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Ethics of influence
Leading Principles Underlying Responsible Nudging



Cited in Halpern 2015, Inside the Nudge Unit: How Small Changes Can Make a Big Difference

Simple frictions (that make it 
a bit more difficult to put 
suicidal thoughts into 
practice) can dramatically 
the affect suicide rate

In the early sixties the source of the gas in 
people’s ovens began to change following 
the discovery of North Sea gas off the coast 
of Britain. Unlike the previous gas that had 
been derived from coal, the new North Sea 
‘natural gas’ had much lower levels of 
carbon monoxide.



Food breaks

1,112 parole board 
hearings by eight 
judges, over ten 
months

Danziger et al., 2011, Extraneous factors in judicial decisions, PNAS

!!! Some confounding 
factors may explain part 
of the results. But still, the 
general picture remains



emotional competencies, 
knowledge, etc.

strength, mobility, endurance, 
rapidity, access to, etc.



social values & pressures, 
shared practices, social 

incentives, etc.

available infrastructures and 
technologies which can 
support & sustain the 

behaviour, time pressures, etc.

Vlaev et al., Public Administration Review, 2016, Vol. 76



Conscious evaluations about 
what is good or bad (weighing up 

the pros and cons) & forming 
intentions & creating action 

plans to achieve goals

Simple primitive (often 
subconscious) decision 

mechanisms that are receptive to 
environmental cues

(e.g. defaults, primes, 
commitment, ego)

“Behavior is not so much thought about; it simply comes about”

Explained 
variance: 20%

Explained 
variance: 80%

Vlaev et al., Public Administration Review, 2016, Vol. 76



Perceptual illusion and post-rationalisation

Johansson et al. 2005 Failure to Detect Mismatches Between Intention and Outcome in a 
Simple Decision Task. Science

We gladly explain, after the 
fact, the choice that we did not 
make

Parameters analyzed:
- level of emotionality
- specificity of the explanations
provided 
- certainty expressed



Trivers, 2011, Deceit and Self-Deception, Penguin Books

Cognitive dissonance

Festinger,1957, A theory of cognitive dissonance

Activation of automatic mechanisms that help 
restoring a feeling of coherence

selective
forgetting

post-
rationalisation

confirmation 
bias 

Experimenting incoherence induces «cognitive 
dissonance»

We have a strong preference for coherence…

…between our predictions 
and the actual events

…between our beliefs and 
our actions

We seek for « subjective » rather
than « factual » coherence

This phenomenon is very well 
documented although the reasons 
for this attachment to coherence 

are still poorly explained



Intermediate conclusion

Our judgements, our beliefs, our choices are causally influenced by…
• …the features of situations and our rational capacity to think over it
• …a bunch of psychological mechanisms
• …a bunch of situational factors These elements are largely 

beyond conscious control

The construction of our mind makes us 
unaware of these causal influences 
(despite available evidences)



One clearly identified 
change in behaviour
to be induced

Ingredients for nudging

One homogeneous targeted 
group : the “nudgees”

A “smooth” intervention
- small change in the decision environment 
- all previous choice options remain open
- easily “resistible”

Good evidences that the intervention is likely to 
be effective
- past experiences, scientific data
- knowledge of decision-making mechanisms 

involved (heuristics & cognitive biases)

Intervention consciously 
orchestrated by 
“nudgers” 



Our choices are influenced by the way options are 
framed through different wordings, reference points, 
and emphasis.

Decisions based on the framing effect are made by 
focusing on the way the information is presented 
instead of the information itself. Such decisions may 
be sub-optimal, as poor information or lesser options 
can be framed in a positive light. This may make them 
more attractive than options or information that are 
objectively better, but cast in a less favourable light.



Salience (eye level)



Messenger (authority – group 
member)

influencer



Default option



Friction

Facilitation 
(make it easy)



Nudging Rational persuasionMandate

There are often grey zones





Accordons-nous is a module of the app 
« Concerto HUG », free to download

This definition of nudging is general and morally neutral

There is a clear distinction to make between 
- identifying whether an intervention is a 

nudge or not
- evaluating whether the intervention is 

morally acceptable or not



Nevertheless, nudging involves a form of paternalism: the 
nudgers decide the behavior they would like to promote 
among the population of nudges: to some extent, it is a 
threat to rationality and autonomy

"In principle" nudging is a soft intervention: 
- the choice options are left open (space for saying no)
- it is a benevolent



Nudging involves asymmetry of power: nudgers know nudgee’s
psychological weakness (biases, fast decision mechanisms) and design 
ways to exploit these weakness in order to induce a given behavior.

This assymetry of power and knowledge provides 
opportunities to exploit vulnerabilities.



Nudging involves moral responsibility on part of « nudgers » (the 
decision-makers): the responsibility to address ethical issues such 

respect for autonomy and non-exploitation of vulnerability.

Before deciding to apply a nudge, it is important to make a detailed 
ethical evaluation.



Who will benefit from the nudge?

Nudgers only

Nudgees as well

The society social nudge

Nudging for the benefit of whom ?

ethically questionnable nudge

win-win nudge



Ethical framework 
for assessing nudges

Nudge Evaluation Tool 
for policy-makers



A Nudge evaluation 
procedure 

After weighing-up all the pro and contra aspects raised 
by this four-level investigation, one can take a balanced 
decision in favour or against a nudge

four groups of relevant questions

are the goals 
ethically 

justifiable?

are nudgers
trustworthy?

are there concerns raised by 
the application of the 

nudge?

is it an effective 
mean to achieve 

these goals? 



Four groups of relevant questions

are the goals ethically 
justifiable?

are nudgers
trustworthy?

are there concerns raised by the 
application of the nudge?

is it an effective mean 
to achieve these goals? 

? ?

?

?
?

?



Smart glasses provided by a cantonal service to elderly citizens.

These devices include the following functions:
- sound and eye tacker 
- gps localisation 
- send messages

The system perceives when the aged person is stressed out or 
lost and can send an urgency messages to relatives with gps
location.

The glasses nudge elderly person to keep their everyday 
practices such as go shopping, go to the gym, or walk the dog.

Let us use the evaluation procedure with an example



Ways to justify 
a goal

Are the aimed consequences desirable?

Is the goal a way to fulfil important values & moral principles?

Does the goal stem from good intentions? (i.e. motivation to care for, to act in favour of) 

Do stakeholders share the goal?

are the goals 
ethically 

justifiable?

are nudgers
trustworthy?

are there concerns raised 
by the application of the 

nudge?

is it an effective 
mean to achieve 

these goals? 

What are nudgers’ 
gaols?

 Promotion of health and autonomous living

 Keep patients longer at home  relief for the health system
win-win nudge (but not 
for the same reasons)



Questions to 
assess 

trustworthiness

Are there conflicts of interest & are they explicitly stated and adequately addressed?

Does the decision to nudge stem from a 
rigorous and transparent procedure? 

systematic evaluation procedure? 

collective decision including 
stakeholders?

Is the nudger capable of implementing the nudge appropriately?

Is the nudger legitimated to actively promote the aimed goal ?

are the goals 
ethically 

justifiable?

are nudgers
trustworthy?

are there concerns raised 
by the application of the 

nudge?

is it an effective 
mean to achieve 

these goals? 



“We investigate whether people approve of 
a list of 15 nudges regarding health, the 
environment, and safety issues. A particular 
focus is whether trust in public institutions 
is a potential mediator of approval. The 
study confirms this correlation.”



Concerns 
raised by the 
mean used 

(as opposed 
to the goals)

Threat to autonomy

Will the nudgees have the opportunity to refuse?

Would the nudgees agree to be nudged this way?

Sides-effects

Privacy: data flow

Distributive justice: how will nudges who refuse to be nudged benefit 
form healthcare?

Distrust: created by the nudge?

Health risk: is the technology used safe?

are the goals 
ethically 

justifiable?

are nudgers
trustworthy?

are there concerns raised 
by the application of the 

nudge?

is it an effective 
mean to achieve 

these goals? 



Co
m

pa
re

d 
to

…

status quo Does the nudge achieve its goals?

alternative 
ethically 

acceptable 
interventions

Other more traditional forms of home care 
services

Direct aids to family caregivers

Other idea

These are NOT necessarily 
exclusive alternatives (one 
may use the nudge + other 

interventions)

are the goals 
ethically 

justifiable?

are nudgers
trustworthy?

are there concerns raised 
by the application of the 

nudge?

is it an effective 
mean to achieve 

these goals? 



Four groups of relevant questions

are the goals ethically 
justifiable?

are nudgers
trustworthy?

are there concerns raised by the 
application of the nudge?

is it an effective mean 
to achieve these goals? 
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