
Action Steps: Nudge 

Nudge: The Final Edition by Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein is a foundational 
book in behavioral economics and public policy. It explores how small changes in 
choice architecture—known as nudges—can significantly impact decision-making 
without restricting freedom of choice. 

The book builds on the idea that humans are not purely rational decision-makers (as 
traditional economics assumes) but are influenced by cognitive biases, emotions, and 
social pressures. It introduces key concepts like libertarian paternalism, choice 
architecture, and sludge, offering real-world applications in areas like retirement 
savings, health, organ donation, and climate change. 

Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein argue that humans are not perfectly rational 
decision-makers (as traditional economics assumes) but are influenced by biases, 
habits, and emotions. Because of this, people often make poor choices in areas like 
health, finance, and education. However, by subtly shaping the way choices are 
presented (choice architecture), policymakers, businesses, and individuals can 
encourage better decisions while still preserving freedom of choice. 

In this Action Steps Handbook, we will provide practical steps grounded in the insights 
from the book to help you discover how people can be encouraged to make better 
decisions without restricting their freedom of choice. 
 

1. Understand the Problem: Why Do People Make Poor Choices? 

People often don’t make the best decisions, even when they have good intentions or 
adequate information. Here’s why: 

● Cognitive Biases: Mental shortcuts like procrastination, loss aversion, and 
overconfidence often lead to errors in judgment. 

○ Example: People underestimate how long a task will take, falling into the 
planning fallacy, as discussed in the book. 

● Complexity: When decisions involve too many options or too much information, 
people feel overwhelmed and avoid acting. 

○ Example: Choosing a retirement fund from 50 options can result in 
decision paralysis. 

● Inertia: Humans often stick to the status quo simply because change requires 
effort. 
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What to Do: Start by identifying the common biases and barriers in the decision-making 
process. For example, survey users to understand where they struggle or avoid acting. 

 

2. Design the Environment: The Role of Choice Architecture 

● Choice architecture is the way options are presented. By designing environments 
thoughtfully, you can make the desired choice easier without taking away 
alternatives. 

● Reorder options: Place the better choice in a more visible or convenient location. 
○ Example: Supermarkets placing healthy snacks at eye level and sugary 

snacks lower down. 
● Simplify: Remove unnecessary complexity in forms, instructions, or steps. 

○ Example: Redesigning forms with pre-filled fields or fewer questions. 

How to Apply: Map out how people interact with your system (e.g., a website, cafeteria, 
or policy). Identify where friction occurs and rearrange the process to make the better 
choice the most natural one. 

 

3. Use Defaults to Your Advantage 

● Defaults are pre-set options that take effect if no active choice is made. Since 
people tend to stick with defaults, these settings have tremendous influence. 

● Why Defaults Work: They save effort, reduce stress, and often imply social 
norms (e.g., “this is what most people do”). 

● Practical Example: Sweden’s retirement savings program automatically enrolls 
participants into a carefully designed default fund if they don’t choose one. 

● Other Examples: 
○ Auto-enrollment in green energy programs. 
○ Setting e-receipts as the default instead of printed ones. 

How to Apply: Think about areas where people struggle to decide and create a default 
option that aligns with their best interest. Always ensure they can opt out easily. 

 

4. Leverage Social Norms to Encourage Positive Behavior 

https://bookbutterclub.com/ 

https://bookbutterclub.com/


Action Steps: Nudge 

● People look to others for cues on how to behave. Highlighting what others are 
doing can nudge individuals to follow suit. 

● Examples of Social Norms in Action: 
○ Energy Usage Reports: Utilities send comparisons showing how much 

energy a household uses compared to neighbors. 
○ Voting Nudges: Messages like “Most people in your area have already 

voted” increase turnout. 
● Key Insight: Make the positive behavior visible and frame it as the norm. 

How to Apply: In your campaigns, focus on what the majority is doing right. For 
example, "90% of customers recycle their packaging" can nudge more people to 
participate. 

 

5. Provide Timely and Relevant Feedback 

● Feedback helps people see the immediate results of their actions, making 
behavior change easier and more rewarding. 

● Example: Fitness apps provide real-time feedback on steps taken, calories 
burned, or progress toward a goal. 

● Practical Application: 
○ Use alerts or notifications to remind people of upcoming deadlines or 

missed opportunities (e.g., “Your appointment is tomorrow”). 
○ Integrate progress-tracking systems into tools to help users stay on track. 

How to Apply: Build feedback loops that are immediate, specific, and actionable. For 
instance, a budgeting app can send weekly updates on spending habits. 

 

6. Simplify Information Through Smart Disclosure 

● Too much information can overwhelm people. Smart disclosure focuses on 
presenting the most critical details in a clear and actionable way. 

● Examples of Smart Disclosure: 
○ Health Insurance Tools: Breaking down complex policies into simple 

comparisons of premiums, deductibles, and benefits. 
○ Restaurant Menus: Highlighting calorie counts or labeling the healthiest 

options. 
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● Key Insight: The simpler the information, the more likely people are to act on it. 

How to Apply: Use visuals like graphs or comparisons, and limit the amount of 
information presented at once. Focus on clarity and avoid jargon. 

 

7. Use Gentle Reminders and Timing 

● People often intend to act but forget. Well-timed reminders can nudge them into 
following through. 

● Example: SMS reminders for medical appointments significantly reduce 
no-shows. 

● Other Uses: 
○ Email alerts for subscription renewals. 
○ Notifications for bill payments or voting deadlines. 

How to Apply: Send reminders at key moments. For example, a reminder to drink water 
during hot weather or notifications for yearly health checkups. 

 

8. Avoid Sludge: Remove Unnecessary Barriers 

● What is Sludge?: Sludge refers to excessive bureaucracy, long forms, or 
confusing processes that prevent people from acting. 

● Examples: 
○ Complex tax systems that deter filing on time. 
○ Lengthy online forms with unnecessary steps. 

● Solutions: 
○ Pre-filled forms that save time (e.g., tax filings in Sweden). 
○ Streamlined processes with fewer steps. 

How to Apply: Audit your processes to identify bottlenecks and simplify them. Use 
automation to reduce repetitive tasks. 

 

9. Ensure Ethical and Transparent Use of Nudges 
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● Nudges should aim to help, not manipulate. Transparency builds trust and 
ensures ethical application. 

● Example: Placing healthy snacks at eye level in stores is ethical because it 
promotes health without removing other options. 

● Key Insight: Explain why a nudge exists. For instance, a sign in a cafeteria might 
read, “Healthier options are placed here to make them more accessible.” 

How to Apply: Always allow people to opt out and make the purpose of your nudges 
clear. Avoid using nudges solely for profit. 

 

10. Continuously Monitor and Improve Nudges 

● Nudges need to evolve over time to remain effective. Regular testing and 
feedback ensure they continue to work as intended. 

● Examples of Iteration: 
○ Sweden’s retirement fund program adjusts its default settings to reflect 

changes in the economy. 
○ Energy conservation campaigns refine messages based on seasonal data. 

How to Apply: Build feedback loops to monitor the effectiveness of your nudges. Use 
A/B testing to identify what works and iterate on it. 
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Template: Designing Nudges to Encourage Better Decisions 

1. Understand the Problem 

● What decision or behavior do you want to improve? 
(e.g., increasing retirement savings, reducing energy use, promoting healthier 
eating) 

● What challenges are people facing? 
○ Identify biases (e.g., procrastination, decision paralysis). 
○ Understand pain points (e.g., complexity, lack of motivation). 

● Who is your target audience? 
(e.g., employees, students, customers) 

Example Prompt: “Why are people struggling to make this decision? What 
patterns of behavior am I observing?” 

 

2. Design the Environment (Choice Architecture) 

● How are choices currently presented? 
(e.g., order of options, visibility, ease of access) 

● How can you redesign the environment to make the better choice easier? 
○ Reorder options to prioritize better ones. 
○ Remove unnecessary steps or obstacles. 
○ Use visual cues to highlight good options. 

Example Prompt: “If I were making this decision, how could the environment 
make it easier for me to choose the best option?” 

 

3. Use Defaults to Your Advantage 

● What is the current default, and does it encourage the desired behavior? 
(e.g., Is opting out of a program easier than opting in?) 

● What default can you set that aligns with better outcomes? 
(e.g., automatic enrollment in programs, defaulting to paperless billing) 
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Example Prompt: “If people take no action, what happens by default? How can 
I make that default better for them?” 

 

4. Leverage Social Norms 

● What behaviors are already common or desirable? 
(e.g., 80% of employees already contribute to retirement plans.) 

● How can you highlight these norms to encourage others? 
○ Use messages like “Most people in your community already do this.” 
○ Provide feedback that compares individual behavior to group norms. 

Example Prompt: “What positive social trends can I emphasize to encourage 
participation?” 

 

5. Provide Timely and Relevant Feedback 

● What feedback can you give to help people stay on track? 
(e.g., step counts, monthly energy use comparisons, progress bars) 

● How can you make feedback immediate and actionable? 
(e.g., notifications, dashboards, SMS alerts) 

Example Prompt: “How can I show people the results of their actions in 
real-time to motivate them?” 

 

6. Simplify Information Through Smart Disclosure 

● Is the information clear and easy to understand? 
(e.g., Are there too many details or technical terms?) 

● How can you simplify or reformat it? 
○ Use comparisons, visuals, or summaries. 
○ Highlight the most important details upfront. 

Example Prompt: “If I only had 10 seconds to make this decision, what 
information would I need?” 
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7. Use Gentle Reminders and Timing 

● What reminders could help people follow through? 
(e.g., appointment reminders, payment due dates) 

● When is the best time to send these reminders? 
(e.g., the day before a deadline, during quieter moments in the day) 

Example Prompt: “What would a timely nudge look like? When is the best time 
to prompt action?” 

 

8. Avoid Sludge (Remove Barriers) 

● What obstacles are slowing down or preventing action? 
(e.g., lengthy forms, confusing instructions) 

● How can you simplify the process? 
○ Reduce the number of steps required. 
○ Automate repetitive tasks. 
○ Use pre-filled forms where possible. 

Example Prompt: “Where are people getting stuck, and how can I eliminate that 
friction?” 

 

9. Ensure Ethical and Transparent Use of Nudges 

● What is the goal of your nudge, and is it ethical? 
(e.g., Does it align with the user’s best interests?) 

● How can you make the nudge transparent? 
○ Provide an explanation of why the nudge exists. 
○ Ensure users can easily opt out. 

Example Prompt: “How can I ensure this nudge is clear, ethical, and in the 
user’s best interest?” 

 

10. Continuously Monitor and Improve Nudges 

● How will you measure the effectiveness of your nudge? 
(e.g., participation rates, completion times, feedback surveys) 
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● What feedback or data can you collect to refine the nudge? 
(e.g., A/B testing, user feedback sessions) 

● How can you adapt the nudge over time? 

Example Prompt: “What data will tell me if this nudge is working, and how can I 
adjust it to keep it effective?” 
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