
ECONOMIC 
NOTES

Governments have always intervened in eco-
nomic and social life. Regulation, financial 
incentives, information, and awareness- 
raising, as well as training and education, are 
the measures traditionally used in the deploy-
ment of public policies. Since the Second 
World War, and up until recently, psycho-
logical techniques were not usually part of the 
government toolkit, or were only anecdotally 
so. But the advent of behavioural science and 
neuroscience has offered leaders a new way to 
intervene.

This Economic Note explains the way in 
which politics can mobilize psychology and 
proposes a number of recommendations 
designed to protect fundamental rights and 
democracy.

A NEW PARADIGM
In 2008, Richard Thaler, a behavioural econo-
mist, and Cass Sunstein, a legal scholar, pub-
lished Nudge: Improving Decisions About 
Health, Wealth, and Happiness.1 The authors 
introduce the concept of the “nudge,” an 
innovative way to make use of the knowledge 
emerging from behavioural science to better 
understand economic decisions. They focus in 
particular on the way cognitive biases2 can fur-
tively influence individuals’ decisions and 
choices.
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More precisely, Thaler and Sunstein define a 
nudge as “any aspect of the choice architec-
ture that alters people’s behavior in a predict-
able way without forbidding any options or 
significantly changing their economic incen-
tives. To count as a mere nudge, the interven-
tion must be easy and cheap to avoid. Nudges 
are not taxes, fines, subsidies, bans, or man-
dates. Putting the fruit at eye level counts as a 
nudge. Banning junk food does not.”3

A nudge is therefore a way to instrumentalize 
the unconscious and emotional part of the 
human mind in order to guide the behaviour of 
individuals without their knowledge all while 
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giving them the impression of 
having freedom of choice. 
Qualified as “libertarian pater-
nalism” by Thaler and Sunstein, 
this new approach aims to 
increase the scope of public 
policy, and ultimately, to alter 
the configuration and func-
tioning of society (see Table 1).

AN INSTITUTIONALIZED 
CONCEPT
The excitement surrounding 
the book was immediate, both 
in scientific circles and in the 
political sphere. By reinventing 
the way in which public poli-
cies are designed, “libertarian 
paternalism” was a turning point in the art of 
governance.

The American government, under the presi-
dency of Barack Obama, was the first to insti-
tutionalize this new political doctrine. It 
recruited Cass Sunstein as of 2009 and made 
him Administrator of the Office of Information 
and Regulatory Affairs.4 In 2015, the president 
signed an executive order entitled “Using 
Behavioral Science Insights To Better Serve the 
American People.”5

On the British side, Richard Thaler acted as 
advisor to Conservative Prime Minister David 
Cameron who, in 2010, inaugurated an admin-
istrative unit called the “Behavioural Insights 
Team”6 (BIT) in order to introduce the teach-
ings of behavioural science into the design of 
government policies.7 

Today, a large number of countries as well as 
institutions like the OECD,8 the World Bank,9 
UNICEF,10 and the United Nations11 have their 
own teams of “nudge” experts. Indeed, former 
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon stated that 
“[i]n order to succeed, Agenda 2030 must 
account for behavioural insights research.”12 
Note that many international consulting firms 
like McKinsey & Company are also articulating 
their strategies around nudge principles.13

CANADA FOLLOWS SUIT
In 2015, Policy Horizons, an entity of the govern-
ment of Canada, saw its mandate expanded to 
include the study and analysis of behavioural 

science.14 And in 2017, the federal government 
created Impact Canada through the Privy 
Council Office.15 This unit, essentially made up 
of behavioural science experts,16 is dedicated to 
experimenting with new approaches, including 
the use of nudges.17 

Among other things, Impact Canada was an 
important player in the orchestration of the 
government’s response to the pandemic. In 
March 2020, the unit “launched a program of 
applied research grounded in Behavioural 
Science (BeSci) to help support the Govern-
ment’s response effort in accurately and effect-
ively promoting the behaviours recommended 
by public health experts to reduce the spread 
of COVID-19 in Canada.”18

The Privy Council Office’s Departmental Plan 
2022-23 also highlighted a reliance on behav-
ioural science.19 It states: “PCO will expand its 
use of behavioural science and advanced policy 
research to support the Government response 
to climate change, leading a large, multi-year 
program of work on climate action that applies 
insights and methods from behavioural science 

A nudge is a way to guide the 
behaviour of individuals without 
their knowledge all while giving 
them the impression of having 
freedom of choice. 

Contrast between nudges and other interventions

Nudge?

• Putting fruit at eye level

• Default consent for organ donation

• Automatic enrollment of workers 
in pension plan

• Banning junk food

• Requesting explicit consent

• Voluntary enrollment of workers 
in pension plan

Table 1

 
Source : Richard Thaler et Cass Sunstein, Nudge: The Final Edition, 2021.
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to promote mitigation and adaptation behav-
iours at both the individual and systems level.” 
The Departmental Plan 2023-24 states, “In 
addition, the behavioural science program of 
research will continue to be expanded and 
applied to address additional government 
priorities.”20

In parallel to the federal initiative, the Behavioural 
Insights Team opened an office in Toronto in 
2019.21 It collaborates with all levels of govern-
ment, municipal, provincial, and federal, as well 
as with non-profit organizations and founda-
tions across Canada.

The reliance on behavioural science in general, 
and behavioural economics in particular, is 
therefore very much institutionalized through-
out the government apparatus. Today, even 
though the administrative units that use these 
new technologies to reinvent public policy are 
not well known to the public, they are none-
theless the instigators of a new method of gov-
ernance that allows government to be the 
architect of individuals’ behaviour.

Therefore, instead of using its traditional tools, 
governments strategically mobilize the uncon-
scious and emotional processes of our cogni-
tive systems to influence our behaviour in 
subtle ways without resorting to explicit restric-
tions. In this way, they try to elicit certain 
actions on the part of citizens that appear vol-
untary, but that can nonetheless differ from 
those they would otherwise have spontan-
eously taken. Let us call this way of governing 
through nudges “behavioural politics.”

PRESERVING DEMOCRACY
Under the rule of law, it is essential to restrict 
the use of manipulative techniques that influ-
ence the thoughts, emotions, and behaviours 
of individuals, and so to preserve each person’s 
individual freedom, integrity, dignity, and abil-
ity to make informed decisions based on their 
own values and interests. The nudges used by 
governments to carry out their policies should 
not be exempt from this imperative.

To be sure, it is the responsibility of govern-
ments and public bodies to act in the public 
interest and protect the rights and well-being 
of citizens. Despite the undoubtedly laudable 
motives behind government policies, the 

establishment of safeguards in their design 
and implementation is necessary to ensure 
democratic governance that respects the free-
dom and aspirations of all individuals.

Indeed, behavioural politics has some particu-
larities that require regulation adapted to the 
issues it raises. Here are a few of these. 

• Nudges exploit cognitive biases to guide 
the choices of individuals in the direction 
the government desires. Yet decision mak-
ers are themselves equally vulnerable to 
cognitive biases, which influence their own 
choices in terms of public policies.22 They 
could therefore very well favour and encour-
age measures not aligned with the interests 
of the population. 

• Decision makers, even setting aside their 
own cognitive biases, cannot be neutral. As 
they have a limited understanding of the 
values and preferences of citizens, they will 
tend to substitute their personal concep-
tions of the interests of individuals for those 
of the people targeted by their nudges.23 

• Nudges are inconspicuous. The individuals 
targeted by them are generally unaware 
that others are taking advantage of their 
cognitive biases in the pursuit of some goal. 
This characteristic raises the issue of trans-
parency and poses a challenge to the basic 
right of individuals to make free and 
informed decisions, and therefore with full 
knowledge, free from coercion or manipu-
lation (see Figure 1). 

• Nudges evade the traditional political pro-
cess. As they usually consist of a subtle, if 
not sneaky, shifting of the target audience, 
they do not stem from a bill detailing the 
motives and provisions of the proposed 
policy and they are subject to no form of 
parliamentary debate. 

A large number of countries as well 
as institutions like the OECD, the 
World Bank, UNICEF, and the 
United Nations have their own 
teams of “nudge” experts.
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the respect of individuals’ fundamental rights. 
This measure would reinforce responsibility 
and accountability in the use of behavioural 
politics. The ombudsman’s conclusions should 
in turn be made public on a regular basis. 

– Establish redress mechanisms. Such mechan-
isms would welcome citizen complaints and 
mandate examination committees or independ-
ent mediators to investigate concerns and pro-
pose appropriate remedial action. 

– Set up an official public registry of nudges. 
A registry would be an effective means of 
reporting on the use of these behavioural poli-
cies. It would allow for the identification and 
documentation of each nudge put in place by 
detailing its objective, its modalities, and its 
expected effect. 

• The use of nudges for polit-
ical purposes raises funda-
mental ethical questions. 
There is currently no guar-
antee that it will never be 
used to manipulate public 
opinion for partisan pur-
poses, to promote specific 
interests, or to move into 
areas where the govern-
ment does not belong. 

The adequate oversight of 
nudges, notably guaranteeing 
transparency and the political 
process, is essential in order to 
mitigate the risks of abuse and 
preserve democratic integrity.

LIMITING THE DANGERS 
OF NUDGES
In order to favour the respon-
sible use of behavioural politics 
in a way that is respectful of 
citizens, several measures can 
be envisioned. 

– Extend the political process to nudges. Like 
any other law or policy, nudge measures 
should be subject to the traditional political 
process and debated before being imple-
mented. On the one hand, this would force its 
instigators to publicly defend their initiative. 
On the other, it would allow citizens to be 
informed of the existence of nudges, to under-
stand how they are used to influence their 
choices, and potentially, to participate in the 
decision-making process, including through 
public consultations. 

– Limit, if not prohibit outright, default 
choices.24 It is crucial to require an active 
choice between accepting or refusing the 
default option, in order to counteract the 
status quo bias, which can distort individuals’ 
decisions. By offering clear alternatives and not 
taking advantage of passivity, individuals are 
allowed to exercise their autonomy in a fully 
informed manner. 

– Create an independent ombudsman position. 
The ombudsman would be responsible not 
only for overseeing the use, legality, legitimacy, 
and morality of nudges, but also for ensuring 

It is essential to restrict the use of 
manipulative techniques that 
influence the thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviours of individuals.

Figure 1

The importance of transparency—four categories 
of nudges

 
Source: Ana Caraban et al., “23 Ways to Nudge: A Review of Technology-Mediated Nudging in Human-
Computer Interaction,” CHI 2019 Paper, May 4, 2019. 
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– Give each nudge an expiration date. This 
measure would ensure that nudges are not 
used in permanence or for an undefined per-
iod, but that their legitimacy is regularly 
debated and re-evaluated. In this way, practi-
ces that could violate democratic and ethical 
principles would not persist. 

CONCLUSION
Behavioural politics proposes an innovative 
and seductive governance paradigm. Guided 
by an almost surgical understanding of the 
human psyche, nudges allow individual 
choices to be directed, for good or for ill. In this 
context, it is essential for there to be oversight 
of behavioural politics so that it respects indi-
vidual freedom and democracy, and does not 
simply offer up the illusion of freedom and 
democracy. The above recommendations pro-
vide a starting point to open a discussion 
about the use of behavioural politics, and 
hopefully, to inspire the construction of a solid 
framework to restrict nudges to uses that are 
responsible, ethical, and respectful of our fun-
damental rights. 

Decision makers, even setting aside 
their own cognitive biases, have a 
limited understanding of the values 
and preferences of citizens.
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