Forum Introduction

DOI: 10.1007/s10272-018-0709-8

Nudging in Public Policy: Application,
Opportunities and Challenges
One of the most discussed contemporary ideas in policy making is Richard Thaler and
Cass Sunstein’s proposal to influence people’s choices without coercing them by improving
the “architecture” of their choices. Many governments have implemented behaviourally
informed policies, focusing on “nudges” – interventions that preserve freedom of choice,
but that also steer people in certain directions. In many countries, behavioural science
has become fundamental to policy choices in areas that include consumer protection,
health care, environmental protection, tax policy, poverty, retirement and much more. The
European Commission has been a front-runner in applying behavioural insights to its policy
making over the past decade. What are the opportunities and challenges presented by the
application of behavioural insights to policy at a supranational regulating body? What does it
mean to apply behavioural insights to policy making? When it comes to consumer legislation,
could behavioural economics be used as a tool for bringing the EU closer to its citizens?
What do citizens actually think about behaviourally informed policies? Is this method
of influencing choices ethically acceptable? Finally, should the findings of behavioural
economics be alarming to normative economists, in that they threaten the grounds upon
which economists evaluate alternatives? If preferences, especially as shown in the choices
people actually make, do not reliably indicate what is good for individuals, then normative
economics requires a drastic rethinking.
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