee as a monad gives a better perception of 

how the employee’s interest could harmonize with those of the organization. It 

offers a new understanding of the relationship between the employee and the 

organization.  

“The relationship of the individual with his/her activity tends to become 

a monad, a totality in itself (…) This relationship is no longer seen, at first 

sight, as a fraction, functionally determined, of the organic division of 

labour. It becomes global on its own account” (Zarifian, 2003, p. 62 cited 

by Lazzarato, 2004, p. 193). 

The self-managing employee as a monad defines himself through the relations to the 

organizations and includes the organization within his individuality, which makes it 

possible to respect the organizational interests. Consequently, work becomes, 

paradoxically, more individual, and more collective at the same time (cf. Zarifian, 

2003). Employees are autonomous and independent for their actions but as a part 

of the organization, they also mirror the organizational desires and preferences (cf. 

Lazzarato, 2004, p. 193). 

Finally, self-management revolves around an existential pillar. Work has become an 

essential factor for human activity. In today’s society, we learn more and more about 

people who suffer under so-called burn-out or even bore-out syndrome. Often these 

cases revolve around work where people either struggle with too much stress and 

pressure or they are not challenged enough with their work. We will not investigate 

these phenomena in detail but showing such real concerns in contemporary work-

life highlights the importance of work also for the private sphere. Work and privacy 

are not completely separated anymore. They do affect each other: unhappiness at 
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work can be reflected in private life and vice versa. People want to find meaning in 

work-life and in work relations. “The ‘self’ becomes, in modernity, the central 

subject of its own order” (cf. Costea et al., 2008, p. 680). Costea et al. show that 

people are looking for a metaphysical compensation in work that we have once 

found in religion. Secularization implied that the “self” plays a central role in 

modernity (cf. Costea et al., 2008, p. 681). We do no longer attempt to find meaning 

and value as compared to a higher instance like gods. We look for meaning by 

relating it to ourselves (cf. Costea et al., 2008 p. 678). Our own person becomes 

important to understand the purpose of work and measure our achievements. We 

assert ourselves at work (cf. Costea et al., 2008, p. 679). Therefore, work is expected 

to be existentially filled with meaning, in the form of bringing our own person into 

the organization and at the same time find a way to self-actualize and self-assert at 

work. Self-management displays a working-style that enables the individual to find 

meaning by putting the “self” for the good of the organization.  

Self-management gives the employees a voice and the power to influence their own 

condition. As Hannah Arendt (1998) shows, labor, work, and action – which 

constitute the vita activa – are activities that correspond to the conditions of our 

existence. The existential conditions can influence us, but we are also capable to 

influence, or even create the conditions ourselves (cf. Arendt, 1998, p. 9). For 

example, we are capable to create an organization but at the same time, the 

organization influences us. It is a double movement between ourselves and the 

surrounding circumstances. Working for an organization conditions us to be 

employees, but we also contribute to create this condition ourselves.   

In her understanding labor includes the activities that are necessary for our survival, 

for example, biological needs. Work corresponds to activities of production. It is the 

activity that produces useful artifacts and thereby creates an artificial world 

characterized by durability. This world will outlast ourselves. It is able to sustain 

even beyond the life of the individual creator. The third human activity is action, 
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which is linked to freedom and plurality (cf. D’Entrèves, 2019). Arendt perceives an 

action to be free when it consists in a new beginning. This means that it is not 

sufficient to act upon a range of options, also understood as the freedom of choice, 

but in order to be free, the action has to be unexpected (cf. D’Entrèves, 2019). 

Moreover, an action navigates the way we live with other humans. It displays the 

social condition of men (cf. Arendt, 1998). 

In that sense, self-management can be perceived as a way to integrate more room 

for action instead of focusing too much on work and the activity of production. It 

creates a polis for the employees in which they are free to act (cf. Henning, 2011, p. 

300). That is the individual’s capacity to do the unexpected and navigate in a world 

that we share with others, organization. Self-management enables the employee to 

act and he finds meaning in his work by acting. 

Broadly put, self-management addresses challenges of modern society and 

constitutes a smooth way to combine productivity and well-being. The three pillars 

that we mentioned act as a guideline but are not exhausting. The vagueness and at 

the same time the complexity of this concept make it difficult to name all aspects and 

problems that self-management is able to address or solve. The pillars can have 

many intersections and interconnections, which shows that the concept is 

multifaceted. However, the most important aspect of self-management is that it 

creates a working style that balances organizational and personal interests and 

thereby benefits both parties, the employee and the employer. The employee is 

granted enough room to develop his full potential and provide the organization with 

creative and innovative input because he is not restricted by rules, orders, and 

regulations. The ability to include his personality and character in the work-related 

activities does not only create an environment of personal well-being but also 

constitutes a source for new ideas that are valuable for the organization. It allows to 

adapt to the quickly changing world and volatile markets causing complex business 

challenges marked by uncertainty and unpredictable events (cf. Kaplan, 2019, p. 63). 
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3.2 Nudge 

3.2.1 Introduction to Libertarian Paternalism - Why Nudge? 

The term ‘nudge’ stems from the work of behavioral economist Richard Thaler and 

law professor Cass Sunstein (2008). The starting point is the long list of cognitive 

biases that modern behavioral research has identified, which shows that people are 

not fully rational and acting as homo economicus. In everyday life, people make 

mistakes as we do not have the cognitive budget to reflect about and consider every 

possibly relevant aspect in our decision making. Instead, we use mental shortcuts 

and see the world through mental models. Humans have limited cognitive resources 

to navigate in an increasingly complex world, which leads to a systematically 

deviating behavior from rationality.  Thereby, Kahnemann’s and Tversky’s Prospect 

Theory (1979) laid the foundation for what we know today as Behavioral 

Economics. They showed that the deviations from classical economics models are 

not random but systematic. People have cognitive biases and nudge is a tool to 

counter them (cf. Thaler, 2015, p. 33). 

Thaler and Sunstein argue in their article “Libertarian Paternalism” (2003) that 

people are in fact not doing a good job in making decisions and choices and refer to 

a number of studies that reveal human’s cognitive and behavioral biases. For 

example, people tend to become more motivated by the short-term perspective even 

in situations where it would be rational to consider the long-term perspective too. 

Similar biases show that people are time-inconsistent and lack self-control. 

Therefore, affecting the architecture of how people make choices, i.e. paternalism is 

sometimes necessary to put them in a better position, but only insofar as it does not 

include coercion (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2003, p. 177). For this reason, nudges are 

used so that humans are more inclined to choose and act in their own best interest.  

Paternalism means that someone makes choices that make others better off because 

people do not always make choices that are in their best interest themselves. People 

have limited cognitive abilities and can therefore not consider all information in 
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their decision making. They argue that paternalism is not necessarily bad and is in 

many situations unavoidable. People encounter situations in which they have to 

make a choice that does not only concern themselves but might also affect 

others.  They provide the example of a company cafeteria in which the director has 

to decide how to arrange the food. If the director deliberately thinks about the food 

arrangements, then the only option that could be advocated for is to put the healthy 

food in the easiest accessible areas, or in the focus of the customer even though this 

is paternalistic. Under the assumption that the director knows what is best for the 

customer – in this case, not becoming obese or more productive due to consumption 

of more nutritious food – every other scenario could be seen to be morally 

objectionable or even malicious (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2003, p. 175). 

Furthermore, they pronounce the libertarian aspect of their form of paternalism. It 

is important that paternalistic choices are not coercive. This means that paternalism 

neither forces anyone in making one choice rather than another nor that it reduces 

the initial number of choices. Every person that is subject to paternalism should 

have the freedom of choice (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2003, p. 175).  

3.2.2 What is Nudging? 

Nudges are subtle interventions within the ‘choice architecture’, i.e. the way and 

environment in which human face their choices and make their decisions, to 

circumvent cognitive and behavioral biases and thereby prevent people from taking 

irrational decisions or making choices that are not in their best interest (cf. Thaler 

and Sunstein, 2008; Pedwell, 2017, p. 59f.). Nudging can be understood as 

developing gentle incentives to make better choices. Humans are often distracted 

and have cognitive limitations. Therefore, they are not able to consider all 

information for making the choice that is in their best interest.  

Nudge applies the knowledge of behavioral sciences and constitutes a tool for 

behavioral modification without direct intervention. A well illustrating example of a 
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nudge is a sticker of a fly put in the urinals that helped the airport of Schiphol to 

reduce cleaning costs. For reasons that are unknown to us (because we do not use 

urinals as women), men like to aim while urinating. The simple sticker in the urinals 

nudged/incentivized men to aim for the fly that was positioned to cause the least 

splashes. That way, the toilets became much cleaner and the airport required less 

cleaning services (cf. Thaler, 2015, p.312f.). 

3.2.3 Different Types of Nudges 

The essence of a nudge, as we have seen in the previous section, is the subtle change 

in the environment, or also named the choice architecture, to have a desired change 

in behavior. Thaler and Sunstein give the following definition: 

“A nudge […] is any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s 

behavior in a predictable way without forbidding any options or 

significantly changing their economic incentives. To count as a mere 

nudge, the intervention must be easy and cheap to avoid. Nudges are not 

mandates. Putting fruit at eye level counts as a nudge. Banning junk food 

does not” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008, p. 6). 

According to Thaler & Sunstein (2008), a nudge is any aspect of behavioral or choice 

architecture that changes people's behavior in a predictable way without changing 

their incentives substantially. If one makes a choice more or less visible then it is a 

nudge, but if one forbids or blocks an action then it is not. This definition 

accompanies us throughout the thesis and gives the minimum requirements for 

what can be considered as a nudge in order to avoid any conceptual 

misunderstandings. 

The literature proposes many different types of nudges, which shows that this 

definition is still vague or at least leaves enough room for variations of what is 

considered as a nudge. The typologies of nudges found in the literature have 

different foundations and depend on, for example, on how the individual processes 
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the nudge (cf. Blumenthal-Barby & Burroughs, 2012) or on which stage of the 

decision-making process it is applied (cf. Münscher et al., 2016). But also the nature 

of the influence of nudge on the decision (cf. Felsen et al, 2013) or the objective 

assigned to the message (cf. Ly et al., 2013) have been used to differentiate between 

nudges (cf. Dianoux et al., 2019). We will outline the two latter types in more detail, 

as well as Hansen and Jespersen’s typology of nudges, which will all be relevant for 

the type of sustainable nudges, which we develop further on in this thesis. 

Felsen et al. distinguish between “overt nudges” and “covert nudges”. Overt nudges 

are conscious influences on the decision. The nudgee is aware of what influences he 

is exposed to and he also knows what these influences, or nudges, target. This type 

of nudge is transparent and shows what behavior is desired, as well as how it is 

achieved. It calls for a conscious processing of the nudgee. He is asked to actively 

reflect on his actual and his expected decision-making. In contrast, covert nudges 

happen subconsciously. The processes behind this type of nudge are hidden and not 

accessible for the nudgee. He is not even aware that his decisions are influenced and 

therefore, does not know what behavior is expected from him (cf. Felsen et al., 

2013). 

Ly et al. (2013) identify four dimensions of nudges when classified by their 

objectives. First of all, nudges can be used to increase self-control or to induce a 

desired behavior. Second, they distinguish between nudges imposed by oneself or 

by an external element. The third dimension concerns conscious versus unconscious 

nudges. Ly et al. refer to them as mindful and mindless nudges. The difference here 

to Felsen et al. is that consciousness happens on a different level. Felsen et al. made 

the distinction between nudges that are performed when the nudgee is aware and 

when he is not aware of being nudged. Here the distinction is less about the nudgee 

knowing what is going on but rather if the nudge requires the nudgee’s 

consciousness to function. The mindful nudges require the nudgee to reflect and 

deliberate about his decision-making and also act on the intention to seek out a 
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certain behavior. In contrast, mindless nudges only target the more automatic 

decision-making and do not require cognitive effort of the nudgee. Last but not least, 

the nudges are distinguished on the objective of encouraging or discouraging a 

certain behavior. All in all, Ly et al. identify twelve possible combinations with these 

four dimensions. On the one hand, they consider that increasing a desired behavior 

is an externally imposed nudge, whereas a nudge to increase self-control is either 

self-imposed or externally imposed. On the other hand, the mindful and mindless 

nudges are each divided into encouraging and discouraging nudges (cf. Ly et al. 

2013, p. 8). 

Hansen and Jespersen (2013) offer another typology of nudges, namely by 

distinguishing between type 1 and type 2 nudges, which delineate the automatic 

mode of thinking from the reflective mode of thinking, and between transparent and 

non-transparent nudges, through which they introduce an epistemic distinction.  

Type 1 and 2 nudges are inspired by Kahneman’s distinction between system 1 and 

system 2. The difference between the two systems is that in system 2 the subject is 

consciously and deliberately reflecting and reasoning, whereas in system 1 the 

subject does not use this effort. This mode of thinking is automatic and very based 

on intuition, which is why the subject does not voluntarily control it. It is also faster 

which makes it more error prone. System 2 can influence the way system 1 works 

in terms of attention and memory. These are also automatic functions (cf. 

Kahneman, 2011, p. 23). Accordingly, both types of nudges operate in system 1, but 

the difference is that type 2 nudges target behavior resulting from reflective 

thinking whereas type 1 nudges target behavior resulting from automatic thinking. 

They differ in terms of which behavior they aim for, behavior resulting from 

deliberation and reflection or only automatic behavior (cf. Hansen & Jespersen, 

2013, p. 14f.). 
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Transparent and non-transparent nudges evolve from an epistemic distinction. In 

the case of transparent nudges, the nudgee is able to uncover the intention and the 

way of implementation of the nudge (cf. Hansen & Jespersen, 2013, p. 17). This does 

not mean that they have to be explicitly outlined but rather only suggest that the 

nudgee could comprehend that he is being nudged and why. In contrast, a non-

transparent nudge does not enable the nudgee to comprehend what is going on. He 

cannot uncover the intention and the way of implementation. The small difference 

between transparent/non-transparent and the previous presented overt/covert 

nudges is that the former only requires that the nudgee would be able to recognize 

or not recognize that he is nudged, whereas the latter deals with the nudgee as 

actually being aware - or not - of the nudge. 

This allows to establish a conceptual framework of four different types of nudges. 

The first one is a transparent type 2 nudge. It influences behavior from reflective 

thinking while enabling the nudgee to uncover its intention and means. This also 

allows him to resist the nudge if he does not agree with the behavioral intervention. 

This type of nudge is used to encourage reflected choice and improve decision-

making. For example, providing feedback constitutes one instantiation of this type. 

Second, there are transparent type 1 nudges. They work on the automatic behavior 

without requiring reflective thinking of the nudgee, but it can induce it because the 

intention and means are easily comprehensible. Third, non-transparent type 2 

nudges function again on behavior based on reflective thinking but without showing 

what is behind them. This is for example done by framing the decision-making, i.e. 

presenting factors differently to influence the decision. Finally, non-transparent 

type 1 nudges work completely in the dark. This nudge targets the automatic 

behavior of the nudgee, who is also not able to uncover intentions and means. This 

type of nudge also comes close to what Ly et al. define as a mindless nudge (cf. 

Hansen & Jespersen, 2013). 
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This presentation of different types of nudge is far from being complete, as it would 

exceed the scope of this thesis. We presented only those types that we consider to 

be also important for the further analysis in the setting of organizational 

management. All these types comply with Thaler and Sunstein’s definition of a 

nudge. However, some of the nudges, like for example covert, mindless, and non-

transparent nudges give rise for a discussion whether nudge is a way of 

manipulating people’s choices via the choice architecture, i.e. the way in which the 

choices are presented to them. Nudges structure choices in such a way that 

psychological mechanism leads people toward options that are either thought to be 

in their own best interest or thought to be in society’s best interest. This means that 

if the architectural structure had not been there, then people would be less likely to 

make the choice that would be in their own best interest or in society’s best interest 

(cf. Grüne-Yanoff & Hansson, 2009). 

3.2.4 Critique of Nudge 

Nudges are understood as a subtle intervention in the choice architecture with the 

goal to change behavior. We noticed that in the pro-nudge literature this 

intervention is described with terms like “shaping”, “influencing” or “designing” an 

architecture. But in how far are they different to the derogatory term 

“manipulating”? Under which conditions are nudges manipulating rather than 

shaping? 

 

Manipulation, defined as: “controlling someone or something to your own 

advantage, often unfairly or dishonestly” (Cambridge Dictionary), is a word that is 

often referred to in negative contexts. In this sense, pro-nudge scholars, as well as 

practitioners, have been and still are interested in differentiating nudge from 

manipulation. The perception of nudge as a form of manipulation makes up the core 

of the critique, which has been addressed by scholars around the world. Both 

academics and public commentators have directed tough criticism both political and 

ethical against the approach. In the United Kingdom, a series of liberal academics 
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from the blog Spiked, even declare ‘war on nudge’ (Hansen & Jespersen, 2013) (cf. 

O´Neill, 2010). 

Thaler and Sunstein argue that an anti-nudge position is not contributing with any 

value to the debate since people are always influenced in decision making contexts 

anyway. Put another way, the choice is between; a close friend giving advice on a 

topic, which the friend possesses no expert knowledge on whatsoever, or being 

guided towards a choice by someone who potentially has more knowledge on the 

topic than both oneself and the friend. The main argument of Thaler and Sunstein 

consists in the fact that in both situations one will be under some kind of influence 

since no decisions are made in an objective setting. If it is not the friend, who gives 

the advice, then one just needs to turn on the TV to be overwhelmed with 

impressions from marketing techniques (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2003). As we have 

seen earlier, these lines of reasoning constitute the legitimacy for Libertarian 

Paternalism. Therefore, an intervention like nudge is legitimate as long as the 

nudgee is free to choose and not restricted in the amount of choice. In addition, they 

include Rawls’ publicity principle to convince in favor of the nudge position. This 

means that the nudger should be able to defend the use of nudges in public (cf. 

Thaler & Sunstein, 2003). 

Hansen and Jespersen (2013) argue that the characterization of nudging as pure 

manipulation of choice is too simplistic (cf. Hansen & Jespersen, 2013, p. 5). There 

are some nudges that have manipulating characteristics, but they do not allow to 

generalize this assumption. Additionally, they raise a critique towards Thaler and 

Sunstein’s appeal to the Libertarian Paternalism and Rawls’ publicity principle. In 

fact, they regard it as insufficient. Instead, the epistemic distinction between 

transparent and non-transparent nudges, which was presented earlier, can be used 

as a guideline to differentiate “good nudges” from manipulation. Only non-

transparent nudges can be categorized as manipulative. Combined with the 

differentiation of type 1 and 2 nudges influencing either automatic behavior or 
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deliberate choice, they conclude that non-transparent type 1 nudges are a 

manipulation of behavior and non-transparent type 2 nudges are a manipulation of 

choice.  

Is the Rational Choice the Best Choice? 

The concept of nudge has encountered a lot of criticism. Even though Thaler and 

Sunstein stress the component of freedom of choice it seems that nudge has critical 

and negative aspects. Sugden (2009) argues in general that it is difficult to reconcile 

normative and behavioral economics. Accordingly, he identifies a problem with the 

concept of nudge and the premise that nudges guide people to what they had chosen 

if they were fully rational and what they would then judge as the best choice. Sugden 

emphasizes the unavoidable normativity of nudging, which raises a couple of 

different questions (cf. Sugden, 2009). 

First, how are the directions chosen in which people should be nudged? Thaler and 

Sunstein give multiple examples of how nudges guide the people in different 

directions, but they do not provide an explanation or a criterion for how to choose 

the direction in which people should be nudged. What is the right direction and what 

is the wrong direction? It is easy to say that people are nudged in the direction of the 

choice they would have made if “they had full attention and possessed complete 

information, unlimited cognitive abilities, and complete self-control” (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2008, p. 5), but as Sugden points out, these concepts are normative and 

cannot be defined by objective facts. Rather, it leaves open the definition of perfect 

rationality and therefore allows to justify any paternalistic intervention. In addition, 

it shows that Thaler and Sunstein assume that people are homines economici deep 

down. Following the results of behavioral research, it is questionable if this 

assumption can be maintained. Are the people really nudged towards what they 

themselves judge as best choice? (cf. Sugden, 2009, p. 370).  
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In this sense the concept of nudge is operating between the rational and the best 

choice. These are two different premises. If we assume that people are rational then 

we know what they would judge as best. But this case would make the concept of 

nudge obsolete unless we assume that people want to be rational but are not. They 

know what they want, and nudges are only used to achieve this outcome because, 

even though they have rational preferences, they have cognitive limitations in the 

moment of choosing. But if we assume that people are irrational, would it not mean 

that what people themselves judge to be the best is also irrational. Why do we have 

to assume that the rational choice is also the best choice for people that are actually 

not rational? For example, emotions often play a crucial role when we have to decide 

what would be the best choice. We experience situations in which we simply feel 

that one choice is better for us than the other without this feeling being based on 

rational reflection. For that reason, the premises of nudge and the application of the 

concept cannot be generalized but require detailed investigations of what and how 

people judge. 

It seems that Thaler and Sunstein have in mind to improve the decisions that affect 

long term outcomes instead of just trying to make the best decision in the moment. 

Just as their title states it is about improving decisions about health, wealth and 

happiness. In that sense nudge is a remedy to overcome time discounting. 

Libertarian paternalism and the tool of nudging are therefore not necessarily about 

designing choice architectures that “make choosers better off, as judged by 

themselves” (cf. 2008, 5, italics in original) but it is about making choosers better off 

in their rational long-term goals. This formulation takes into account the aspect that 

people can have irrational preferences and respects Thaler and Sunstein’s emphasis 

on making their lives longer, healthier, and better (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Still, 

this also assumes that if people were rational, they would have these long-term 

interests. Therefore, it still risks imposing rational interests on the nudgee. 
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Secondly, Sugden raises the question if people actually want to be nudged. Even if it 

were true that people have rational preferences and nudgers know what they judge 

as their best choice, then it is still open for discussion if people want to be guided 

towards a specific direction. This question implies another question, namely how 

much do people trust that experts, i.e. nudgers, know best or better what is best for 

us? Whereby, we have to note that the expertise or the knowledge is based on what 

nudgees would want if they were fully rational. Otherwise, it is the nudger that 

imposes his interests (cf. Sugden, 2009, p. 371f.). Sugden notes that most of the 

examples that Thaler and Sunstein provide are from the perspective of the licensed 

nudging experts rather than the licensing nudgees (cf. Sugden, 2009, p. 372). Dining 

at a high-end restaurant illustrates this statement: in many cases, these restaurants 

offer just a few choices selected by the chef, i.e, the expert, and thereby create a 

nudge to order a dish that you would not try otherwise. In Thaler and Sunstein’s 

argument, the chef is licensed to nudge you towards a choice because he has the 

knowledge of what is best for you, but Sugden argues that the customers choose the 

restaurant where they want to dine and thereby license the chef to nudge them. The 

difference between the two arguments is crucial to determine the legitimacy of 

nudging (cf. Sugden, 2009, p. 373).  

Underlying Principles 

Further critique of nudge consists in the underlying principles. Thaler and Sunstein 

give a lot of illustrations and examples of how nudge works, but they neglect a 

thorough investigation of the principles on which either nudges are based or the 

principles with which nudging does not comply (cf. Anderson, 2010, p. 369). This 

leads to the open question of what kind of nudges are good and which one are bad 

(cf. Anderson, 2010, p. 372). How can we distinguish between acceptable and 

unacceptable nudges? For most people, it is evident that nudging should not be used 

for encouraging bad or damaging behavior. For example, the tobacco industry 

should not nudge people into smoking more. In this case, it is relatively easy to 
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define such a nudge as good or bad, but in many other cases, it is difficult to establish 

differences and judgments. Who or what decides what is good or bad? A similar 

argument has been presented above. The nature and the directions of the nudges 

are not determined objectively. In the examples by Thaler and Sunstein the nudges 

have effective outcomes. However, they also admit that nudges do not work in every 

situation. But they do not explain the principles or the criteria for when which 

nudges are necessary and effective. This leaves the concept of nudge with a 

vagueness for its righteous implementation.  

Unintended Consequences 

In this context, it is worth mentioning that nudges can also be risky. They can result 

in unintended consequences and make the situation even worse than in the 

beginning. In the following example, people were nudged into reducing their energy 

use. This was done by sending reports to the households that showed not only their 

own use but also compared it to the use of the neighboring households, as well as to 

what is considered to be an effective energy use. On the one hand, the result was 

positive. Many reacted successfully to the nudge and reduced their energy 

consumption. On the other hand, the attempt completely backfired for many other 

households. They reacted with the exact opposite and increased their energy use (cf. 

Fisman, 2010;  Dholakia, 2016). 

DanChurchAid provides another example of how nudges can lead to undesired 

outcomes. Dan Church is a non-governmental organization that provides help to the 

world’s poorest part of the population. In order to raise money, they collect money 

all over the country. In Denmark, this will often be done by going from door to door, 

but if people are not at home to throw a coin in the box, then they have the 

opportunity of supporting through the organization's website or through a text 

message. However, people no longer receive an email reminder to support. Today 

the organization only sends out one email asking for donations, since they 
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experience that fewer people unsubscribe from the mailing list by only getting one 

e-mail instead of ten. That way the list can grow, and they can ask more people for 

support again in the future. 

This change is based on a Danish study at Aarhus University in which the reaction 

of 17,391 Danes to charity donation reminders has been examined. This study 

indicates that one reminder is effective in getting people to donate. In the study the 

donation e-mail reminder is regarded as a nudge, which shows the positive effect of 

nudging. However, the limitation of nudge comes to the surface in terms of quantity. 

If you remind people many times, they unsubscribe from the service. In fact, the 

study found that as many as 76% more unsubscribed when they were given an extra 

reminder to donate. And then the lost income from future donations can actually be 

greater than the benefit of more donating this time (Aagaard, 2017). 

This study reveals a potential negative consequence of nudges. The reminders are 

able to annoy people or give the people bad conscience, which means nudging can 

have a negative effect in the long run. When people unsubscribe from the mail 

service, it is because it has a psychological cost that is actually greater than the joy 

of donating. So, by nudging it is possible to push people so much that it becomes 

counterproductive (Aagaard, 2017). 

Normative Vagueness 

Moreover, the application of behavioral economics and science has always been 

subject to ethical concerns, and nudge is not an exception. Most of the critique is 

formulated from an ethical standpoint. Unfortunately, Thaler and Sunstein neglect a 

thorough description of the principles and criteria for nudging. Even a clear 

definition of when a nudge has been successful or effective is missing. In “Nudges 

that fail” (2017), Sunstein discusses the reasons for ineffective nudges but does not 

affirmatively state the foundations, which make nudges effective. He argues that it 

is not about the effectiveness but about the welfare. That way it is possible for 
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ineffective nudges to create more welfare as it is also possible for effective nudges 

to reduce welfare (cf. Sunstein, 2017, p. 22). This conclusion leads to the question 

about the usefulness of nudges. Are nudges only about possible improvements and 

not necessarily about the optimum? Where do we want to go with nudges? How and 

for what do we want to use them? Again, the concept of nudge remains frustratingly 

vague. 

The multiple examples by Thaler and Sunstein show that nudges can be useful in 

many different settings. But the concept of nudge would need a much more detailed 

outlining of its principles, criterion, goals, successfulness, and effectiveness. It is 

important to add that we do not think that nudges are a bad thing, but they are multi-

faceted and appear in many different shapes. In addition, they are very situation-

specific, and in that sense, it is difficult to formulate an overall critique and debunk 

the concept completely. But this makes facing the critique and ethical questions even 

more difficult. 

3.2.5 The Advantages of Nudging 

While there is plenty of critique to be found within the concept of nudge, it is 

relevant to emphasize that there are advantages as well. The concept of nudge builds 

on the knowledge and insights of different disciplines. Above all, economics and 

psychology have the biggest impact and build the founding idea that people make 

decisions that are far from perfectly rational. In that sense, nudges can steer people 

towards better outcomes. Nudging and the broad field of behavioral design 

challenge the way of perceiving humans as a rational and economic species. 

Kahneman (2011) argues that humans operate with systems 1 and 2. System 1 is 

based on instincts and intuition, and system 2 takes over when one is facing a 

complex task or another process, which needs an increased level of attention. It 

takes less effort to operate in system 1, which is why we sometimes tend to run over 

red lights, forget to wash our hands, or postpone an economic transaction. Nudge 
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offers a solution to the situations where system 1 behavior is a challenge (cf. 

Kahneman, 2011). 

Nudge is a practice-oriented and effective tool for addressing different types of 

challenges. Many of those challenges are physical. A classic example of nudging is 

replacing plates in an office canteen with smaller plates to reduce the amount of food 

intake in an organization without imposing harsh restrictions. This is meant to 

increase the general welfare in the organization as employees assumedly become 

healthier by decreasing their food intake. 

However, nudge is also capable of benefiting in challenges, which are not of a 

physical character. It is a beneficial tool for optimizing communication due to the 

reason that the method can increase the quality and effect of written messages 

significantly, whether it is referring to creating good habits, improve user 

experiences, getting employees to understand a strategy, change attitude or become 

more effective. Nudge is assumed to be a design that guides people towards the good 

choices, without them feeling forced, manipulated, or limited (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 

2008). 

Furthermore, the implementation of nudges is cheap. Compared to attempts of 

enlightening people about their flaws in decision-making by for example coaching 

and teaching programs, which do often not result in any changes thereof, nudges do 

not require many resources or expenses. Nudges are understood as subtle 

interventions in the environment and can, therefore, be quickly installed, which 

saves money and time in their implementation. In addition, once the right choice 

architecture is in place it will yield quick results. It stimulates system 1 thinking and 

shows effects on the nudgee’s behavior as soon as he is confronted with the new 

design of the choice. The swiftness of appearing effects stems also from the non-

intrusive character of this method (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Nudges are not 

mandating but only influence choices and decisions indirectly. In respect to 

libertarian paternalism, it does not coerce the nudgee to adopt a desired behavior 
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but instead only subtly promotes a better option. Accordingly, when the individual 

feels less forced to do something, he will also display less resistance. In conclusion, 

the advantages of nudge consist of applying insights from different areas of 

knowledge to create a cheap, fast, and non-intrusive tool for positive behavioral 

modification.  

3.3 Behavioral Economics and Nudge in Organizations 

Behavioral Economics gains more and more relevance with the increasing 

knowledge about human psychology. Mainstream economic theories have the 

starting point that humans act rationally. These ideas are mirrored from macro- to 

microeconomics and down to business administration. However, we know from 

research, and surely from our own experiences, that humans act distinct to the homo 

economicus. People do not act rationally. Behavioral Economics stems from more 

realistic assumptions. This discipline pays attention to biases that make people 

prone to mistakes and tries to include them in the theory. The knowledge that 

people are not rational is especially important for leaders and managers because 

their main tasks are to guide and, precisely, manage them. Thereby, the discussion 

includes politicians as well as managers. Both have responsibility for other people, 

be it the general public or the employees of an organization, and both need to 

acknowledge how people think and behave. This thesis will focus on the setting of 

organizational management. Therefore, we will introduce some of the rare 

literature about the use of nudge for managerial purposes and explain in the next 

paragraphs why behavioral economics and, specifically, the tool of nudging has 

become relevant within organizations. 

3.3.1 Leaders as Decision Architects 

Human resource management faces many different challenges at once. On the one 

hand, the manager needs to guide the employees and explain to them how they are 

expected to work and what they are expected to accomplish. The manager’s role is 
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to coach and educate the employees. On the other hand, the competition with other 

organizations, and the fast-developing market require that management can quickly 

adapt. Time pressure and stress make it almost impossible to face these challenges 

at the same time. Education and coaching take time, which the organization does not 

have. Moreover, the employee’s limited cognitive budget slows this process even 

further down or makes them ineffective. 

“Insidious biases and insufficient motivation are often the main drivers 

behind significant organizational problems. But it’s extremely difficult to 

change the way people’s brain are wired. Instead change the 

environment in which people make decisions. Through some simple 

adjustments, executives can produce powerful benefits for their 

employees and organizations“ (Beshears & Gino, 2015). 

Education and Coaching might not even be enough to circumvent the cognitive 

biases. Beshears and Gino recommend the use of behavioral economics and describe 

how small changes in the environment positively affect the decision-making of the 

employees. In that sense, leaders, or managers, become decision architects. Even 

small, seemingly insignificant factors help to quickly change the behavior of 

employees. They can nudge the employees, who keep their autonomy while the 

management is guiding them. When the management is aware of the cognitive 

biases, they can shape the environment and design a decision architecture. This way 

is faster and cheaper than education and coaching programs. 

3.3.2 Nudge Management 

Even though Thaler and Sunstein focused on social policy when they developed their 

concept of nudge, it is also relevant for smaller settings, like organizational 

management. Here, the employees need guidance too, and nudge provides a useful 

tool for behavioral modification. Eric Singler (2018) coins the term “nudge 

management” in his eponymous book and adopts a pioneering role in showing that 
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nudge is not exclusive to public policy but also relevant and useful within 

organizations. He describes how behavioral economics and nudge help implement 

an environment that promotes good decision-making, which enable better 

performance on all levels, while also improving employee’s motivation and well-

being (cf. Singler, 2018, p. 6). 

Next to Singler, Philip Ebert and Wolfgang Freibichler also engage with nudge 

management. They start with Drucker’s work about knowledge worker productivity 

and show how behavioral economics contributes to this topic: 

“Roughly speaking, nudge management is a management approach that 

applies insights from behavioral science to design organizational 

contexts so to optimize fast thinking and unconscious behaviour of 

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

Freibichler, 2017, p. 1f.). 

Nudge management increases the efficiency of the company’s procedures. It is, for 

example, able to reduce the duration of meetings, by simply changing the default 

time to 30 instead of 60 minutes. If the standard time for a meeting is set at 60 

minutes, then the participants are already prepared to spend an hour in the meeting. 

Even if the participants feel that the meeting is unnecessarily long, 60 minutes is 

nevertheless considered to be short because it is the standard. When the standard 

time changes to 30 minutes, then after a period of acclimatization the participants 

will get the feeling that a meeting of 45 minutes is long, even though they thought 

earlier that 60 minutes is short. Thereby employees save time for other work tasks 

(cf. Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 3.). 

Another example shows that nudge management can improve the spread of 

knowledge that is crucial for innovation. Information should circulate as freely and 

effectively as possible in the organization. Therefore, Google created meeting spots, 

like kitchens or coffee lounges which allow employees to start conversations with 
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their colleagues and create a new source for innovation. The employees are nudged 

to cooperate, exchange ideas while they want to do something for their well-being 

and maybe just simply relax for some time. The example shows again how important 

the environment is and that small insignificant factors, like the placement of a coffee 

machine nudges people into a more efficient way of working (cf. Ebert & Freibichler, 

2017, p. 4.). 

Nudge management is fast, cheap, and effective. These attributes make this new 

management style favorable to face the challenges of the 21st century. Managers do 

not simply function as a guide or a coach anymore but have become decision 

architects and nudgers.  

3.4 Sustainability 

To answer our research question, the analysis will be guided by questions about the 

sustainability of self-management and nudge as well as how far it is sustainable 

when both concepts are used at the same time. 

 

We will use sustainability as our meta-concept. Sustainability is defined as “the 

quality of being able to continue over a period of time” (Cambridge Dictionary). 

Aiming for sustainability has become more important in our society than ever 

before. Most people relate it to environmental issues and it is perceived as the 

solution to save our planet. Even though it is also the aim of this thesis to contribute 

to the development of founding a sustainable environment for organizations with 

self-managing employees, we will employ the term “sustainability” completely 

detached from any connotation of the ecological environment. Instead, we refer to 

its most basic understanding, namely the ability to sustain, maintain, or uphold a 

certain state. The German word of “Nachhaltigkeit” strengthens the meaning that we 

want to convey. In the same way the French word “durabilité” pronounces the 

meaning that the ability to last and endure is at the core. This means that the 
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ultimate goal is not only to create lasting effects but, most importantly, to prevent a 

system from collapsing.  

4 Diagnostic & Normative Analysis 

The analysis is divided into two parts. The first part is conducted from a diagnostic 

perspective. Here, we investigate our hypothesis, that the simultaneous use of self-

management and nudge in the setting of organizational management is tension 

laden. We identify three levels of tension. In the second part, we conduct a normative 

analysis that is built upon the findings from the diagnosis and allows us to develop 

the concept of sustainable nudges. 

4.1 Diagnosis 

The following diagnosis analyzes the setting of organizational management to which 

the concept of nudge has been extrapolated. We will present influential biases of 

employees and illustrate with examples how they influence their decision-making 

and thereby also their ability to self-manage. In addition, we will also show how 

managers engage with their task as decision architects. The detailed presentation of 

the use of nudge in this new setting lays the foundation to diagnose a problematic 

relation between self-management and nudge. We will present tensions on three 

different levels. 

4.1.1 A New Setting: From Public Policy to Organizational Management 

Thaler and Sunstein have shown how nudges are effective tools for better decision-

making. They developed the concept of nudge in the setting of social policy. Even 

though many criticize nudges, especially on ethical grounds, they have in fact 

enjoyed huge success. Sunstein worked as a counselor for Obama during his 

presidency and has contributed with behavioral insights. Great Britain and Denmark 

are also known to regularly use nudges in politics (cf. Bock, 2016).  
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The application of nudges also makes sense outside of the domain of politics. In fact, 

they can be applied wherever people face decisions and are prone to be influenced 

by cognitive biases. Organizational management is a new setting in which nudges 

are useful too. Self-managing employees, such as knowledge workers, have to make 

decisions autonomously. But just like any other human, they are also prone to act 

irrationally. Nudge constitutes a tool for managers to overcome their employees’ 

biases. However, we will argue that the use of nudge in this new setting is 

problematic. 

Conditions, circumstances, and values in organizations differ from those in public 

policy. There is a difference between the self-governance of a citizen within a society 

or a state and self-management of an employee within an organization. Nudging a 

citizen can be helpful and makes sense because the nudger, in this case, the 

government works for the people of the society. It is the government's job to support 

and help the citizen in terms of health, wealth, and happiness. Being a citizen can be 

seen as the agreement to live in a particular state or society and benefit from its 

support and protection. This argumentation follows the ideas of Thomas Hobbes 

about the necessity of a social contract. In contrast, being an employee emphasizes 

the connotation that it is the person who is working for the organization, and much 

less the organization for the employee. This is a crucial difference and affects the 

normativity of nudges. This refers to Sugden’s critique and the normative difference 

between a licensing and a licensed perspective of nudge. The legitimacy of nudging 

employees would come from the employees licensing the organization to nudge, 

because they agree to work for this organization. In contrast, the legitimacy of 

nudging citizens is established from the perspective of a licensed authority due to 

its knowledge. 

This difference changes the paternalistic aspect of them. The government serves the 

people, but the employees serve the organization. The organization has to pay much 

more attention to comply with the nudgee’s interest to help him make the decision, 
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or choice, that he would judge as the best, if he was fully rational. Otherwise, it might 

fall into the domain of unacceptable nudges and manipulate choices and behavior 

for purely organizational interests.  

Furthermore, self-management implies a much more mutual relationship than self-

governance. The idea of self-management is to find a balance between the 

employee’s and the organization’s interests. Self-managing employees are a source 

to bring new ideas and creativity into the organization, which enables more 

opportunities for innovation. Thereby, the organization benefits from innovative 

input and the employee benefits by being granted the room for self-actualization 

and caring for his own well-being.  

These new circumstances in organizational management show the relevance to 

investigate in more detail in how far nudges can be justly used because it changes 

the paternalist legitimacy on which the use of nudges is based. Most importantly, the 

use of nudge becomes problematic and critical when applied to self-managing 

employees, as it threatens the authenticity of self-management when employees’ 

behavior is shaped by interventions in the choice architecture. Therefore, this 

section diagnoses tensions when nudges are used on self-managing employees.  

In the following paragraphs, we will start out by analyzing what makes managers so 

interested in nudge. The second step consists in presenting cognitive biases, which 

we argue to have the most striking effects on organizational performance. Lastly, we 

will go into more detail on how managers function as decision architects and 

provide specific examples of how nudges can overcome employees’ biases and 

supposedly improve self-management before we diagnose tensions stemming from 

the simultaneous use of the two concepts. 
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4.1.1.1 Manager’s Interest in Nudge 

A central theme in the new management paradigm of behavioral science is the 

indirect use of power. Nudge has gained popularity due to the fact that it addresses 

a classic problem in management - guiding employees to become more effective and 

efficient and handle the cognitive biases, which reduce work performance. It allows 

people's behavior to be controlled without the use of direct power. Managers will 

often feel that they have to do what it takes to succeed. However, there is a certain 

amount of discomfort connected to that feeling. Not many managers enjoy the 

feeling of confronting employees in negative contexts, whether it has to do with a 

warning or another type of critical situation. Nonetheless, the task of a manager is, 

among other things, to build and motivate a good work culture. In this sense, it is 

necessary for managers to handle uncomfortable talks and situations. But what if 

the use of behavioral designs, such as nudge, could decrease the amount of 

discomfort? Why should managers even have to engage themselves in a 

conversation on critical areas, when people are irrational anyway and the 

management simply could introduce a nudge that causes the employees to drop the 

specific critical behavior? This example is outlined in extreme terms, but 

nevertheless, it represents one of the managerial motivations for learning to master 

nudge (Topdanmark, personal communication, 2020). 

Managers are interested in nudging because it gives them indirect control over 

employees. Nudges are subtle interventions in the decision-making environment 

and in that sense they are also a very subtle way to introduce and promote 

organizational interests, like increase work performance (Topdanmark personal 

communication, 2020). It is a way to discreetly guide the employees. In comparison 

to more traditional management tools, like the establishment of numerous orders 

and regulations, nudge enables to create a less tensed work culture while still 

keeping control over the employees. Nudges work from under the surface and 
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therefore create an environment that feels less dictating. It is a hidden power of 

management. 

Besides power, there is also an advantage to gain from nudge in terms of identity 

creation. The more uniformly management handles similar dilemmas, the better the 

‘leadership brand’ is. Value-based management has become a norm among 

organizations in order to build and maintain a corporate culture. It consists in 

formulating fundamentals of the organization. Nudge can contribute to the search 

for identity in terms of bringing the values into play. The difficult part is not to 

formulate values, the difficult part is to implement them and work according to 

them. It is the job of a manager to ensure that there is a correlation between the 

declared values and actual actions. By introducing nudges, it is possible for both 

managers and employees to adapt their behavior according to the values without 

having to spend expensive resources on campaigns for doing so since they are 

nudged to take certain actions (Topdanmark, personal communication, 2020). 

Furthermore, nudge works well with the agility requirement of organizations, which 

explains why it has emerged as a popular management tool. In the early 2000s The 

Manifesto for Agile Software Development was on the agenda in multiple businesses 

worldwide. An individual or an organization is ‘agile’ when they are able to quickly 

adapt or evolve in response to a changing environment. Charbonnier-Voirin defines 

organizational agility as the “capacity for the permanent adaptation of the 

enterprise in response to an environment characterized by complexity, turbulence, 

and uncertainty. It is understood as the possibility of reacting quickly to change, but 

also to acting and to ‘mastering’ the latter, thanks to significant capacities of 

anticipation, innovation, and learning” (Charbonnier-Voirin, 2011, p. 119 in Dianoux 

et al., 2019, p. 8). The new way of working was a response to the chaotic and 

unplanned approach that was prominent in IT sectors. Suddenly everyone needed 

to become ‘agile’. This was not only acknowledged as an effective way of structuring 

work tasks, but it was also considered a trendy move (cf. Highsmith, 2001). 
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Along the same lines, nudge has emerged as a solution to the problem of human 

brains only having a limited cognitive capacity. Developing mental shortcuts to 

process information is a way to enable employees to become more effective. 

Effectivity is a keyword in management, but it can be a difficult subject to approach. 

It is difficult to change how employees understand information. Therefore, nudge 

offers a solution where managers change the environment in which employees 

make decisions rather than trying to change employees' understanding. It is easy to 

understand why an increase in effectivity sounds appealing. Why would anyone 

reject an offer to become more effective? Effectivity is also a keyword when it comes 

to agility. Working agile is all about breaking down and visualizing tasks to be sure 

that everyone knows which areas are important to focus on. Instead of coaching 

employees to achieve their goals, nudge offers a guideline to help them make better 

decisions by changing the context in which they make decisions. Thus, managers 

believe that structuring the employees' environment ensures that they have the best 

conditions for success. This is based on the argument that effective leadership 

requires more than an appeal to human rationality. In this sense, the new 

management paradigm is based on an understanding of employees as humans 

whose decisions are situation-dependent, easily influenced, and therefore often 

biased. By using shortcuts, it is possible to save mental capacity, which can be 

allocated to more demanding tasks. 

Only when the organization is able to quickly adapt to changes it can have lasting 

success. Dianoux et al (2019) argue that the tool of nudge fits perfectly with the 

requirements for agility. Nudges are flexible and quickly adaptable to any situation. 

Topped with low implementation costs it constitutes the perfect tool to act agile. 

Employee’s behavior can be quickly and cheaply changed to fit the organizational 

needs (cf. Dianoux et al, 2019, p. 9) and does not require great efforts, or efforts at 

all, to absorb information and understand the appropriate behavior which is 

expected from them (cf. Dianoux et al, 2019,  p. 13). 
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4.1.1.2 The Effects of Cognitive Biases on Organizational Performance 

In order to understand the need for nudges, we will now introduce some of the 

relevant biases, which are considered to be resolved with behavioral insight. 

Thaler and Sunstein include a distinction between two different human species, 

which they call ‘Econs’ (economicus sapiens) and ‘Humans’ (homo sapiens) (cf. 

Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Econs are described as the rational human with unlimited 

brain capacity capable of making flawless choices whereas Humans are described as 

irrational people, who do not always make the best possible choice (cf. Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2008). Nudge is described on the basis of this distinction as a solution to 

the problem of irrational decision making based on the realization that we are 

Humans and not Econs. 

In addition, this distinction is an expression of two different perspectives on humans 

in which nudge is legitimized in the perspective on people as irrational humans. 

Thaler and Sunstein's production of the two human species appears to be nuanced, 

however, it is somewhat unclear whether they think that all people are irrational. 

Nonetheless, it seems like this is not the important question at stake. The important 

message is that humans need help to make decisions, which justifies nudge as a 

concept according to Thaler and Sunstein (cf. Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). 

In order to understand how nudge works and why it works, it is necessary to 

understand why people make the so-called ‘bad’ decisions. In this section, we will 

outline a handful of biases in more detail and show how these affect the workplace. 

Since employees are Humans and not Econs, they are affected by biases that affect 

their choices and decision-making. The most striking biases for decision-making are 

the overconfidence and the present bias. But also the status quo bias puts the 

performance of the organization into danger. Particular challenges in relation to 

these biases are optimism, and – student’s all-time favorite – procrastination. 

Employees, like every other human being, are subject to these biases and insofar as 
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their decision-making is influenced by them the performance of the organization is 

as well. 

The Overconfidence Bias 

Overconfidence comes in different shapes (cf. Moore & Healy, 2008; Ackert & 

Deaves, 2010). First, it is a miscalibration of your judgments about outcomes. People 

underestimate the uncertainty and overestimate the precision of their knowledge. 

Second, overconfident people often think of themselves as better than average. For 

example, many young drivers are overconfident about their driving skills. A study 

from 1981 shows that 93% of the participants judged themselves better as the 

median driver when asked to rate their driving skills. Although some might be right 

with their judgments it is impossible that all are (cf. Svenson, 1981, p. 146). This 

gives a clear example that overconfidence is a common problem of human beings. In 

this sense, it is also referred to as the Better-than-Average Effect. Last but not least, 

overconfidence might also be reflected in an illusion of control. People overestimate 

the control they have over events and outcomes (Ackert & Deaves, 2010, p. 106f.). 

For example, during the football world championship, many spectators wear the 

shirt of their favorite team with the belief that it will influence the outcome of the 

game and lead the team to success. Even if it is only a superstitious ritual to make 

your team win, not wearing the shirt for the game might evoke an uncomfortable 

sensation of lack of control. In reality, it makes no difference if you are wearing the 

shirt or not, but it gives you at least an illusion of control.  

Overconfidence is linked to different factors. The degree of difficulty of the tasks that 

the individual has to do affects his level of confidence. Easier tasks are linked to an 

increase in confidence. Tasks become easier when the individual has a lot of data 

available. The more data, the more information he has, and with more information, 

the individual’s confidence rises that he can accomplish the task successfully. This 
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could also be related to a belief of expertise, where the individual underestimates 

the noise of his belief and overestimates its quality. 

Although a certain amount of confidence is required, and even overconfidence can 

pay off well in certain situations, in most cases it nevertheless poses a hazard for the 

organization’s performance. Being confident leads to optimism which has 

motivating effects on employees, but too much optimism can impede further action.  

On the one hand, it might give the employee the push he needed to finally implement 

that one idea he was thinking of for a long time. On the other hand, it might give him 

a feeling of comfort that he is already doing well and in control. The employee is 

optimistic and confident about his work and therefore risks overlooking other 

opportunities and chances, or he simply dares to take too much risk and eventually 

faces a failure. This bias is for example instantiated in the “planning fallacy”. The 

name has been proposed by Kahneman and Tversky (1977) and describes the 

phenomenon in which predictions about how much time will be needed to complete 

a future task displays the individual’s optimism and an underestimation of the time 

needed. Humans tend to think they are able to complete a task in less time than they 

actually need. The right amount of confidence is crucial. Overconfidence distorts the 

probabilities of outcomes. Your subjective probability function weighs the desired 

outcomes much more and therefore neglects the probability of undesired outcomes. 

Extreme events, like for example the failure of a big project, feel less likely to you 

than the actual probabilities suggest. Consequently, overconfidence affects the 

quality of our beliefs and decision (cf. Singler, 2018, p. 71). The challenge in the 

organization is to find the right balance between confidence and actual skill. In other 

words, you have to find out how much of an expert you really are. In general, activity 

based on skill creates value, whereas activity based on overconfidence destroys 

value. Only the right amount of confidence drives initiatives for innovation. 
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The Present Bias 

The present bias describes how people make choices over time, i.e. intertemporal 

choices (cf. Loewenstein et al., 1989). People display a time-inconsistent behavior. 

For a rational person we would assume that if he is presented a choice at T1 and the 

same choice at a later point of time T2, he will show the same preferences and 

therefore make the same choice. For example, if a person has to choose today 

between a chocolate bar or a piece of fruit as a snack, and he chooses the fruit then 

we expect him to choose the same next week as well if he is offered the same choice. 

We assume that this person has consistent preferences over time. In reality, people 

are subject to a cognitive bias through which they tend to weigh short-term, or 

present needs more than long-term or future goals. This is also called time 

discounting: the future is more heavily discounted than the present. 

We have already encountered the phenomenon of time discounting in the 

theoretical overview. Thaler and Sunstein legitimize the use of nudge because they 

help people to achieve health, wealth and happiness. These are generalized long-

term goals, but people tend to make decisions and choices in the moment which are 

not consistent with these goals. Discounting shows how immediacy is a critical 

factor in our responsiveness to choices. Short-term decisions are much easier to 

relate to than long-term decisions. Therefore, we tend to focus on the short-term. If 

we are to gain something, then we would much rather gain it today than sometime 

later. If we have to feel pain, then we would much rather experience it in the future. 

This principle is also what makes us reluctant to save money rather than spend them 

in the moment. The implication is that we tend to overweight short-term 

consumption while discounting the greater long-term gains that could be there if we 

postponed the consumption (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). 

This time-inconsistent behavior can be interpreted as an issue of self-control. In this 

case, self-control means the struggle to reconcile the present self with the future self. 
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They have different preferences and create a hurdle to stick to their initial choice. 

Recurring to the example in which you have the choice between chocolate or fruit 

as your daily snack. Assume that summer season is coming and in order to be in 

shape, you plan to stick to a diet and therefore decide that from now on you will 

always opt for the fruit instead of the beloved chocolate bar. However, when you 

face the choice you succumb to the temptation and choose the chocolate bar even 

though you planned to follow a diet – we have all been there. In the moment of the 

choice, the present reward of enjoying the sugary snack outweighs the future 

rewards that you will have if you stick to your diet. The future is discounted, and you 

fall into irrational behavior due to a lack of self-control. 

Procrastination functions along similar mechanisms. It can also be explained by the 

present bias. We all know it just too well: planning and committing to getting things 

done but when the time comes, we postpone. It feels like a never-ending vicious 

cycle in which we have the best intention but in the moment where action is 

required we evade. We become ineffective and often wait until the last minute 

before the deadline to finally make the effort. This leads to negative psychological 

effects because people start with the best intentions but eventually they are 

inefficient. People procrastinate tasks and decisions, which they perceive as 

complex, demanding, or even simply boring. The tasks could be uninteresting, or we 

feel that we are not ready or able to complete them when they require a bigger effort 

from us. In these cases, people tend to turn to tasks that they find more enjoyable. 

Here the urgency, nor necessarily the importance of the task plays a role. We are just 

tempted towards tasks that we enjoy accomplishing. Put differently, people are 

more inclined to do things that promise an immediate reward. This displays the 

same idea as in the present bias. Quick and easy rewards are preferred over remote 

rewards often related to tasks requiring a greater effort. In addition, the present bias 

and procrastination get reinforced when people face a lot of distractions. 

Distractions constitute temptations that influence the focus on what we have to and 
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should do (cf. Singler, 2013, p. 94). People lack the self-control to follow through (cf. 

Ackert et al, 2009). Those function also as excuses to not engage with effortful tasks.  

The present bias of the employees is a threat to the organization’s performance. 

When the employees are not time consistent, they lose focus on the long-term goals 

and stick to only short-term interests (cf. Singler, 2013, p. 80). Since people are 

irrational over time, they lack self-control and might not follow through with their 

plans (cf. Ackert et al, 2009, p. 300). The present bias has a negative impact, 

especially on strategic decision-making. Strategies do not show immediate results 

in the early process of their implementation. It takes time before they yield any 

gains. In addition to the long time span, where no immediate results are visible, the 

certainty that the strategy will eventually become successful is almost never given 

either. This reinforces the present bias even more. Employees tend to make 

decisions that show immediate results instead of holding onto long-term projects, 

even if the latter yield higher gains compared to present rewards. Again, employees 

succumb to present or short-term temptations and oversee the big picture. They go 

for quick rewards and visible success instead of achieving lasting and potentially 

bigger success.  

The Status Quo Bias 

The status quo bias is the third bias of importance in an organizational setting. 

Samuelson and Zeckhauer (1988) showed how it affects decision-making. The 

status quo bias means that people prefer status quo over change. If they have to 

decide between keeping the current situation or going for a change, then with this 

bias people tend to stick to how things are and therefore avoid choosing a new path 

(cf. Samuelson, & Zeckhauser, 1988, p. 8). Thereby it is not important which decision 

would yield better results. Even if the decision for change would create bigger 

benefits, people like to stick to old habits and circumstances. This makes sense 

intuitively because why would you want change if you feel comfortable in the 
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situation as it is, and when the alternative is to get used to and learn to adapt to a 

new situation. Why would people change seemingly good decisions? Deciding not to 

change gives a feeling of reassurance that you took correct previous choices. 

Changing the course of your decisions that has led you to your current situation 

would induce acknowledgment that the previous decisions were not so good as 

initially thought (cf. Singler, 2013, p. 85f.). 

Furthermore, changing a decision and taking up a new course of action is 

accompanied by risk and uncertainty, whereas the current situation has already 

been analyzed and has fewer surprises to offer. People know what benefits they can 

expect. But often new options lead to greater benefits, unfortunately at the cost that 

they are delayed in the future. As we have already seen with the present bias, people 

prefer immediate rewards over future rewards. People do not like to make an effort 

for a reward that they have to wait for with uncertainty. As long as the current 

situation is not a complete catastrophe, then people resist making any changes to it. 

They like what they know and distance themselves from the unknown (cf. Singler, 

2013, p. 86). 

The status quo bias is extremely dangerous for the organization’s performance. 

Innovation has been more important than ever in our quickly changing world. If an 

organization is not able to adapt to these changes it is impossible to keep up with 

the restless competition. Employees with a strong status quo bias slow down or 

completely hinder the organization’s adaptation to changes. If they are reluctant to 

make changes themselves, drop ideas, and start new streams of action, the 

organization cannot be agile. As a result, it will be impossible to counter the restless 

competition and to be innovative. The organization’s performance will suffer and 

threatens its success (cf. Singler, 2013, p. 87). 

The above-mentioned examples are only a part of the biases, which behavioral 

researchers have identified. Behavioral science has provided insight into how 
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human thinking and acting are limited and influenced by systematic psychological 

bias and is highly habit-based due to the interaction of irrational psychological 

mechanisms. These behavioral insights have shown how contextual aspects of 

decision-making contexts can cause people to systematically fail to transpose their 

attitudes and desires for the corresponding actions, and thus often fail in acting in 

ways that get them closer to their goals and values. The inappropriate behavior 

pattern is the result of our cognitive limitations and biases. The human brain does 

not work completely rational and differs from how Econs would behave. We have 

seen that people display a time-inconsistent behavior and that we struggle with 

change. Our brain does not handle change very well. Especially not if it can be 

postponed until tomorrow. It is easier to navigate in situations where there are no 

unknown factors (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). 

4.1.1.3 Managers as Architects 

Beshears and Gino (2015) suggest that managers should act as architects for 

designing, structuring, and encouraging good decision-making in order to overcome 

the above-mentioned cognitive biases among employees. 

“All employees, from CEOs to frontline workers, commit preventable 

mistakes: We underestimate how long it will take to finish a task, 

overlook or ignore information that reveals a flaw in our planning, or fail 

to take advantage of company benefits that are in our best interests. It’s 

extraordinarily difficult to rewire the human brain to undo the patterns 

that lead to such mistakes. But there is another approach: Alter the 

environment in which decisions are made so that people are more likely 

to make choices that lead to good outcomes” (Beshears and Gino, 2015, 

p. 1). 

In essence, Beshears and Gino suggest optimization of work structures and 

conditions among employees through an altered environment. They have identified 
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five areas that are critical in regard to succeed with this, which entails to understand 

systematic errors in decision making, determine whether behavioral issues is the 

main reason for decision-making gone wrong, identify the specific underlying 

causes, redesign the decision-making context to mitigate the negative impacts of 

biases and finally test the solution. Beshears and Gino argue that this process can be 

applied to a wide range of problems. The problems can be based on minor irritations 

in daily work life or regarding decisions of great importance (cf. Beshears and Gino, 

2015). 

Along the same lines as Thaler and Sunstein, Beshears and Gino argue that people 

make thousands of decisions every day, and a majority of them are automatic and 

unconscious. Hence there is a solid foundation for making irrational decisions. 

Beshears and Gino built their research on findings from behavioral economics. 

According to behavioral psychologists, humans think in two ways. There is the fast 

and the slow version, which is what Kahneman label as System 1 and System 2. We 

tend to use system 1 to determine whether an object is close to or far away or when 

we have to answer an easy question such as ‘what is the time?’ In these situations, 

we know how to reply with an answer without having to think further. In other 

words, System 1 does not require conscious deliberation, which in contrast is 

exactly what System 2 needs. When we need to remember a phone number, we use 

System 2 to engage our focus on the situation. Using System 2 requires a high level 

of cognitive effort, which is a scarce resource (cf. Kahneman, 2011). There is simply 

not enough of it to maintain a rational level of decision-making in all the situations 

we are put in, and when the cognitive power needed to exercise System 2 is used up, 

then problems of bias and inadequate motivation have the potential to cause 

problems (cf. Beshears and Gino, 2015). 
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4.1.1.4 Nudging Employees to Overcome Biases and Improve Self-Management 

Nudges are used in workplaces where the employee’s work is not defined by rules, 

orders and regulations. In most cases, it is applied to the so-called knowledge 

workers, which we already addressed in the theoretical overview. They have to be 

self-managing but are subject to the biases mentioned above. 

In this section, we will present specific examples of nudges that address the biases 

mentioned above with the goal of improving the employee’s decision-making and 

creating a better environment for self-management. 

How to overcome the Overconfidence Bias? 

The overconfidence bias is dangerous in the sense that the employees are too 

optimistic about their work and their results. Especially, when employees are 

working on a new project, they tend to be extremely optimistic and convinced about 

its success. This is of course also required to some extent, because how does it make 

sense to work on a project in which you do not believe? However, every new project 

is accompanied by risks and uncertainty. Even if this is limited, it is important to 

keep it in mind and plan the implementation accordingly. No matter how good the 

idea of the project is, it is not always sunshine and roses. Therefore, to overcome the 

overconfidence bias objectivity has to be reinstalled (cf. Singler, 2013, p. 278). 

The goal of a nudge, which addresses the overconfidence bias is to design a choice 

architecture that does not only include the favorable decisions and outcomes, which 

overconfident employees already have in mind but also to highlight the negative 

aspects of the project. It is about nudging the employees’ focus regularly towards 

negative outcomes. Of course, the nudge should at no point incline the employees to 

take a course of action that threatens the project or discourage the employees. The 

nudge constitutes a very subtle but more objective visualization of the project’s 

process. By seeing that the project also has its downsides, be it the project itself or 

the progress of the employees within the project, for example, they are not as far in 
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the process as they thought, the employees are ripped out of the overconfident 

bubble and brought back to reality. For example, Google nudges its employees into 

considering the positive as well as the negative developments of a project by 

regularly asking them to highlight the intentions of implementation. This helps the 

employees to focus on the final goal and visualize the current state of the project. By 

openly presenting the process of the project the employees are committed to not 

only finish on time but also to honestly admit in what situation they find themselves. 

The implementation intentions are especially effective to counter the planning 

fallacy. As we have seen earlier, the employees tend to underestimate the time they 

need to complete a task. The nudge thereby helps to plan the tasks or the project on 

more realistic assumptions (cf. Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 3f.). 

Overconfident employees face a choice architecture that only takes positive aspects 

into account. Small specific questions from the management can nudge the 

employees towards a more subjective and hence a more accurate assessment of the 

project. Also, by determining in advance the desired results at every stage and point 

of time, employees can be asked regularly during the process if they have achieved 

the expected results and thereby nudge their focus back to how the situation really 

is. The management has to set clear indicators that serve as an orientation for the 

success of the project. In that sense, overcoming the overconfidence bias also 

demands for frequent testing and corrections during the process of a project, which 

again nudges the employees to objectivize their work (cf. Singler, 2013, p. 277f.). 

On the one hand, to overcome the overconfidence bias of employees, nudges consist 

of a more objective visualization of the situation and objective evaluation of the 

project. The managers have to introduce a choice architecture that includes positive 

as well as negative outcomes. On the other hand, the nudge could also consist in 

making the employees feel okay about failure. The organization has to create an 

environment in which failures are accepted rather than punished. After all, failure is 

a move forward in the innovation process of an organization. Studies show that up 



Tessy Aulner & Signe Hertz Christensen                                       Master Thesis                                                         15.05.20  
 

54 
 

to 90% of new projects fail (cf. Singler, 2013, p. 279). Failure happens and is normal. 

The organization gains value from this when employees admit their failure in time 

and adhere to it as a new starting point to learn. Therefore, nudges can be used to 

create an environment in which failure is accepted and drives employees away from 

the stubborn belief to be successful at all costs.  

How to overcome the Present Bias? 

To overcome the present bias, employees need to overcome short-term temptations 

and finish the tasks that they started. In everyday work-life, even the smallest 

distractions decrease employees’ productivity. To illustrate this, imagine that you 

are working on a project that is due tomorrow. You know that you have to finish 

today and that it requires all your attention. Suddenly you get a notification on your 

computer that you received a new email. No matter from whom the email is, you are 

inclined to think that a quick look at it will not harm and does not steal precious time 

from you. It is just a distraction of a couple of seconds, maybe a minute, then you are 

done with the email and you can continue working on your project. However, 

studies have shown that even if the distraction is very short, it takes people a couple 

of minutes to concentrate on their main task again (cf. Freibichler et al., 2017, p. 87). 

In addition, it increases the stress level. You are multitasking even if the secondary 

tasks seem very small (cf. Freibichler et al., 2017, p. 87). This example also shows 

how the present bias is instantiated in our thinking to do urgent tasks instead of 

important task, or put differently, we prefer immediate results over big success (cf. 

Freibichler et al., 2017, p. 87). It also shows that we lack the self-control to focus on 

a task. 

The organization can use a simple but effective nudge to decrease these kinds of 

distractions and short-term temptations. The nudge consists of changing the default 

settings of email notifications. When the notifications are turned off the employee is 

less at risk for immediate distractions. The employee will not be disturbed by any 
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sounds or emails that seem urgent but are unimportant (in that specific moment). 

Instead, he can focus on his main task without interruptions. Essential with this 

nudge is that the employee has, at all times, the possibility to turn the notifications 

back on. It remains his own decision whether he allows distractions or not (cf. Ebert 

& Freibichler, 2017, p. 4; Freibichler et al, 2017, p. 87). 

How to overcome the Status Quo Bias?  

The status quo bias prevents people from embracing change. It is a problem of 

inertia. People like the way it is and do not see a need to make changes to the current 

situation, because why should they when things are working out just as they are? 

However, an organization is always looking for change. Without changes there is no 

innovation and without innovation, there is no lasting success. Thereby, changes do 

not necessarily have to be the big breakthroughs. Instead, it already starts with the 

individual. The employee should be looking for developments and new challenges. 

This can be as simple as working with different people than the ones you have been 

with for the last couple of years. For example, at Google, a small nudge in the form 

of an email increased the number of women, who nominated themselves for 

promotion (cf. Bock, 2015, p. 220). Although the example is outlined with a different 

intent it still instantiates the effectiveness of a nudge that targets the status quo bias. 

At Google, the employees have the possibility to nominate themselves for 

promotion. But the problem was that women were more reluctant in even making 

this step (cf. Bock, 2015, p. 138). A promotion is connected with many changes, from 

different people you work with to different tasks to different expectations. It seemed 

that women did not take the opportunity to make this change in their careers. They 

preferred the status quo. Google intervened with a nudge to overcome this bias, and 

in this case, encouraged women to nominate themselves. They sent an email out to 

all the employees to raise awareness that there are biases and that they note an 

imbalance between nominations of men and women (cf. Bock, 2015, p. 138f.). This 

nudge was as straightforward as it could be but, in the end, it paid off. It helped 
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women to overcome the status quo bias and take the opportunity for a nomination 

even at the risk of eventually not being promoted. 

4.1.2 The Problematic Relation between Self-Management and Nudge 

4.1.2.1 Managers as Heroic Leader Wannabes 

A contradiction can be found in the new management paradigm, which is based on 

an understanding of employees as humans whose decisions are biased. Humans 

often think and act irrationally. However, managers are also humans, hence they are 

influenced by biases as well. Why should they be capable of rationalizing on behalf 

of the employees? There is an organizational tendency to idealize the idea of the 

manager, building on the belief that he/she is a heroic person, who can look into the 

future and inspire people to move in unified groups in one direction. Moreover, a 

manager is expected to be able to set up clear operational goals and plans that can 

get employees to implement the strategy. 

Management skills become even more important in a world of constant change 

where there are a lot of uncertainties, which explains the need for management that 

can guide the way and shape a vision of the future. However, this is not the case. The 

idealized perception of the manager as an almost perfect representation of 

humanity does not exist. This statement challenges Thaler and Sunstein’s 

perspective on libertarian paternalism. According to Thaler and Sunstein 

paternalism should be interpreted in the sense that it is a legitimate action for 

decision architects to attempt to influence people’s behavior. They do in fact argue 

for a self-conscious effort by institutions “to steer people’s choices in directions that 

will promote their welfare” (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2003 p. 175). When Thaler and 

Sunstein connect ‘libertarian’ to paternalism, they simply refer to liberty preserving 

meaning that libertarian paternalists’ task is to make it easy for people to go their 

own way, so that those who want to exercise their freedom can do that on their own 

terms. The result of that is, according to Thaler and Sunstein, that libertarian 
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paternalism should be considered as a relatively soft and nonintrusive type of 

paternalism since choices are not removed (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2003). 

Thaler and Sunstein’s thinking has roots in Aristotle’s philosophy. Aristotle’s 

thinking takes its point of departure from the perspective of humans as rational 

animals. According to Aristotle, the human is capable of rational thinking, but more 

importantly, the human is obliged to use it (cf. Lockwood, 2015). 

Aristotle’s has a specific understanding of the human regarding habituation, 

meaning that some humans are better fitted to practice rational thinking and 

actions. According to Aristotle’s philosophy, habit is a kind of second nature that 

determines a human’s actions. The term habituation is used to describe repeated 

actions that form human character.  

“It is the same, then, with the virtues. For by acting as we do in our 

dealings with other men, some of us become just, others unjust; and by 

acting as we do in the face of danger, and by becoming habituated to 

feeling fear or confidence, some of us become courageous, others 

cowardly. So it is not unimportant how we are habituated from our early 

days; indeed it makes a huge difference or rather all the difference” 

(Aristotle, NE II, 2004, 1 1103a-1103b).  

This belief implies that it is not possible for humans to be converted. If someone is 

to be taught good ethics, they need to be habituated to a specific degree in order for 

the teaching to have an impact. This means that Aristotle acknowledges that there 

are some humans who are better fitted, better habituated, to make decisions on 

others’ behalf, which makes paternalism a necessary mean for a good society. A good 

society promotes human flourishing, which can be compared to earthly happiness 

for humans acquired via reason and virtue. In this perspective, each human being 

should use his/her abilities to maximize the potential and should strive for 

happiness via personal capabilities (cf. Lockwood, 2015). 
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Aristotle’s philosophy has inspired the perception of paternalism, and there can be 

found similarities between Aristotle’s early thinking and Thaler and Sunstein’s 

argument on libertarian paternalism. The core of paternalism remains evident even 

though Thaler and Sunstein consider that libertarian paternalism is a vague form of 

paternalism since choices are not blocked. To put it in different words, Thaler and 

Sunstein argue that the clever people should lead the less clever people. Just like 

Aristotle acknowledges that there are some humans who are simply just better fitted 

and better habituated, to make decisions on others’ behalf. 

If we apply this thinking to an organizational setting, then it should be justified to 

consider managers as the better fitted and better habituated, hence why they are 

the ones who are addressed as decision architects. However, this is very likely not 

the case in all organizations, but in an ideal world, it should be safe to assume that 

most managers should be well fitted and habituated to live up to the responsibility 

that follows. Based on the theoretical foundation of this thesis, we argue that all 

humans, not only employees but also managers, are biased. Hence the actions of the 

managers will also be biased. Thaler and Sunstein emphasized that libertarian 

paternalism is a term for the attractive regulatory paradigm that intuitively rises out 

of the nudge approach when used to serve the interests of the citizens. The approach 

is not neutral but actively seeks to influence citizens to act appropriately in relation 

to citizens' own interests. We argue that it is difficult to determine the interests of 

the citizens, which in this case would be employees if applied to an organizational 

setting. How will decision architects know if they served the interest of the people? 

The interest of the people is likely to be subject to variation, change, and 

irrationality. 

There is a certain amount of irrationality and randomness that is important to take 

into account when addressing the task of a manager. As already stated, all humans 

are biased, which already limits the capabilities of a manager. However, there are 

also lots of other factors that often tend to hide underneath the surface.  
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First of all, organizations only consist of the people who make up the organization. 

People who each have their own agendas and intentions, and who meet each other 

at different times during the day. This contributes to a lot of patterns of human 

interaction and leads to a certain amount of unpredictable complexity. 

Organizations evolve with small steps as a result of all the patterns of human 

interaction. When people try to influence their surroundings with different 

intentions and agendas, then they are being influenced by other people as well. As a 

result, neither of us can know exactly what we will do tomorrow. The actions of 

tomorrow occur as a result of what is happening today. Change is something that 

happens all the time and is unpredictable since it happens as a result of both 

managers’ and employees’ daily interactions. It is an impossible task of a manager 

to stay in control of all interactions, hence it is wrong to allocate all responsibility of 

change on the manager or the management team.  

In conclusion, the organizational tendency to idealize the manager as a unique 

person, who is capable of predicting the future and inspire people to move in the 

same direction, is a tendency that does not correspond with reality. Managers are 

influenced by limited cognitive capabilities, biases, and habits in behavior 

architecture. The paternalistic perspective is limited in the sense that interests are 

difficult to both define and align. Additionally, interests will change with time just 

like intentions and agendas also will. Change is constant and unpredictable and not 

even a manager, heroic or not will be able to control this. 

A Helpful Hand? 

Managers who assess that their employees are better off with a work-life influenced 

by nudges find the reasoning in the fact that nudges contribute to easier decision-

making processes. In fact, decision-making can be both a time consuming and 

mental consuming activity. Research has shown that the simple act of making a 

decision degrades one’s ability to make further decisions (cf. Bock, 2015). In this 
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sense, managers consider that the most important part is to equip their employees 

with the maximum potential of rational decision making in situations where it 

counts.  

“Even the president of the United States limits the volume of things he 

needs to think about, so that he can focus on important issues, as he 

explained to Michael Lewis in Vanity Fair: “You’ll see I wear only gray or 

blue suits. I’m trying to pare down decisions, I don’t want to make 

decisions about what I’m eating or wearing. Because I have too many 

other decisions to make” (Bock, 2015, p. 296). 

The previous president of the United States, Obama, narrowed down his decision-

making processes by pointing out the unimportant areas of decision-making. 

According to Obama, what he eats and wears are not essential factors. Along the 

same lines, one could argue that the essential task of employees at Google is not to 

figure out what an ideal and healthy lunch looks like. In this sense, it cannot be 

justified that the employees spend too many resources on planning out the ideal 

lunch, which is why nudges could be helpful in this situation. Nudging employees to 

eat a healthy meal for lunch would make this decision easier and enable them to 

focus their decision-making energy in other situations throughout the day.  

Nonetheless, the counterargument remains; why should it be better to nudge than 

to provide information and educate? It is a difficult question to answer and the 

answer will most likely depend on who you are asking. In conclusion, there are 

different perspectives on managers as decision-making architects. Each perspective 

includes limitations, which means that there is no right and wrong. 

Who is Better Off? 

Beshears and Gino justify their encouragement of leaders acting as decision 

architects based on the aim of avoiding biases and lack of motivation. When 
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employees are acting in ways contrary to their own best interests, behavioral 

economics tools can guide employees to different choices. Beshears and Gino 

consider that use of nudges will be most effective in situations where people tend to 

switch from choices that are contrary to their interests to those better aligned with 

them (cf. Beshears & Gino, 2015). Nonetheless, whose interests should be aligned 

with who? Should the employees align their interests with those of the manager or 

should the managers align their interests with those of the employees? Are the 

interests better aligned in the eyes of the manager, the organization, or the 

employee?  

The basic perspective of the self-managing employee is that he/she is an individual, 

who is able to plan and execute tasks that support the organizational goal on own 

terms. The freedom and trust, which self-management entails, is supposed to give 

the individual employee a greater insight into the personal self in order to use the 

self in the organization's value creation. If the self if not confronted with any 

remarks or suggestions for changes, but rather is guided through nudges that impact 

the unconscious part of the self, then there is a potential lack of learning and 

education. 

Lack of Learning 

The potential lack of learning also applies to the question of ability to reflect upon 

similar situations in the future. This can be illustrated by a practical example. The 

classic example of nudge is enabling employees to make better food choices. A minor 

difference in employees’ access to snacks has proven to have a great impact on the 

amount of snacking. Behavioral science researchers went undercover to observe 

Google’s large and busy ‘microkitchen’ break rooms, which are filled with free drinks 

and snacks. The observers recorded the number of people who took both a drink 

and a snack. One beverage station was 6.5 feet from the snack bar; the other was 

17.5 feet from the snack bar. Each beverage station had a refrigerator containing 
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cold drinks and another station for hot drinks. The snack bar offered a wide range 

of different snacks including nuts, candy, and dried fruit. Observations of more than 

1.000 people showed that people who used the beverage station near the snacks 

were 50% more likely to grab a snack with their drink (cf. Chance et al, 2016). This 

is an example of a successful nudge that has a proven record of effectiveness. Despite 

the success rate, we question whether the employees at Google take any learnings 

away from this. If an employee has a meeting out of the house and is faced with an 

option of choosing both a drink and a snack, will he/she then choose to only go with 

a drink? Most likely they will go with the choice that is convenient for them in that 

moment.  As the research shows it is possible to optimize eating behavior among 

employees during their time in the office. Does this mean that Google can claim that 

there has been an increase in health among the employees? From a critical point of 

view, it can be argued that there is no proof that the employees take the ‘good habits’ 

with them home. They can just as well go home and eat bad foods with no 

restrictions. 

However, if the managers or some external professionals held a two-hour seminar 

on healthy eating, then it would be possible to pass on knowledge to the employees, 

which may or may not change their personal view on healthy eating. The main 

difference in this scenario is that the employees at Google get to make a conscious 

choice of whether or not they want to optimize their choices regarding food and 

becomes able to relate to the topic consciously. 

4.1.2.2 The Tensions 

We have now questioned whose interests should be aligned with who as well as the 

fundamental lack of learning, which can be a consequence of nudging. This brings us 

a step closer towards the tension. The objective of this section is to adopt a 

diagnostic approach and highlight the tension between the simultaneous use of the 

concept of self-management and nudging. The theoretical overview showed how 

these notions have been conceptualized in theory. The section also provided initial 
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examples of how the concepts are used in contemporary work-life. At first sight, self-

management and nudge seem to be useful in harmonizing organizational and 

personal interests. In closer inspection, we identify that they lead to a tension 

depending on how the concepts are understood and applied. 

Self-management and nudging are promising concepts for a new, more efficient 

management style. But both concepts are kept relatively vague which, as we will 

show, causes tensions for their implementation. They leave room for personal 

interpretations, which is not necessarily an issue in itself but allows for conceptual 

mistakes, which jeopardize the idea behind the concepts, and when applied, even 

the performance of the organization. In general, the theory emphasizes the point 

that self-management is about finding a balance between personal and 

organizational interests or preferences. A self-managing employee is autonomous 

and therefore granted the freedom to make a decision by himself. The most 

important takeaway from the theory on nudging is that nudges are subtle 

interventions in the environment to overcome cognitive biases and help the nudgee 

to make better decisions. But how can the employee be autonomous and self-

managing when he is nudged? Thaler and Sunstein would argue that this is not a 

problem, because nudge preserves the freedom to choose, which also constitutes 

their legitimization of paternalistic interventions like nudge. The employee just 

faces a new choice architecture, but he is still the one who eventually makes the 

decision and choice. But there is more complexity to it… 

We identify tensions on three different levels. First, we will show that there exists a 

conceptual confusion between nudge and self-management. The concepts have been 

mixed up in practice. Managers tend to allocate effects, like for example increase in 

productivity, to nudges when in fact they are the result of self-management. They do 

not make a clear distinction between the goals of the two concepts. Second, self-

managing employees are expected to be autonomous and take responsibility but in 

the “right way”. Employees are also expected to consider and act according to the 
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values and goals of the organization. Therefore, they are nudged into the direction 

that the organization wants. But this subordinates the employee’s interests to the 

organizational interests and risks to end up in a façade form of self-management. 

Third, self-management is a long-term game whereas nudge is a quick fix. Self-

management is about a resiliency of behavior. A person is not self-managing when 

she is always nudged towards the “right” decision. She needs to build a character 

that allows her to choose autonomously and situation unspecific. It is a learning 

process that takes time. The initial idea of nudge is to circumvent exactly this. How 

is it possible to address long-term problems by using quick fixes? 

Conceptual Confusions in Practice 

In his book Nudge Management (2018), Singler describes how beneficial nudges can 

also be applied in companies and organizations. Management can use this 

behavioral tool - or tool of choice architecture - to optimize decision making within 

the whole company and make the performance of the employees and of the 

organization more efficient and better. In addition, Singler also stresses that nudge 

management is not only about the performance but also contributes to the well-

being of the employees (cf. Singler, 2018, p. 6). If we leave the description like this, 

it becomes difficult to differentiate between the goal of nudge management and self-

management. Both target the well-being of the employees and allow for inspiring 

and innovative-driven working-styles. Both try to find a balance between the 

different interests of the concerned parties. And both are often applied at the same 

time, in the sense that you do not have to nudge your employees if their work is 

defined by rules, regulations, and orders, but that nudge is used when the 

organization has to manage self-managing employees. 

The concepts are blurred and mixed up. It is unclear what the role of nudges and 

what the role of self-management is, which were shown in the theoretical overview. 

Especially self-management is missing clear delimitations. It is defined along the 
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lines of combining personal and organizational interests that improves performance 

in the workplace as well as well-being. Although Thaler and Sunstein do a better job 

in explaining nudges, the concept still lacks precision and details. The critique of 

nudge shows that it is not clear when we should apply which nudge, nor what is the 

secret to their success. So, when the conceptualization is already unclear and 

difficult to grasp, then the use of these concepts will be influenced by personal 

interpretations. This constitutes a danger for the whole organization, because when 

managers do not understand the complete process then they will not be able to 

guide their employees. The managers see the opportunities of these concepts but 

fail to implement them in the right way. They cannot be blamed for it because the 

theory about them is very vague. They can only use the general idea behind it and 

look for inspiration in the relatively few examples that have been successful in 

practice. 

This makes it even more important to outline further relevant conceptual aspects 

that will contribute to a better understanding of the concepts, which allows for an 

accurate and better implementation. Organizations have to understand what they 

should want to achieve with these concepts and what results they can expect. Of 

course, they should always strive for achievements along the lines of higher, better, 

faster performance. However, it is crucial to understand what specific 

improvements nudge can contribute to and what the benefits of self-management 

are, because they are very different concepts and managers confuse what effects 

which concept has. Managers do not make the right distinction, which leads to a 

tension between the understandings of the concepts. This jeopardizes the 

performance of the company since the concepts are not correctly implemented. 

They try to achieve outcomes that are impossible. But they have this vision because 

of a conceptual confusion. 

The conceptual confusion is instantiated in Singler’s use of the term “Nudge 

Management”. He wants to develop an approach that benefits organizational 
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performance as well as employee’s well-being. He strives for what we have outlined 

as self-management. 

“As Laszlo Bock pointed out, it is not only possible, but highly desirable, 

to build on the in-depth understanding of behaviors and motivational 

factors and apply this knowledge to companies to improve engagement, 

encourage employees to behave the way we want them to, and boost 

company competitiveness and employee well-being” (Singler, 2013, p. 

31). 

Thereby it is important to note that in the organizational setting, with self-managing 

employees, the behavior that the organization wants from its employees is self-

management. It is the self-managing working style that creates value in terms of 

overall performance, while also granting the necessary room for employee well-

being. In that sense, it is not the nudging approach, but the achievement of self-

managing employees that creates the good performance. Nudges, however, are the 

method to create an environment in which self-management is possible or can be 

improved. 

The term “Nudge Management” tends to confuse this distinction and inclines to 

think that the nudges are the solution, when in fact they are just the mean to an end. 

Nudging should be understood as only some of the steps towards a better overall 

performance. They can be used as a managerial tool, which helps to achieve the goal 

of self-management. It is not the nudging that thrives employee engagement in their 

work or that produces innovative input for the organization. It is the ability to self-

manage that provides all these valuable contributions to the organizational 

performance and success. Self-management is the end-product whereas nudges are 

only part of the process. 

Nudge management should be understood as using nudges for creating an 

environment of better self-management. It creates the environment that improves 
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employees’ possibilities to manage themselves. This means, for example, that it 

guides the employees to overcome their cognitive biases. It means that it helps the 

employee dealing with, for example, procrastination or to support him for 

embracing change or to keep his focus on the long-term rewards, but it is not the 

nudge that makes the employee motivated and brings innovative ideas to stay 

competitive. This is an important distinction of which managers and the whole 

organization have to be aware. Nudges should be seen as the warm-up phase and 

self-management is the real game. When nudges are confused with self-

management it could end in bad performance of the organization, because the 

nudges failed to achieve desired results. These desired results are already doomed 

since the beginning as they confuse the potential of the concepts. Nudges are just 

one part of the solution and not the full package.  

Organizational versus Personal Interests 

In relation to the conceptual confusion, we have to differentiate between nudging 

self-managing employees to be more efficient and nudging employees for better self-

management. We will show that the first case is tension-laden because the 

employees’ autonomy is in danger. Only, the second case displays the way how 

nudges can be used on self-managing employees.  

Thaler and Sunstein’s use of libertarian paternalism is based on the fact that people 

are always confronted with a choice architecture. Nonetheless, with a nudge you 

deliberately design a choice architecture and thereby determine the direction. In the 

case of self-managing employees, nudges can be used with a focus on organizational 

efficiency or with the focus on improving self-management. The difference consists 

in the direction of the nudges. In the first case, employees are nudged in the interest 

of the organization, whereas in the second case they are nudged in the interests of 

the employee. Organizational interests are for example productivity, efficiency, 

increase sales rate, etc. The employees’ interests are more diverse. Everybody has 
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personal interests. They are not necessarily distinct from organizational interest. 

However, we think that it is reasonable to assume a more hedonistic nature of 

people’s interests. Well-being is important for everyone. This might also explain 

why self-management has become such a preferred management style; it 

contributes to employees’ well-being. The goal of hedonism is to find pleasure and 

avoid suffering. In contrast, organizational interests do not distinguish between 

subjective pleasure and suffering. What counts is the result, and preferably a 

measurable result. 

Recall the example of reducing the standard time of meetings in the theory section. 

Here, employees are nudged to shorten their meetings. The positive consequences 

are that the meetings become more efficient, as they take less time for the same 

productivity. As Ebert and Freibichler highlight, the nudge addresses the 

information bias, in which people tend to gather more information than they actually 

need to take action (cf. Ebert & Freibichler, 2017, p. 3). Even though the nudge 

targets a behavioral bias of the employees, the goal of the nudge is to increase 

efficiency. Therefore, it is done in the interest of the organization. The problem is 

that the employees are nudged for the interest of the organization. If we recur to 

Thaler and Sunstein’s definition of nudge, then nudge should be in the best interest 

of the employee. The employees can also have an interest in working more 

productively and efficiently, but in this case, the employee’s interests are only 

secondary. When nudges are used in the interest of the organization, i.e. to improve 

productivity and efficiency, then the nudge overrides the nudgee’s interests.  

Of course, when an organization uses nudges on their employees, they always follow 

their own interests to some extent. However, it can also profit from nudging their 

employees towards their personal interests. This is when employees are nudged for 

self-management. Thaler and Sunstein’s example of a nudge within a company 

cafeteria illustrates what is meant here. The example shows how people can be 

nudged to eat healthier food. A healthy diet positively affects our well-being. We 
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have more energy throughout the day, it improves our concentration-time span and 

prevents us from becoming sick. In this example, the cafeteria manager had to 

decide how to arrange the food, whereby he nudges the customers by making for 

example salads easier accessible than desserts. 

At Google, they experimented with further nudges for a healthy diet. For example, 

they offered two plates with different sizes. A smaller plate inclines the person to 

eat less. In many cases, food is wasted, especially at a buffet. Plates are not only filled 

to the edge but sometimes the food is even piled up. People believe that they need 

such a stuffed plate to become full. The result is that either people eat more than 

they need or contribute to food waste. A smaller plate does not avoid this belief, but 

it reduces the quantity of food that people shovel inside (cf. Bock, 2015, pp. 235-

236). 

Moreover, the company can nudge their employees into eating nutritious snacks and 

regular breaks. What athletes already know and have applied for a long time has not 

quite arrived yet at work. Our body, including the mind, cannot function at its full 

potential without the regular intake of nutritious food. Similar to the cafeteria 

example, nudges can incline employees to opt for a banana instead of the chocolate 

bar (of which many people are guilty to carry around in their bags). A workday can 

be so busy that the employee just wants to eat the food that they can grab the 

quickest. In extreme cases, the employees might even skip a whole meal because 

they prioritize other obligations and tasks. Breaks are important too. During a busy 

day, employees might not get enough rest and take the time so that their body and 

mind can regenerate (cf. Freibichler et al., 2017, p. 86). Employees seem to 

underestimate the positive impact of the right food and the well-timed breaks on 

their physical and cognitive capabilities. The organization can support healthier 

habits through nudges. 
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These constitute nudges for self-management, because it targets the well-being of 

the employees, but it also benefits the organization. The mechanism is that healthy 

employees are happy employees and happier employees deliver better 

performance. The primary focus is the employee’s personal interests, whereas 

organizational interests come secondary. 

Whether the focus of the nudges is of an organizational or a personal nature, in both 

scenarios, they are legitimized by improving decision-making. But how are “better 

decisions” defined? Better decisions from the perspective of the organization or of 

the employees? When nudges are used within an organization it is unclear what is 

meant with “better decisions”. It can still be a decision that would increase the 

employees’ well-being, in the sense that better decisions are made related to 

personal interests and preferences. But the problem is that the organization also 

wants to follow their interests and preferences, which are productivity, efficiency, 

higher sales, etc. So, in which direction do they nudge? What we have learned from 

nudge theory is that nudges must be in the best interest of the nudgee. Nudges that 

target performativity and efficiency risk to subordinate employees as a means to an 

end. In this sense, self-management loses its effectiveness and becomes more of a 

façade. A make-believe for employees that they are autonomous and have 

responsibility when in fact the decisions they make are already pre-calculated in 

terms of organizational gains. Therefore, the tension consists of nudging self-

managing employees in the direction of organizational interests and causing a state 

of façade self-management. 

A Short- or Long-Term Game 

Nudge and self-management provide two new management styles often operating 

at the same time. But their implementation is like chalk and cheese. On the one hand, 

self-management requires control over oneself and room for self-actualization. Not 

everyone has a talent to self-manage. Instead, it is rather seen as an ability that needs 
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training and learning. A person is self-managing when she can autonomously make 

decisions on the ground of her own judgments. This does not mean that she should 

make a decision completely based on personal aspects. Obviously, a self-managing 

employee should also take organizational aspects into consideration. But in the end, 

it is the self-managing subject who decides. This ability can be seen as a process of 

character building that develops over time. On the other hand, the most common 

intent of nudges is the complete opposite. They are quick fixes. Managers save time 

and money when they dispense with education and coaching and instead nudge 

their employees to do the “right thing”. From the cases that we presented above, we 

see that nudging is not combined with reflection. As already mentioned, nudge is 

about circumventing cognitive biases and not to develop a capacity for deliberation, 

which is, in contrast, required for self-management. 

In comparison, self-management is a long-term and nudge a short-term endeavor. 

In that sense, it becomes problematic when managers use quick fix nudges to nudge 

their employees for self-management. They try to achieve a long-term result with 

only short-term measures. If they kept nudging the employees at all times, then it is 

questionable if they will ever achieve real self-managing employees. This case would 

rather result again in a façade self-management. The employees just have the 

illusion to control their decisions when in reality it is the organization that designs 

the “right” choice architecture and thereby shapes the individual’s decisions and 

choices. 

Deliberation 

Recurring to Kahneman’s distinction between system 1 and system 2, nudges 

address the mistakes occurring in system 1. The individual does not use the same 

effort in system 1 as in system 2. System 1 thinking is not voluntarily controlled but 

automatic and based on intuition. This mode of thinking is faster but also more likely 

to make mistakes. System 2 thinking is characterized by conscious and deliberate 
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reflection. It is able to influence the automatic function of system 1, which are for 

example attention and memory (cf. Kahneman, 2011, p. 23). Our attention is often 

drawn automatically to something, like an object or an activity, but it is also possible 

to deliberately pay attention to specific things. An example to which the majority of 

people can relate to is sitting in class and suddenly we catch ourselves watching out 

the window and paying attention to the beautiful weather outside. Which is not the 

thing you should focus on in that situation. Often a reminder of the teacher brings 

us back to what we should pay attention to, namely the teaching in the class. Let’s 

assume that we have an upcoming exam, so we decide, after the reminder of the 

teacher, to pay attention to what he says. Now, we are deliberately paying attention 

to him. Although, from our own experience we know that it can be quite difficult, it 

is possible to control our attention. This is when system 2 changes the functions of 

system 1.  Kahneman gives another example. Imagine you are waiting for a relative 

in a crowded place like a train station. Assume, for example, that your relative has a 

beard, so you deliberately concentrate on looking for people with a beard. This 

increases the likelihood of spotting your relative already from far away (cf. 

Kahneman, 2011, pp. 20-24). 

Nudges, as a form of subtle intervention in the environment, might also shift our 

attention to things that we were not considering beforehand. Earlier we outlined the 

example of a typical nudge with the sticker of a fly placed in urinals. The sticker 

draws the attention to a spot in the urinal that causes the least splashes. However, 

the nudge does not influence system 2. It has no effect on men’s deliberation to keep 

the restroom clean. Unless the nudge is accompanied by more information for the 

nudge about, for example, the cleaning costs that it causes, in this case, for the 

airport or the intention of the nudge and its placement, it will not unlock a cognitive 

activity within the nudgee. As soon as the sticker is removed the user will not pay 

attention anymore to the specific spot that keeps the restrooms clean. He cannot 
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know for what the sticker was used and therefore will adopt his old behavior. He 

cannot learn from the nudge when he does not get information about its use. 

One might argue that deliberation is not necessary in this example, because those 

stickers are cheap and they do not require a great effort to install, nor to maintain. 

One just has to make sure that the nudge is in place and then the desired effects will 

last over a long period of time. It is a quick fix through and through. But when nudges 

are used in the context of self-management the nudge needs to have lasting effects 

even beyond the time of the nudge itself. The nudge should guide employees on how 

to self-manage, but employees are only self-managing if they can maintain the 

desired behavior even when the nudge is removed. Otherwise, the employee 

engages only with a façade self-management. 

Self-management requires cognitive activities in system 2. In the theoretical 

overview, we saw that self-management turns simultaneously around self-

actualization and self-control. Broadly speaking, self-actualization happens for the 

most part in system 1. The individual lets intuition and emotions flow into his 

decisions and actions. In other words, he brings some of his own personality into the 

business and the decision-making process. But it is also in system 1 where 

rationality gets lost sometimes. It has cognitive and behavioral biases. An individual 

who only uses system 1 is prone to commit mistakes, because he does not consider 

all available information nor engages in a thorough evaluation of the information he 

has. He is primarily controlled by impulses. In a corporate setting, decisions and 

actions do not only affect the one acting but also the whole company. It requires a 

thorough deliberation as well as an evaluation of personal and organizational 

interests. Therefore, when it comes to self-management, self-control plays an 

important role too. Self-control is the task of system 2 (cf. Kahneman, 2011, p. 26). 

It takes more time and is effortful, but it allows to control our automatic functions, 

thereby drawing our attention to relevant information and acting logically and 

rationally in a certain situation. 
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Breaking Down the Façade 

To avoid the façade self-management, the organization’s nudges have to address 

system 1 as well as system 2. The theory of nudge shows that they are supposed to 

circumvent the specific biases that emerge in system 1. And even though we have 

criticized the uncertainty and inaccurate determination for when which nudges are 

successful and efficient, Thaler and Sunstein’s examples show that they can be able 

to accomplish what they are supposed to. But in all these examples nudges only 

influence the automatic functions of system 1. For example, they can draw our 

attention to relevant factors in a decision-making process. Nonetheless, when an 

organization wants to nudge self-management it will not succeed as long as it 

ignores system 2. The nudged employees will not be in control themselves. They 

cannot learn as they are never really programmed to be self-managing. Unless 

nudges also address system 2, the nudgee cannot build a behavior needed in order 

to self-manage. He will always be dependent on the nudges. However, a self-

managing employee requires a resiliency of behavior, so that he stays self-managing 

even when there are no nudges to guide him. In companies, nudge should be used to 

teach employees how to self-manage. It should be a tool to help people build a 

character – a long-term goal – while still benefiting from the swiftness of nudge 

compared to education and coaching programs. 

Unfortunately, the use of nudge as quick fixes, that only address biases in system 1, 

could have opposite effects and take learning and deliberation away from people. 

Even when employees are nudged for self-management by the organization, it is still 

the employee’s job to go through the hassle to acquire this skill. The employees need 

to use system 2 to deal successfully with nudges. From an organizational perspective 

nudge often seems to be a form of free riding. It is not combined with reflection but 

instead benefits from the education of others. 
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Nudge vs. Scaffolding 

In relation to self-management, nudge should be used as a tool to achieve an end-

product, namely self-managing employees. Self-management can only function 

when the employees are working autonomously. In that sense, when employees are 

nudged into self-management, then the nudging should be seen as a scaffolding. The 

scaffolding supports the construction process of a building. But in the end, the 

building should stand by itself. Otherwise, it is not finished, or, in the worst case, it 

will collapse. The relation between self-management and nudging can be 

understood in similar terms, whereby self-management is the finished 

building/construction and nudge functions in the same way as the scaffolding. Only 

when we remove the supporting nudges, and employees are still capable to self-

manage, then self-management has been successfully nudged. Nudges are short-

term measures to enable long-term goals, but only when they are able to also 

influence system 2 of a subject. 

4.1.3 Recap of the Diagnosis 

This diagnosis showed issues when the concept of nudge enters a new setting, 

namely that of organizational management and more specifically the setting of self-

managing employees. Nudges have been a prominent tool for public policy and also 

seem to catch the interest of the manager. Nudge management by Singler is one 

instantiation of this interest. Apart from being cheap and fast, nudges offer, as we 

identified, further positive attributes for managers. They constitute a hidden power, 

allow to create an identity, and enable the organization to work in an agile way. 

At first sight, it seems that nudges are a useful tool to manage self-managing 

employees. Self-management implies that the employees have to make many 

decisions because their work is not regulated by orders and rules. But employees, 

as human beings, are subject to cognitive biases. We presented the overconfidence, 
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the present, and the status quo bias and showed how decision-making affected by 

them has negative influences on the organizational performance. 

Managers could use nudges to counter these biases, but managers functioning as 

decision architects for self-managing employees is problematic. First, they take the 

standpoint of heroic leaders, but they are themselves subject to biases. The question 

formulated in the critique of nudge remains: how much can we trust the knowledge 

of nudgers? Second, it raises the question of whose interests should be aligned with 

who? The employee is not self-managing anymore when his interest become aligned 

with those of the organization. It was one of the initial goals for self-management to 

benefit from the employees’ personality to get some fresh wind and new ideas into 

the organization. Third, it is questionable if nudges really are a helpful hand for self-

managing employees when they do not provide a way to learn. The lack of learning 

constitutes the biggest problem to reconcile nudge and self-management. When the 

supposedly self-managing employees do not learn they will never overcome their 

biases and would require constant nudging. But are we in this scenario really 

engaging with self-management? 

The use of nudge on self-managing employees is critical. Nudges are helpful for 

certain situations and constitute a helpful tool to overcome cognitive biases, like the 

outlined overconfidence, present, and status quo bias. Nonetheless, we showed that 

the simultaneous use of the concepts of self-management and nudge exhibits 

tensions on three different levels. A conceptual confusion impedes the successful 

implementation. Goals are set that are impossible to achieve. The second tension 

highlights how delicate and critical it can be to nudge self-managing employees. 

When employees’ interests become secondary and organizational interests are 

ruling then nudges override the nudgees’ interests. There is a huge risk that nudge 

turns self-management into a façade in the sense that self-management is required 

but only in the “right way”. Last but not least, we see a tension between nudges 

perceived as quick fixes and self-management as a long-term game. In how far is it 
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possible to have lasting effects by only using short-term measures? Self-

management is about resiliency of behavior that makes employees able to adapt to 

different situations. Nudges cannot provide the necessary learning to achieve this 

kind of resilient behavior. Self-management requires deliberation and reflection. 

4.2 Normativity 

To address the problematic relationship between self-management and nudge, and 

to relieve the diagnosed tensions, we suggest the establishment of a new normative 

grounding. Nudges should respect the values of self-management, activate 

deliberation, and support the creation of a resilient behavior. To fulfill these 

normative requirements, we introduce the concept of sustainable nudges and argue 

that sustainability is a crucial factor in the setting of self-managing employees.  

4.2.1 From Is to Should 

4.2.1.1 Respecting the Values of Self-Management 

Nudges have to guarantee employee’s autonomy and room for self-actualization 

when they are expected to self-manage. As long as nudges are only used as quick 

fixes, they override the values of self-management. Even though the quick fixes 

allow for short-term better and more effective decision-making, they contradict the 

idea of balancing organizational and personal interests, which is also seen as a 

source for productivity and innovation. Always nudging the employees in the “right” 

direction, i.e. the organizational interests, significantly reduces the maneuvering 

space in their work activity and deprives them of autonomy. In other words, the 

organization breaks its promise to the employees that are supposed to self-manage.   

As we have seen, Thaler and Sunstein did not develop the concept of nudge with the 

focus on organizational management. Instead, it is outlined as an effective 

behavioral tool for the sphere of public policy. However, there is a distinction 

between self-governance in society as citizens and self-management in an 
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organization as employees. The relation between organization and employees is 

much more equally balanced. The employees are dependent on the organization but 

also the other way around. Employees are seen evermore as the most important 

resources for organizational success. This relation is mirrored in the concept of self-

management. Already the attempt to nudge them towards a more desired behavior 

by the organization threatens the effectiveness of self-management because it 

reduces the development of new ideas by the employee. The diagnosis showed a 

couple of cognitive biases of employees, which jeopardize the organization’s 

performance. It is evident that better decisions lead to better performance. 

Nonetheless, the individual remains the heart of good performance. Bock witnesses 

the same within Google: 

“Performance improved only when companies implemented programs 

to empower employees (for example, by taking decision-making 

authority away from managers and giving it to individuals and teams), 

provided learning opportunities that were outside what people needed 

to do their jobs, increased their reliance on teamwork (by giving teams 

more autonomy and allowing to self-organize), or a combination of these. 

These factors ‘accounted for a 9% increase in value added per employee 

in our study.’ In short, only when companies took steps to give their 

people more freedom did performance improve” (Bock, 2015, p. 22. 

citing Birdi et al., 2008, p. 490). 

In an organizational setting with self-managing employees, nudges should not be 

seen as a tool to achieve a more effective behavior but rather they should be seen as 

a tool to create an environment in which self-management becomes more effective. 

Nudges should be used to overcome cognitive biases, not because then the employee 

makes better decisions for the organization, but because these biases hinder his self-

managing way of working and prevent him from unfolding his full potential. We 

argue for a positive dependence between self-management and effectivity, in the 
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sense that if the employee improves his ability to self-manage, then effectivity 

increases as a result hereof. The difference between these two conceptions is that 

nudges as quick fixes take autonomy away from the employee and does not treat 

him as a valuable resource, whereas with the creation of an environment, the 

employee’s value is still recognized. It is of primordial importance that the 

application of nudges respects the values of self-management. 

4.2.1.2 Deliberation 

The lack of learning, reflection, and deliberation has been a recurring theme in the 

diagnosis. Thereby, learning is important for the organization’s success. Employees 

come first but learning comes second. The value of the employees decreases if you 

prevent them from learning and developing themselves. Using self-management 

does not contribute any value if you do not try to dig out the full potential of your 

employees. 

Singler (2018) and Bock (2015) both devote a full chapter about the importance of 

learning in their books. Singler emphasizes the relation between learning and 

innovation. You require new knowledge in order to tackle changes and challenges. 

He argues that learning and innovating “are not natural behaviors” (Singler, 2018, 

p. 267) because people have biases of which many cause inertia. We have seen 

examples in terms of present and status quo bias, that prevent people from 

embracing change. You need to overcome the biases to get people to learn (cf. 

Singler, 2018, pp. 267-289). But why not get people to learn while nudging? Nudges 

should not only incite people to overcome these biases, but they should also teach 

the employees how to overcome them and why it is important. Self-managing 

employees will not only learn once they have fought the biases but also learn more 

about how to self-manage. Bock emphasizes the idea of an organization as a learning 

institution. Thereby he highlights the unsuccessfulness of traditional teaching 

programs. The problem is that traditional teaching wants to convey knowledge but 

without the practical requirements. The intent of really changing the behavior is 
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lacking. Teaching based on repetition without feedback and deliberation is not going 

to make a big impact. It will not get stuck in people’s heads and allows people to 

forget (cf. Bock, 2015, pp. 159-174). Deliberate learning is the key to lasting success. 

With regard to the recognized importance of learning and deliberation, nudges in 

the organizational setting should respect this. Bock makes a clear point by stating “if 

they can’t learn, what hope is there for the rest of us?” (Bock, 2015, p. 258). Nudges 

should not only change the behavior of the employees based on a different choice 

architecture but also activate deliberate learning. They should convey knowledge 

about the reasons, intentions, and effects behind them to really change, in contrast 

to just adopt a behavior.  

4.2.1.3 Building Resiliency of Behavior 

Furthermore, the importance of learning and deliberation underlines the idea 

behind self-management. Self-management is a long-term game and mirrors a 

resiliency of behavior. This resiliency is understood as the ability to respect both 

organizational and personal interests for decision-making. The individual has to be 

able to cope with challenges while taking into account what is best for him and what 

is best for the organization. An employee is neither self-managing when he only 

considers his own judgments, preferences, and interests, nor only those of the 

organization. The essence of self-management is the harmonization of both parties 

and to create value by including both in the decision-making process. In that sense, 

the employee needs a resilient behavior that prevents him from falling into 

dominating personal interests or subordinating organizational interests. Nudges 

should help to induce this behavior and help to create the character to self-manage 

so that he is able to face new and unaccustomed situations and still is able to stay 

self-managing. This is attained by calling for deliberate learning, in which the 

employee has to reflect on his judgments and weighting of interests. (cf. Bock, 2015, 

p. 161f.) 
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Moreover, this again underlines the conceptual confusion diagnosed earlier. Nudges 

do not constitute the complete solution to enable self-management. They are not 

creating the resilient behavior of employees. Instead, they are the scaffolding that 

helps create this necessary character. Nudges should help to build the resilient 

behavior and support the employee when they are prone to biases. But eventually, 

nudges have to be removed in order for the employee to be self-managing.  

4.2.2 The Importance of Sustainability and Distinction to Long-Term 

“How long do nudges last?” (Thaler, 2018, p. 1283). Thaler asks the question himself 

about the longevity of nudges. It is a question that is difficult to answer because 

nudges are multifaceted. There exist many different types of nudges of which some 

have more lasting effects than others and some might not last at all. In the diagnosis, 

we have seen that self-management is a long-term game whereas nudges function 

in too many cases just as a quick fix. The problem that arises is that if self-managing 

employees need a little help with their decision-making since they have to overcome 

a cognitive bias, they would need constant nudging because the nudge either works 

for one specific decision or one specific situation. Employees need support in every 

aspect of their work where they display a cognitive bias. But when employees are 

constantly nudged, it is questionable to still talk about self-management. It becomes 

more of a façade because the employee does not learn but just adopts a behavior 

evoked by nudges. 

Constant nudging, even with the best intention for the employee, does not allow the 

employee to train and, more importantly, incorporate a behavior. It remains a quick 

and cheap fix that is applied over and over again. In that sense, the short-term 

measure of nudging can become a long-term game as well when it is done constantly 

and over a long period of time. But still, the effects remain short-term. Only the 

period of application is extended. 
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Self-management is a long-term game in two different aspects. On the one hand, it is 

a way of working, and therefore this concept is active for as long as the employee is 

working within the organization. On the other hand, the employee has to learn how 

to self-manage. For some it is difficult and takes time to get used to, for others, it is 

easy to self-manage and they get used to this working style quickly. Therefore, 

acquiring the skill to self-manage is a long-term game because it needs training.  The 

self-managing employee needs to build a resiliency of behavior, which allows him to 

make good decisions and act appropriately in every situation, not only in those that 

already have a designed choice architecture. 

The crucial point of meeting long-term goals, like self-management, with short-term 

measures, like nudge, is the aspect of sustainability. Sustainability is in itself a long-

term goal but in addition, it has the connotation of something that is now will also 

be in the future. In simple words, it is the ability to sustain, to last, and to be durable. 

It means to be stable over time. In contrast, “long-term” describes the duration over 

a time span but not necessarily the conservation of a state. The difference between 

long-term and sustainable lies in their specificity. Something sustainable does not 

necessarily have long-term attributes because it lasts over a long period of time. But 

something long-term does not necessarily have sustainable attributes. For example, 

organizational success might be long-term but not sustainable when it is based on 

external factors. In this case, as soon as the factors change, the success perishes. A 

case for sustainable success could thereby be understood as internal benefits, for 

example, a good work culture and motivated employees, who are able to adapt to 

changes. 

4.2.3 The Concept of Sustainable Nudges 

4.2.3.1 How do Sustainable Nudges look like? How do they work? 

To meet the normative requirements outlined above, we develop a new type of 

nudge, which we will refer to as sustainable nudges. Nudges should not be about 
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long-term goals but about sustainable goals. The nudges can be applied long-term 

but as soon as they are removed their effects get lost. We emphasize the importance 

of sustainability within an organizational setting. The effect of nudges has to be 

sustainable: sustainable in the sense of building a resilient character. The employees 

should be capable to behave in the right way and make good decisions even when 

they step out of a nudging environment. Bock describes how expensive it is to recruit 

new employees because it is time-consuming for them to get adopted to a working-

style. Only when they have been habituated and established in the organization, they 

are contributing to rising profits. In the beginning, they cost more than they yield 

because they require attention and training before they can work autonomously and 

self-manage (cf. Bock, 2015, p. 223). The newly hired employees have to develop a 

resilient behavior first before the organization gets any benefits from self-managing 

employees. This example shows that self-management is not self-evident. It requires 

learning and training. Therefore, nudges are still seen as a useful management tool, 

but only under the condition that they are related to deliberation and reflection. 

For this reason, we introduce sustainable nudges. These nudges address specifically 

the needs within organizational management and enable to reconcile nudge and 

self-management. In order to outline the idea behind, it makes sense to recur to the 

type of nudges that we have already seen in the theory section, namely covert and 

overt nudges by Felsen et al (2013), the differentiation based on four dimensions by 

Ly et al (2013), as well as Hansen and Jespersen (2013) distinction between 

transparent type 1 or type 2 nudges. These types of nudges are not explicitly 

outlined for managerial purposes, but they provide a good foundation for the 

concept of sustainable nudges. We will not consider non-transparent nudges 

because they constitute a manipulation either of choice or of behavior and can 

therefore be dismissed to be suitable for a setting of self-managing employees.  

First of all, sustainable nudges have to be overt. The important point of nudging a 

self-managing employee is that it helps him to manage himself. If he is not even 
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aware of the nudge, then it might affect his outcomes of work but not the way he 

works. Thereby, this is the main aspect of self-management, which gives the 

organization value. The nudge has to be transparent, in terms of how it works, what 

the desired behavior is, and which problem or bias it targets. This allows the 

employee to consciously process the divergence between his actual and expected 

behavior and constitutes a first step towards learning how to make better decisions. 

Even though some researchers have raised the concern that covert nudges are more 

effective (cf. Felsen et al., 2013, p. 203), there is also research that points towards 

the fact that overt nudges do not reduce the impact of a nudge.  

“In that sense, it is correct to say that some nudges can work even if or 

perhaps because people are unaware that they are being nudged. Note, 

however, that emerging evidence finds that the effects of such nudges are 

not diminished even if people are told that nudging is at work. Though 

research continues, transparency about the existence and justification of 

default rules appears not to reduce their impact in general. For some 

people, such clarity may even increase that impact, by amplifying the 

informational signal that some default rules offer. On plausible 

assumptions, drawing attention to the healthy design of a cafeteria will 

actually increase the effect of that design, because it will convey valuable 

information” (Sunstein & Reisch, 2019, p. 123). 

Furthermore, sustainable nudges have to be mindful. The “overtness” of the nudge 

only allows deliberation on the nudge, but the nudge itself also has to activate 

deliberation and reflection. It requires the nudgee’s complete consciousness to 

create sustainable effects. In Kahneman’s words, this means that sustainable nudges 

address system 2. Usually, nudges work within system 1 of the individual. This is 

what makes them cheap and fast because they do not require a lot of effort. But at 

the same time, it is also what makes them short-term. The ultimate goal should be 

that nudges address system 1 biases but stimulate system 2 as well so that in the 
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ideal case system 2 reprogrammes the automatic functions of system 1. This would 

make the effects of nudges not only long-term but also sustainable. 

The argumentation that nudges have to stimulate system 2 thinking in order to be 

sustainable may lead to a confusion between Hansen and Jespersen’s distinction 

between type 1 and type 2 nudges. However, their typology is based on the aim or 

target of the nudge, i.e. what kind of behavior they try to change. Both types only 

stimulate system 1 thinking but type 1 nudges target to change automatic behavior, 

and type 2 nudges aim to change thoughtful behavior that results from deliberation. 

For the concept of sustainable nudges, it is less relevant at what type of behavior 

they aim, but therefore it is more important that they not only work in system 1 but 

also activate system 2. In order to achieve this, the reason and the way of 

implementation of the nudges have to be transparent.  

All in all, a sustainable nudge should be overt, transparent, mindful. In fact, sharing 

information about a nudge has the potential to increase impact. The concept of 

sustainable nudges builds on the value of transparency and passing learnings on.  

4.2.3.2 Comparison to Raising Children 

In order to set the framework for sustainable nudges, we make a perspectivation to 

the upbringing of children. Raising children includes lots of learning to be passed on. 

Education is critical since children need clear rules and values from which they can 

navigate both in the moment but also in the future. Children are not born with a 

toolbox. Parents are expected to provide them with the toolbox necessary for them 

to maneuver in social interactions. Among other things, children need to learn the 

difference between right and wrong and they need to learn how to express 

themselves in an appropriate manner. Education is critical not only due to the 

toolbox of learnings but also because it will affect the future well-being of the 

children. Bad manners do not get anyone far in any aspect of life but good manners 

most likely will. 
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Upbringing consists in norms regarding how to talk to and about each other, how to 

share tasks, and handle conflicts, and the list goes on. Raising children cannot be set 

on a pause. It is a full-time job, which requires effort, and it is first and foremost the 

responsibility of the parents. Raising children does not come with instructions and 

it can be a difficult and demanding task. It may be that some parents would find it 

relieving if a nudge could solve some of the repeating issues. Imagine that a simple 

nudge could make children remember to take out their plate to the kitchen after 

having finished dinner. It sounds very appealing, however, there is a problem. The 

problem consists in the fact that it is important that the children learn the value 

behind helping with the clean-up. What will happen when the child is at a dinner at 

a friend’s house? Will the child remember to take his plate out when the nudge is 

removed from the equation? That is the question, which guides our motive of 

sustainable nudges. If the child should be able to take out his plate in another setting, 

then education is essential. He should learn the reason behind why he is asked to 

take out the plate and more important he must understand and remember this 

reason. When the educational perspective is missing in a nudge, there is a risk of a 

lack of understanding. Combining a nudge with education is what will improve the 

long-term actions. 

Upbringing of children serves as a metaphor for our framework of sustainable 

nudges. Sustainable nudges should be considered as an educational process, which 

improves thinking and actions both short-term and long-term. Implications will 

arise if education is missing in the design and implication of a nudge when 

addressing nudge in relation to self-management. Self-management is about having 

to guide the self in relation to work. Hence, people need to learn what guiding the 

self means. This may not be easy, and it is likely that not everyone is good at guiding 

the self. Nonetheless, the task of guiding the self can become easier if combined with 

education and reflection. This will benefit people when they have to define and 

determine a task. The knowledge worker will face situations in which the task is 
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unclear, and numerous questions come to mind. What is the scope of the task? How 

much time should I dedicate to the task? With what quality should the task be 

solved? These are questions, which the self-managing employee must be able to 

answer in order to lead himself in the daily work. Self-managing employees will only 

learn to master these questions if they reflect on the learnings from earlier 

situations. Education and learning are essential in all aspects of the day-to-day work 

life of the employees, and it is part of the ‘upbringing’ in the process of finding 

comfort and self-confidence in self-management.  

4.2.3.3 The Role of the Manager 

In a classical top-down organizational structure, managers are concerned with 

presenting strategy choices for employees in ways, so that everyone can be on the 

same page. In an organization where self-management is expected, it is necessary to 

think the other way around in the sense that it is the employees who must translate 

the strategy according to their tasks and priorities. The strategy should not be 

implemented but lived out by the employees in their actions. The management task 

is thus to manage how employees implement the strategy in their actions and 

priorities in the right way, and to help employees have the right understanding of 

the strategy so that they create the most value for the organization. 

The manager faces a new form of management responsibility in the task of managing 

self-managing employees. Employees must be led to do the right thing in the work. 

This task cannot be left to employees alone but must be led by management. A 

manager must keep his employees on target and guide the employees so that they 

can lead themselves. Self-management is not about people who just lead themselves. 

To a large extent, this would indicate poor management, namely no management. 

Self-management is about ensuring that these employees have the necessary 

knowledge, direction, competence, and responsibility to lead themselves in their 

day-to-day work. 
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In other words, it is the responsibility of the management to enable employees to 

use system 2 as much as possible. If managers choose to use nudges as a part of their 

management style, then it is easier to justify System 2 nudges due to their 

transparency and focus on the learning. Sustainable nudges that stimulate system 2 

are specifically designed to increase people’s capacity to exercise their own agency, 

which makes them seem more ethical. We argue that justification does not only 

become easier, but the long-term effect has the potential to become sustainable (cf. 

Sunstein, 2016).  

4.2.3.4 Conditions for Sustainable Nudges to be Effective 

It is necessary to identify a problem or an issue to be solved in order for sustainable 

nudges to have an impact. This also applies to the general use of the nudge concept. 

Nudge needs to be considered as a tool, which is there to solve a problem. If the 

problem does not exist, then it is not possible to measure or even talk about the 

effect. If organizations resort to behavioral tools without investigating in advance 

what the individual tool is meant to solve, then it becomes difficult to draw any 

conclusions on the basis of the results (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). 

The individual manager or team has to understand what is going on and settle on a 

certain issue to address. In other words, they must identify the problems and 

diagnose them through a behavioral perspective. A diagnosis in an organizational 

context should take into account how things or circumstances are valued as well as 

which actions are right or wrong. It is not enough to describe what is already visible 

such as strategies and theories. 

Firstly, the problem must be identified. Why is there a need for modifying behavior? 

Secondly, it is valuable to try to understand why people in an organization act as 

they do. Once there is an understanding of the problem, then it should be possible 

to systematically identify the behavioral insights behind the nudge that may be able 

to resolve it. Hereafter, a nudge can be designed, tested, and finally implemented. 
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Without the systematic steps, there is a risk that the solution chosen by the 

organization becomes both unreliable and ineffective. It can be compared to 

diagnosing a patient with a disease. No doctor would be able to prescribe medication 

or do an operation without having identified the origin of the disease (cf. Mol, 2002). 

Designing Sustainable Nudges 

Once the diagnosis is in place, then the design phase of a nudge can be started. Since 

education is a focus point in sustainable nudges, it is critical to make sure that the 

process is transparent. We suggest two design solutions for working with 

sustainable nudges. The first scenario of designing a sustainable nudge is 

characterized by involving employees in the design. This implies that employees 

take part in formulating the problem and the solution so that everyone agrees on a 

common goal, which can be justified by both managers and employees. Creating a 

shared awareness of a problem will allow mutual understanding. The simple fact of 

addressing an issue by putting it on an agenda can also be part of creating a solution 

and can potentially even help to stimulate another behavior. 

By involving people outside of the management group in the design of a nudge, it is 

possible to draw on the experience of employees. The employees can offer expert 

knowledge in their area of work, and they can share insights that can contribute to 

designing a solution. This could, for example, take place via a workshop, which 

potentially can stimulate the sharing of personal opinions regarding everyday life. 

Involvement provides co-responsibility, enhances resistance, and makes future 

nudging more effective. 

Another scenario of designing sustainable nudges is a process in which education 

and learning characterize the implementation of the nudge. In this scenario, nudges 

are created and designed by the management only. In this sense, it is only the 

management who has access to the reasons why there is a need for a change in 

behaviour. In the implementation phase of such a process, it would be important for 
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the managers to be transparent about the solution and communicate the message 

behind the nudge. If transparency is missing, then the nudger’s intentions become 

unclear, since the influence is made through subtle changes in the surroundings. 

Nudging can therefore in practice be a democratic weakening if the influence is not 

transparent and without a clear sender, who takes on the responsibility of the 

nudge. This is the reason why it is necessary to have clear justifications for the goals, 

which are trying to be achieved with nudging, and there must be transparency about 

how the goals are being achieved.  

An example of this could be a wish from the management’s side to reduce length and 

time spent on meetings. The management could nudge employees to spend less time 

in meeting rooms by setting up an alarm that would go off once the meeting is 

supposed to end. Unconsciously employees would be notified about the time and 

realize that it is time to end off the meeting. 

In this situation, it would be the responsibility of the manager to communicate the 

reason why there is a need to shorten meetings. In this example, it might be that the 

management had based their decision on research, which shows that humans are 

only able to focus for one hour at a time and hereafter the brain needs a break. By 

communicating this to the employees, there is potentially a chance that the 

employees find a deeper meaning behind the modification and will respect the 

nudge as a result hereof. More importantly, there is the chance that they will take 

the learning with them and apply it in other areas of their workday. On the other 

hand, it may also be that some employees find the nudge meaningless, and once they 

are aware of its foundation of existence, then they can rightfully determine whether 

it adds value to their way of working or not. 

In both of the suggested scenarios, it is essential to consider the use of nudges in 

connection to the specific situation. It is important to be aware of the fact that 

nudging is not just an easy solution (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). There exist 
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multiple of problems and conflicts, which are not appropriate to address with 

nudges. These problems are likely to be complex and require careful consideration. 

It is therefore important that the nudgers have insight into the complexity and depth 

of a specific problem and that they understand the science behind nudges. If the 

nudgers possess this knowledge, then it will be easier for them to determine 

whether it is right to use nudges in a given situation. 

4.2.3.5  The Importance of Feedback 

One of the great dangers of using nudges as a management tool is the fact that it 

potentially decreases feedback mechanisms. When managers lead through visions, 

they will tend to engage in dialogue with employees in which they present and tell 

the employees why a given strategy is right for the department or company. This 

dialogue automatically enables a feedback mechanism into a meeting and creates a 

space where employees can help to qualify the company's strategy and vision with 

perspectives that management may not have considered beforehand. Nudging does 

not facilitate this kind of dialogue. On the contrary, it seeks to minimize resources 

spent on discussing and evaluating a specific strategic invention. When a manager 

seeks to influence his employees through the use of nudging, the movement 

becomes one-way and as a result, it becomes a product of the management. The 

possibility of feedback from employees is removed, as there is no space where they 

can contribute with inputs. In this sense, it may be that the management can succeed 

with a nudge by seeing a change in behavior among employees, but that is not 

necessarily the same as saying that the nudge has been the best or the most 

beneficial solution from an employee perspective. This means that it is dangerous 

for any management to judge success on measurements that indicate whether the 

nudge in question succeeded in changing employee behavior. The worst-case 

scenario is that inappropriate nudges can degrade employee and company 

performance (cf. Beshears & Gino, 2015). 
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The first scenario suggested regarding the design of a sustainable nudge by 

involving employees throughout the process is one way of addressing the challenge 

of lack of feedback mechanisms. In this scenario employees are just as much a part 

of formulating the solution as the management in which common ground can be 

found. In the second scenario, in which nudges are created and designed by the 

management only, it is transparency that will be the key to maintain a space for 

feedback. Managers should take into account that when they nudge, feedback 

mechanisms disappear. The first step is to be aware of this in order for anyone to be 

able to act upon it. Hereafter management has the opportunity of providing ongoing 

information and making time for feedback. This should be prioritized as an 

important and necessary part of the implementation of a nudge. 

4.2.4 Recap of Normativity 

The diagnosis of the problematic relationship and the specific tensions require the 

establishment of a new normative grounding, which reconciles the use of nudges on 

self-managing employees. Thereby we showed that nudges cannot be used as quick 

fixes because they jeopardize the employee’s autonomy and restrict his self-

actualization. Quick behavioral fixes prevent the employee from unfolding his full 

potential and therefore works against the benefits of self-management. Instead, 

nudges can respect the values of self-management when they are understood as a 

tool to create an environment that enables effective self-management. The second 

normative requirement is that nudges should activate deliberation and therefore 

constitute a tool that enables the employee to learn and improve instead of merely 

adopting a behavior. When the employee is learning, he is able to adapt to new 

situations. In that sense, nudges should also support the construction of resilient 

behavior. The employee requires a certain resiliency to properly self-manage, and 

nudges should function as the scaffolding for this construction. 

All of the above-mentioned normative requirements hint towards the need for 

something more sustainable. The traditional nudges as quick fixes cannot comply 
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with the values of self-management. Even if they would be applied over and over 

again during a long period of time, the constant nudging might seem to create 

effective outcomes, but in reality, it leaves the employee only in a façade self-

management. Nudges have to create more substantial and sustainable outcomes. 

Therefore, we developed the concept of sustainable nudges. This new type of nudge 

has sustainable effects because it engages the nudgee into deliberation and 

reflection through the stimulation of system 2 thinking. This is the aspect that differs 

substantially from ordinary nudges, which are only operating in system 1. 

The idea of sustainable nudges is best illustrated by a comparison to raising 

children. When children leave the parents’ house when they are grown up, then they 

are expected to be independent and to self-manage. The parents support and teach 

them how to live as a grown-up, but eventually, the children are acting on their own. 

The children have to learn how to handle new situations in which they cannot rely 

on any other authority. They have to be autonomous and judge for themselves what 

choice or decision to make and also behave when they are facing new situations. 

Similarly, the organization can use nudges to “raise” their employees to become 

better at self-managing. 

Sustainable nudges also highlight the role of managers. Managing autonomous 

employees consists in creating the right environment that enables support to the 

employees to become properly self-managing. This implies a good understanding of 

how people think and act and diagnose potential pitfalls of irrationality. The design 

of the respective nudge can be manifold but requires a careful outlining of its aim 

and implementation. The design should always be overt, transparent, and mindful. 

Thereby, feedback plays an important role. It creates transparency and at the same 

time provides the employee with a learning opportunity. 
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4.2.5 Example of Nudging Sustainably 

Bock (2015) describes one example of nudge that was used at Google and which had 

outstanding positive results. The nudge consisted in reducing the size of plates and 

provide the employees with the necessary information to understand why the 

organization took this decision. This example shows the essence behind sustainable 

nudges. We mentioned this example already to show the difference between 

nudging employees for organizational interests and for personal interests, but it has 

not been outlined as a sustainable nudge yet. Nonetheless, it accurately shows what 

we described as a nudge with sustainable effects. It respects the normative 

requirements, which we have diagnosed, to be used on self-managing employees 

and shows that they are relevant. 

The example takes place in the canteen. The goal was to get employees into eating 

healthier and more nutritious food. Google tested three different ways of which the 

intervention by nudge has been the most successful. The first intervention consisted 

of enlightening the employee about bad eating habits. They provided information 

about the effects of consuming too much and unhealthy food and drinks. This 

intervention reminds of what we know well from cigarette packages, on which 

frightening pictures and life-threatening causes, or diseases are printed. 

Unfortunately, the experiment at Google did not show any changes in employees’ 

eating habits. Providing mere information was not enough to change the behavior 

of the employees. Google took a second attempt and offered only healthy food 

choices to their employees. This meant to reduce the number of initial options that 

were possible in the Google canteen. Obviously, the so-called Googlers, i.e. the 

people working at Google, responded with resistance. Even though employees 

wanted to adopt a healthier diet, they did not like the idea of having options taken 

away from them. They wanted healthy food but not with the cost of limited choice. 

In that sense, a nudge seemed to be the best solution. The third attempt to intervene 

consisted in creating an environment without limiting the options, but which still 
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incited people to opt for a healthy diet. Thereby, the canteen offered the usual size 

of plates but added the option to go for smaller plates, plus the information that 

eating from smaller plates reduces not only the intake of calories but also leads to 

the same feeling of satiety than filling the big plates. In this case, the phrase that you 

eat with your eyes is not only fitting in regard to what we eat but also in how much 

we eat. As a result of this nudge, Google was able to reduce the consumption of food 

by 5 percent and even had the positive side-effect of reducing food waste by 18 

percent (cf. Bock, 2015, pp. 232-237). 

This example of nudge shows more than just the regular effects of changing people’s 

behavior. Besides being overt and transparent this nudge enabled the employees to 

deliberately choose the smaller plates and they could do so because they were 

provided the necessary information. It stimulated system 2 thinking of the 

employees by simply providing a little bit more information about why the canteen 

offers two different sizes of plates. The individual kept his autonomy. He was not 

forced to go with the small plates and reduce his food intake. This aspect sticks to 

the definition of the regular nudge, but in addition, the employee was incited to 

deliberately reflect upon his choice. He learned why he should change his eating 

habits and was provided with the support to change it. The activated deliberation 

contributes to take his decision consciously and mindfully, which will make him able 

to act the same way in environments in which he is not nudged. It supported him to 

build a resilient behavior through scaffolding a healthier eating habit. This nudge 

helped him to become better at self-managing.  

5 Discussion 

In the analysis, we confirmed that influencing people in the direction that is best for 

them makes sense since we are not able to make the best choice in all situations due 

to cognitive limitations. Lots of biases, bad habits, lack of information, cognitive 

abilities, and awareness influence people's choices. This is the reason why Thaler 
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and Sunstein find it appropriate to let decision architects be responsible for 

influencing people's choices and actions without restricting their freedom in order 

to guide them in the right direction. 

We have questioned how ‘the right direction’ can be defined by addressing how 

interests are aligned in organizational contexts. Moreover, we have questioned what 

a good nudge is. The definition of nudging says nothing about which direction a 

nudge should go into. It only states the function of nudges, namely an attempt to 

influence people's' judgments, choices, or behaviors in a predictable direction. We 

have also questioned whether all kinds of nudges are equally effective as well as 

whether all nudges can be said to have the same normative value. All the above-

mentioned questions have been put in perspective to self-management in which co-

existence of a self-managing workforce in a nudging environment has been 

examined. We argue that transparency is important for nudging to be justified in 

organizational contexts, where self-managing employees are supposed to thrive and 

evolve. 

 Transparency is a way of defending the moral framework of nudges in a self-

managing work culture. When an employee cannot see that he is being influenced, 

then he is missing the fundamental freedom to reject the influence. Therefore, there 

rests a responsibility on the nudger, the management in an organizational context, 

for the action of the employee when he is influenced by a hidden nudge. If the 

management influences employees in a certain direction without them realizing, 

then it seems intuitively wrong to hold them fully responsible for that action since 

the choice architect has a certain responsibility for what is chosen in the given 

situation of the choice. In this sense, nudges require reflection and ethical judgment. 

Otherwise, there is a risk that the outcome can be counterproductive or maybe even 

be mistaken for manipulation. This leads to the normative claim of sustainable 

nudges, which can also be addressed as System 2 nudges since they are specifically 

designed to increase people’s capacity to exercise their own agency. Exercising one’s 
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own agency goes hand in hand in with self-management. The capacity to exercise 

control over one's thought processes, motivation, affect, and action operates 

through mechanisms of personal agency is a fundamental goal of the self-managing 

employee. On ethical grounds, sustainable nudges seem to be a better fit for 

organizations that expect employees to be self-managing in order to ensure self-

agency. 

In the discussion, we will build on these findings to strengthen the argument for the 

need of a new normative ground of sustainable nudges. We will do this by making a 

comparison between governmental use of nudges in policy and internal use of 

nudges in organizations. The framework of creating and implementing nudges are 

quite similar in a governmental use of nudge as what we have outlined so far in 

organizational contexts. It is the same concept, a tool to solve limited cognitive 

capacity by biases, that is being drawn upon in both usage cases, so it is not the 

concept itself, which we will reflect upon. Rather we will dig into the ethical 

foundation of usage in both cases. We argue that there is a fundamental difference 

between nudging citizens and employees, even though it is the same people in the 

sense that most of us are citizens and employees simultaneously. In order to do so, 

we build on the ethical examination of nudges in the analysis and dig a little bit 

deeper into the task of defining what a ‘good’ nudge is. We will show how the 

normative value of a nudge can vary when nudged as a citizen and as an employee. 

We will conclude that the difference between the two settings has a great impact on 

the ethical aspect of nudging, which leads towards the relevance of sustainable 

nudges. 

An Ethical Examination of Nudges by the US Government 

The US government adopted three prominent nudges: mandatory calorie labels at 

chain restaurants, mandatory graphic warnings on cigarette packages, and 

automatic enrollment in savings plans with the possibility to opt out (cf. Sunstein & 
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Reisch, 2019). The nationally representative sample pointed towards substantial 

majority support for all of these three policies. About 87 percent of Americans were 

in favor of calorie labels and 74 percent were in favor of graphic warnings. There 

was no difference regarding political stance in the sense that all three policies had 

strong support from Democrats, Republicans, and independents. Overall, 80 percent 

favored mandatory enrollment in savings plans, and in this case, there was no 

connection to any specific political party either (cf. Sunstein & Reisch, 2019). 

Overall, most Americans support efforts to use choice architecture to promote 

public health and environmental protection. In addition to the nudges regarding 

fighting child obesity as well as decreasing smoking among the American people, 

there has been a suggestion to implement ‘traffic lights’ systems for food, which 

would use the familiar colors of a traffic light, red, yellow, and green, to indicate 

health rankings. The national government did not go through with this initiative, 

however, it is worth noticing that the idea attracted strong support (64 percent) 

across the different political parties. Similarly, the environment is also a topic, which 

the American people support as a subject for choice architecture. There was a 

majority approval of automatic use of green, environmental friendly, energy 

providers, with support for automatic use of green energy whether it consisted of 

federal encouragement (72 percent) or instead, a federal mandate on large 

electricity providers (67 percent) (cf. Sunstein & Reisch, 2019). 

Now that some of the favored areas for implementation of choice architecture have 

been introduced, it is relevant to look at the opposite side, what are some of the least 

favored areas? Which kinds of nudges do the American people not approve of? 

Sunstein’s and Reisch’s research shows that nudges that are designed to be violative 

against widely held principles of neutrality are disliked. A suggestion was made to 

make it possible for a state to assume that people want to register as Democrats, 

subject to opt out if people explicitly say that they want to register as Republicans 

or independents. A default rule of this kind points towards the fact that this is an 
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initiative to skew political processes, which is not a legitimate act. A majority of 

people, including three-quarters of Democrats, rejected this approach. 

Approval vs. Rejection 

It is relevant to dig deeper into the reasons why nudges are respectively approved 

and rejected in certain circumstances. Americans tend to reject nudges that in any 

shape or form are connected to illegitimate goals. In a society such as the United 

States it is illegitimate to introduce nudges that favor a religion or political party. 

Whenever there is a reason to think that the motivations of the choice architect are 

illicit, then there will be a majority of disapproval towards the initiative. However, 

“people find nudges more ethically problematic when they are applied to policy 

objectives they oppose, or when applied by policymakers they oppose, while they 

find the same nudges more acceptable when they are applied to political objectives 

they support or by policymakers they support” (cf. Sunstein & Reisch, 2019, p 27). 

This explains why nudges that build on principles of neutrality, often within public 

health and environment, tend to be the ones that succeed in receiving great support. 

It is difficult to imagine how a political nudge initiated to skew a political process 

could be widely accepted. An anti-abortion nudge, which could be a law requiring 

pregnant women seeking abortions to be faced with a fetal heartbeat or a sonogram 

could be an example of a political nudge. It seems safe to predict that Democrats 

would show lower approval ratings than Republicans based on political values. It is 

difficult to achieve a high level of approval in situations where a nudge is connected 

to political values, since there will always, or at least in most cases, exist a 

counterview. 

However, some nudges are in fact widely accepted. Mandatory calorie labels at chain 

restaurants, mandatory graphic warnings on cigarette packages, and automatic 

enrollment in savings plans were all nudges, which were approved by the majority 

of US citizens. First of all, these three nudges all build on the fundamental principle 
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of neutrality. Whether you are a Democrat, a Republican or independent you can 

accept the statement that health and financial security are important since it refers 

to a societal norm. It is widely accepted that it is good to be healthy, which is the 

opposite of sick. Sick is something we mostly refer to in negative contexts, hence it 

is not desirable. Similarly, the opposite of financial security is having no or almost 

no savings. That is not something you would recommend a friend; hence it is not 

desirable. Of course, it is a possibility that you reject the statement that health and 

financial security are important, but then it does not necessarily depend on your 

political conviction. All in all, it seems like it is possible to identify some areas, which 

we all can accept as subject for choice architecture. What the areas have in common 

is that they are neutral in the sense that they are widely recognized by humans and 

not by political conviction, gender, or work position. 

Sunstein & Reisch argue that there is another fundamental reason for why people 

either accept or reject a suggested nudge, which comes down to legitimacy and trust. 

“The idea of “legitimacy,” central to contemporary legal theory and 

political philosophy, can be taken in two different ways. It can be seen as 

a purely descriptive term: Does the citizenry actually believe that a 

government or a policy is legitimate? It can also be seen as a normative 

term: Is a government or a policy legitimate in principle?” (Sunstein & 

Reisch, 2019, p. 128). 

We argue that ‘legitimacy’ should be subject to further inspection, since it is a term 

that can be interpreted in more than one way, however, we find that this is not the 

most important part. Rather the importance of this finding is that trust or lack 

thereof towards a government in fact influences consent from the citizens. It must 

be assumed that constitutions are invented under such criteria that they are able to 

promote legitimacy in both the descriptive and the normative sense. Bills of Rights, 

a prominent part in many constitutions, is often referred to as a way of defining and 



Tessy Aulner & Signe Hertz Christensen                                       Master Thesis                                                         15.05.20  
 

101 
 

examining political legitimacy. Political legitimacy is often addressed in relation to 

individual rights, freedom of religion and speech, and the list goes on. It is not 

difficult to imagine how nudges that compromise such rights are disliked and as a 

result rejected since they are interfering with rights, which have been around for a 

long time. In this sense, these rights have become a norm, and consequently, they 

are not up for discussion. They are fundamental for how we perceive the function of 

a society, and therefore it is necessary that they exist (cf. Sunstein & Reisch, 2019). 

Nudging Citizens vs. Employees – Connecting the Dots 

Now that implications of choice architecture in governmental contexts have been 

inspected, it is now possible to discuss the differences between nudging citizens and 

employees in a comparative manner. So far, we have stated that Americans tend to 

reject nudges that in any shape or form are connected to illegitimate goals. An 

illegitimate goal can be put in relation to introducing a nudge that favors a specific 

religion or political party (cf. Sunstein & Reisch, 2019). Additionally, trust in 

legitimacy also affects the attitude towards a nudge. A successful nudge, in terms of 

acceptance, builds on the fundamental principle of neutrality, hence principles of 

which we can all agree on their normative value. 

How can we make sense of this in relation with choice architecture in organizational 

contexts? Organizations have always had a relationship to behavioral and choice 

influences. Marketing is an example hereof. They operate in an environment where 

all possibilities are permanently open. If a company does not deliver what the 

customer wants, then the customer can find another company that can deliver. The 

competition factor has spread to the workforce, hence why the term ‘human 

resource management’ quickly became a widely known concept in organizations. It 

is all about a strategic approach to effective management of employees in an 

organization such that they help the business gain a competitive advantage. It is 

designed to maximize employee performance as a strategic objective. Put in other 
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words, it is a way of creating profit. In this sense, if you do not deliver as an 

employee, then the company can find another candidate who can deliver. 

Competition between companies is a critical difference from democratic 

governments. Politicians may be voted out, but there is no other government around 

the corner that can give you the same for less money. That means the idea about 

nudging employees, just as well as customers for that sake, in the direction of a 

better, healthier and longer life is secondary to corporate survival and profit. This 

points to a dilemma of legitimacy based on Sunstein & Reisch’s finding on the 

importance of trust and legitimacy in choice architecture (cf. Sunstein & Reisch, 

2019). If an organizational manager implements nudging as a management tool, 

either with or without consent from the employees, then there is a risk that the 

employees’ interests are down prioritized or even overlooked. This means that it is 

difficult to identify a neutral ground. With other words, it becomes difficult to ensure 

that everybody is better off because of a nudge if the focus is on the money rather 

than on the people. To some extent, it is easier to hold governments accountable for 

the same kind of actions since they are supposed to serve the people. There are not 

many organizations that can say that their existence is based on serving its 

employees. For this reason, we argue that it should be important that organizations 

adhere to robust ethics that can form some guidelines for how a business can behave 

responsibly in relation to choice architecture and hereby nudging. 

The argument that humans are not rational is a good reason for why it makes sense 

to adhere to some guidelines since irrational choices also can be found in the design 

of a nudge. As stated in the introduction of theory, Thaler and Sunstein’s findings 

indicate that people are irrational (cf. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008), which means that 

what people themselves judge to be the best is also irrational. Why do we have to 

assume that the rational choice is also the best choice for people that are actually 

not rational? For example, emotions often play a crucial role when we have to decide 

what would be the best choice. For that reason, the premises of nudge and the 
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application of the concept cannot be generalized but require detailed investigations 

of what and how people judge. The concept of judgment is difficult to get a grasp of, 

because the perception of good judgment will vary.  

“A manager might justify his decision to hire Bob by citing the reason that 

Bob has the potential to best contribute to the organization in some 

specific way. But anyone who harbored doubts about the competence of 

the manager, or who disagreed in her decision, would most likely also 

question the truth of the initial premise that Bob has the potential to best 

contribute in that way” (Gersel & Thaning, 2018, p. 11). 

Seen from a procedural perspective of rationality it is not enough to be able to 

provide good reasons that explain one’s actions. The reasoning should rather rely 

on neutral premises, which everyone would accept as true (cf. Gersel & Thaning, 

2018). 

However, nudges are already selected and designed by someone. That is, they 

always contain a value judgment in relation to the choices presented to the recipient 

of a nudge. Therefore, one can never be sure of acting in the best interest of the 

people. According to Thaler, that problem is overcome as long as the majority is 

satisfied and happy. In this sense, we find that nudging based on neutral premises is 

easier to fulfill in governmental contexts, since libertarian paternalism seeks to 

serve the interests of the citizens. The approach is not neutral in an absolute sense, 

but it actively seeks to influence citizens in order to guide them in the direction of a 

better, healthier and longer life. Whereas nudging in organizational contexts often 

will be created with the goal of increasing profit, which may blur the sight of the 

neutral value. 

In conclusion, we have identified two main challenges. The first one being when 

nudging an employee in an organizational context, the choice architect will have the 

goal of increasing profit. This will usually be based on the introduction of nudges, 
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which are designed to increase effectiveness, hence the increase in profit. The 

problem that this initiative brings along is that nudging in the direction of a better, 

healthier and longer life becomes secondary to corporate survival and profit. One 

might ask why this should be a problem. Profit increases and everyone is happy. 

However, we argue that the impact of these types is only short-term. They do not 

take the development of the employee into account. In other words, they threaten 

the authenticity of self-management when employees’ behavior is shaped by 

interventions in the choice architecture. In order to create long-lasting changes, it is 

necessary to design System 2 nudges and apply these in a transparent and mindful 

manner. This challenge depicts the main difference between the use of nudges in 

governmental policy and organizations. It is important to distinguish between the 

two, since a government, contrary to an organization, acts for the people, hence why 

the normative value changes according to the setting. 

The second challenge consists in the fact of humans’ limited cognitive capabilities, 

which also applies to organizational managers. The premises of nudge and the 

application of the concept cannot be generalized but require detailed investigations 

of what and how people judge, which is knowledge that is almost impossible to 

require. The only thing that is certain is that everyone judges and prioritizes 

differently. What might seem rational to one person can seem irrational to another 

person, and this explains why a nudge always will contain a value judgment in 

relation to the choices presented to the recipient. One can argue that this challenge 

not only applies to organizations but also governments. However, citizens have the 

right to vote and to some extent, this allows for everyone’s voices to be heard. 

Besides the above-mentioned challenges, there is another challenge that remains. It 

is the challenge of the individual’s welfare and autonomy. We will discuss this in a 

philosophical context in the next section. 
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Welfare and Autonomy in a Philosophical Perspective 

Paternalism is based philosophically on utilitarianism. According to utility ethics, 

you act morally right when you perform the act that leads to the greatest possible 

happiness the largest possible number of individuals (cf. Rendtorff, 2011). 

Utilitarianism is widely used as a basis for the welfare of society, and society should 

promote the opportunity of human beings to live a happy life. It is a way of using 

ethics to determine which action ensures the best possible outcome of the choice. 

Put in other words, it is a way to identify the greatest possible sum of welfare. 

Some benefits such as the rights of the citizen and the dignity of the individual are 

so important that we will not sacrifice them for the welfare utility of society. Thaler 

and Sunstein recognize that the good, which is achieved by getting people to act in 

ways that are better for them, is enough to justify the ethical existence of 

paternalism. In addition, they also recognize that there is an ethical question in 

nudging, but after all, choose to say that when nudging is combined with the freedom 

to choose, then nudging is ethical. Nudging can ethically be considered to be within 

the utilitarian tradition in which one weighs the various consequences of the action 

and concludes that the overall good outweighs the disadvantages of the action. In 

this situation, nudging would be justified according to Thaler and Sunstein (cf. 

Thaler & Sunstein, 2003). 

However, this point of view can be criticized when addressed according to the 

philosophical tradition of deontology, which is a contradiction to most forms of 

consequentialism. According to this ethical orientation, an act has a moral value by 

virtue when performed as a duty. The motive plays an important role here because 

many deontologists believe that only the good will is indicative for an action (cf. 

Davis, 1993). In this sense, whether an action entails the good is irrelevant. 

According to this perspective, it becomes difficult to determine whether a nudge is 

ethical or not. What both philosophical perspectives, utilitarianism and deontology, 
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have in common is the consideration that humans have a basic dignity, which is 

based on the idea of human rights due to the reason that humans by virtue of dignity 

are entitled to fair treatment. The autonomy of the individual is being put to test 

when one is being nudged, hence it can be questioned whether nudging respects the 

rights of the individual. 

 “The idea of welfare is also contested, and here too, we bracket 

philosophical disagreements. Does it refer to utilitarianism, narrowly 

conceived? How shall we define “utility”? Does it refer to pleasures and 

pains? Does it make distinctions among qualitatively different goods (a 

beach, a house, a dog, a friendship)? If we can answer such questions, 

how do we measure welfare? If it is a broader concept than utility (as 

many think), does it capture everything that ought to matter in human 

life? If wealthy people lose more than poor people gain, has welfare been 

reduced? Is that decisive? Here again we bracket fundamental 

questions?” (Sunstein & Reisch, 2019, p. 135). 

Sunstein and Reisch’s is lacking a definition of welfare, since there is no ‘one size fits 

all’ solution available, hence why they argue that nudges should have to pass a social 

welfare test, which means that they should produce welfare gains on net. This 

should be a way to maximize social welfare (cf. Sunstein & Reisch, 2019). Welfare 

gains on net means that all gains and losses should be taken into account in the 

process of nudging. This solution seems to solve the problem of determining 

welfare, however, it is not addressing the issue of autonomy. It is possible that 

people’s welfare is reduced when their autonomy decreases. However, we agree 

with Sunstein and Reisch, insofar that nudging is combined with reflection, that a 

social welfare test is a helpful tool in order to meet the needs of as many people as 

possible. 



Tessy Aulner & Signe Hertz Christensen                                       Master Thesis                                                         15.05.20  
 

107 
 

The nature and the directions of the nudges are not determined objectively. 

Nonetheless, our suggestion of sustainable nudges is a tool to addresses these 

challenges. We argue that for a nudge to be sustainable, it is critical to have insight 

into human behavior and the ability to make the ethical considerations associated 

with nudging. We argue that these considerations should take point of departure in 

ensuring that in each individual nudge the choice architect must evaluate whether 

manipulation occurs, whether the intention of the nudge is good, and whether the 

choice architect wants to be held accountable for the results. We assume that the 

design of a sustainable nudge should be an informative small push in the right 

direction in order to succeed in achieving lasting behavioral changes. By focusing on 

transparency choice architects are able to remain respect for human autonomy, 

which is closely connected to human rights. Respecting autonomy is essential in 

relation to self-management. In the theoretical overview, we demonstrated how 

self-management is connected to autonomy. The individual lets intuition and 

emotions flow into his decisions and actions. In other words, he brings some of his 

own personality into the business and the decision-making process, which is one of 

the core purposes of self-management; to enable employees to act on their own 

thoughts. The organization benefits from innovative input and the employee 

benefits by being granted the room for self-actualization and caring for his own well-

being. 

6 Conclusion 

This thesis aimed to identify the problematic relationship between self-

management and nudge and to establish a new normative grounding on which 

nudging self-managing employees is possible. We have done this by answering the 

research question; how can employees remain self-managing when their behavior 

is subjected to nudges? Is it even possible for an organization to have self-managing 

employees while they are nudged towards a more desired behavior? Which also led 

to the question if it is even possible to self-manage in an organizational setting 
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without nudging? In conclusion, organizations can use nudges on employees 

without restricting them in self-management as long as it is done sustainably. It is 

possible for an organization to nudge self-managing employees towards a more 

desired behavior under the conditions that this behavior complies with the personal 

interests. The nudge cannot be applied when the desired behavior is purely of 

organizational interest. We did not provide an absolute answer to the last question. 

Nevertheless, we showed that employees encounter hurdles in the form of cognitive 

biases when they are supposed to self-manage. Therefore, nudges can be 

understood as scaffolding that supports the employee in his development to become 

better at self-managing. 

Nudge, as a managerial tool for behavioral modification, does not have to be 

completely rejected, but it must be applied with caution. We showed that nudge 

risks colliding with the ideas and values of self-management. As a result, the 

employees are essentially not self-managing. It becomes a façade since they are not 

free in all aspects concerning their autonomy and decision-making. 

Designing the right nudge for every situation is a difficult task. It has been difficult 

in the setting of public policy - we presented two examples in which the nudge 

backfired in the theoretical overview – and it becomes even more difficult in the 

setting of organizational management because the nudge has to respect the work 

style of self-management. We provided new normative requirements, which are 

precisely the respect of self-managerial values, the need for deliberation, and the 

building of character. A nudge in the setting of organizational management should 

follow these requirements. 

The diagnostic analysis showed that subjecting self-managing employees to nudges 

can easily result in just a façade. On the outside, it seems as if employees were 

autonomous - responsible for their own decisions - when in reality their decision-

making and behavior have been nudged towards organizational interests. In the 
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beginning, it might seem as if the organization attains better and more productive 

results by using nudges but eventually, they harm their own interests because they 

prevent employees from properly self-managing. Self-management does not only 

aim for a fairer treatment of the individual, but also serves the function to generate 

new and innovative ideas. However, we have also seen that employees, just like any 

other human being, have cognitive biases and overcoming these biases is in the 

interest of both parties. We presented the examples of the overconfidence, the 

present, and the status quo bias. The organization can use nudges to counter these 

biases when they are limiting the individual’s and the organization’s productivity. 

Even though they thereby pursue organizational interests, a nudge that fulfills the 

normative requirements helps the employee to become better in self-managing and 

therefore allows the pursuit of personal interests at the same time. 

Our findings raise awareness of the implications when nudges enter a new setting. 

Thaler and Sunstein primarily developed nudges for the domain of public policy. As 

we have seen, this domain differs from the domain of organizational management. 

The nudger has to consider new circumstances, conditions, and values, which 

drastically changes the legitimacy of nudges in particular, but also of the general 

ideology of libertarian paternalism. Not every nudge, that is acceptable for self-

governing citizens, is acceptable for self-managing employees. The fact that 

employees are working for the organization changes the relationship between the 

nudger and the nudgee. Managers easily fall into the mistake of assuming that 

employees share their interests and thereby neglect the individual’s interests. We 

raised the question if their interests can be aligned. An employee for sure shares 

most of the interests of the organization, for example productivity, effectivity, 

efficiency, and success. But he also has personal interests that have to be taken into 

consideration. In the context of self-management, a nudge should not be based on 

raising profits at all costs. For example, nudging employees into reducing the time 

of breaks for the reason that time is money and the organization wants the employee 
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to be as efficient as possible, would represent a purely organizational interest and 

do not respect the personal interests of the employee. When the employee clearly 

needs the break and judges it to be necessary for his own well-being then such a 

nudge would override the employees’ interests. 

However, self-managing employees have biases that are not only bad for the 

organizational performance but also for the individual himself. It restricts him in 

properly self-managing. For example, the status quo bias prevents the employee 

from taking initiatives that could help his career, as we have seen in the case of 

women being reluctant to nominate themselves for promotion. Besides making 

decisions autonomously, the idea of self-management is to give enough room for 

respecting both – organizational and personal – interests. It benefits both parties. 

The organization benefits, since innovation is more likely to happen when the 

employee is not bounded by rules and regulations, but rather is able to present his 

own ideas, and at the same time the individual benefits by being able to care for his 

own well-being. In that sense, it is the organization’s task to ensure that the 

employee is able to self-manage. In cases where the cognitive biases of the employee 

restrict him to self-manage, i.e. to take actions that make him better off and therefore 

also improves organizational performance, the organization can help out with a 

little push in the form of a nude. This legitimizes paternalism in relation to self-

management. The employee just needs a little help to become better at self-

managing. Nonetheless, it is important that the nudge is just a little push that helps 

the employee, for example, to follow through with his plans and does not constitute 

any restrictions in his autonomous decision-making 

As a result, managers cannot use nudges all the time because then the employees 

are never really self-managing, nor can they use nudges as quick fixes because then 

the employees can never overcome their biases, which would again result in 

constant nudging. Instead, we argued that managers should use nudges that create 

an environment, which supports the development of self-managing employees. The 
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employees need to reflect deliberately on how they can improve their behavior in 

order to overcome biases and build the character needed to be properly self-

managing. With deliberation, the employee is able to understand the problem and 

learn how to behave more effectively or make the better choice. Since he is learning 

his behavior becomes resilient. This is what we want to achieve with sustainable 

nudges. They trigger deliberation, or in Kahneman’s terms, system 2 thinking, and 

therefore he is able to learn and build a character that he needs to self-manage. After 

he has learned from the nudge, he does not need it anymore. The nudge has had 

sustainable effects. He can act situation unspecific and does not rely on a nudging 

environment any longer. The sustainable nudge allows him to self-manage and make 

decisions autonomously. 

We did not invent a new kind of nudge. Sustainable nudges have already been 

implemented in contemporary work-life. We presented one example from Google 

where employees were nudged to eat from smaller plates. The first important aspect 

is that the intent of the nudge was employees’ interests. The nudge targeted the 

health of the employees. The second important aspect is the piece of information 

that was added in order to explain the intention of the nudge. By adding information 

employees’ system 2 thinking was stimulated. This constitutes the difference 

between sustainable nudges and regular nudges. Therefore, nudges with 

sustainable effects are not new or innovative. However, they have not been 

conceptualized before. 

As we stated in the introduction, we were not trying to find new solutions to an 

intuitively problematic relationship between self-management and nudge. Rather 

our aim was to clarify and contribute to a better understanding of the concepts to 

facilitate their implementation and help to find ways of increasing the overall 

organizational performance in terms of productivity and well-being 

simultaneously.  
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7 Further Perspectives 

In the period of writing this thesis, our daily lives have been turned upside down 

due to COVID-19. The world has faced a condition, which has demanded a change in 

behavior from everyone. It has been necessary for people to stay at home as much 

as possible. For many people, this has entailed creating new routines while adjusting 

to working from home. Besides working from home, it has also been necessary to 

adopt to a new level of hygiene. At this point, many of us are walking around with 

very dry skin on our hands from the amount of hand sanitizer used. People have had 

to make changes in a hurry in order to fight the virus. 

This pandemic affects all aspects of our life and made us think about how we should 

behave as individuals, as citizens, and as employees. It changed the way we manage 

ourselves on all these different levels. The difficulty is to adopt our behaviors from 

one day to the other.  The government has prescribed mandates and bans that are 

punished when not respected. But also nudges have been used extensively to 

influence people’s behavior. The current situation sheds a new light on the 

relationship between nudge and self-management. We are not moving in a typical 

public policy setting. Of course, the government tries to take the necessary measure 

to protect its citizens, but also the citizens have to contribute to the same cause, 

namely to fight this virus.  

The easiest way out of this pandemic is to lock people up in their homes, without 

any exceptions. But this case seems to be impossible to implement. Not only would 

it stop every economic activity in the world and result in a crisis, but it would also 

override human rights and people’s autonomy.  We have to find a way that nudges 

people to do the right thing, which is ,in this case, to take all the necessary 

precautions to avoid spreading the virus, without limiting people’s autonomy and 

ability to self-manage. 



Tessy Aulner & Signe Hertz Christensen                                       Master Thesis                                                         15.05.20  
 

113 
 

We think that the conceptualization of sustainable nudges provides useful insights 

on how to tackle this challenge that we have never experienced before. 

COVID-19 Danish Supermarket Nudges 

If you walk into a Danish supermarket at this time, you will be met by hand sanitizers 

at the entrance and red stickers all over the place stating 'keep your distance'. 

Moreover, you find red stickers on the floor at the line to the counter, which are 

meant to remind people to keep distance while standing in a queue. All these 

initiatives, which supermarkets have taken to help us prevent the spread of 

coronavirus, help us remember what we already know. The many nudges try to 

control and change our behavior in situations where System 1 behavior is common. 

Shopping in a supermarket is something most of us do on an almost daily basis, 

hence it has become part of our routine. Some people even have a roadmap that they 

follow automatically when they walk in through the door to the supermarket since 

they are so used to shopping. In a supermarket, we make quick decisions, and most 

of these fit into the category of System 1. Hence it seems sensible to introduce small 

nudges in supermarkets to remind people to act according to the circumstances 

since this is a setting where we do not usually reflect too much on our actions. Based 

on own observations, it seems like the nudges are working. People are keeping 

distance when standing in line to the counter, and it seems like there is a general 

respect towards the guidelines in the supermarkets.  

Restrictions on Islands Brygge 

However, April led to another story along with its sunny weather. The sunny 

weather became subject to new challenges, especially in the Copenhagen area. 

Suddenly Islands Brygge, which is a popular place for social gathering, was packed 

with people. In fact, the area was packed to the point where it was difficult to justify 

how the health authorities' recommendations could be fulfilled with that many 

people in one place (cf. Politiken, 2020). At this point in time, it was not allowed to 
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meet up more than 10 people on public ground, and the general recommendation, 

which remains, is to keep 2 meters distance at a minimum. The problem led to the 

issue of a warning that informed citizens that if they did not respect the authorities' 

instructions and kept their distance, then the area would be banned for a period of 

time. Evidently, the warning was not respected, since the police closed down the 

area and banned people from staying there from April 25th until May 1st (cf. 

Politiken, 2020). 

Impact of Nudges 

The supermarkets can report a positive change in behavior, however, it seems like 

the rules are bend outside of the supermarkets. We can only assume that it is some 

of the same people, who are shopping in the supermarkets around Copenhagen, who 

are also hanging out by the water at Islands Brygge when the sun is out. While we 

cannot draw any conclusions based on the lack of results, we do still suggest that 

there is a possible connection between the System 1 nudges and the limited change 

in behavior. As we have addressed in the analysis, System 1 nudges are lacking 

resiliency. People are affected by the nudge in the moment, but the effect is limited 

in the sense that the behavior is not adopted in situations outside of the nudging 

environment. The situation on Islands Brygge points towards the fact that people 

remember to keep distance when there is a red sign on the floor right in front of 

them in the supermarket, but once they leave the supermarket, they also leave 

behind the behavior. 

 However, System 1 nudges should be acknowledged for the impact that they can 

make in the moment. They are cheap to implement and can contribute with fast 

results. What the Danish supermarkets have been able to achieve with nudges seems 

overall positive. Nonetheless, it should be taken into account that the effect is not 

long-term, which is why we argue that there is a need for a sustainable solution, 

hence sustainable nudges. To cope with this pandemic, it is not sufficient to nudge 
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social distancing in supermarkets or whenever people leave their house. People also 

have to learn to stay at home when necessary. People need to learn how to self-

manage, which means in this situation to decide when it is necessary to go outside 

and when it is better for themselves and the society to stay at home. The example of 

nudges in supermarkets might change behavior in the moment, but in order for 

these nudges to be effective during this pandemic, they also have to activate 

deliberation on the reasons for their implementation. The nudges have to be 

designed sustainably so that the people adopt the behavior even outside of a 

nudging environment. They have to reflect and judge themselves when they should 

leave the house or when they are exposing themselves to unnecessary risk. There 

will be situations that demand long-term effect especially in organizational contexts, 

which we have been concerned with throughout this thesis. 

To end off, we will suggest an area for further research within the topic of this thesis. 

Behavioral research reveals how human beings so often fail to translate good 

intentions into action. It is indeed difficult to adapt to change, which often makes us 

take the easy way out by choosing what we know (cf. Kahneman, 2011). Habit is 

indeed a strong factor and is something which could be explored further in relation 

to nudging. The implication of the effect of habit raises new questions, which we 

suggest as relevant; how strong is the human habit? Does it overcome the need and 

wish for change? Will nudges ever be able to compete with human habit? All of these 

questions would be relevant to dig further into in relation to this thesis.  
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