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A

ARTICLE
Getting Real on Rationality—Behavioral
Science, Nudging, and Public Policy*

Andreas T. Schmidt

The nudge approach seeks to improve people’s decisions through small changes
in their choice environments. Nudge policies often work through psychological
mechanisms that deviate from traditional notions of rationality. Because of that,
some critics object that nudging treats people as irrational. Such treatment
might be disrespectful in itself and might crowd out more empowering policies.
I defend nudging against these objections. By defending a nonstandard, ecolog-
ical model of rationality, I argue that nudging not only is compatible with ratio-
nal agency but can even support it. Accordingly, a concern with rationality speaks
for more rather than less public policy nudging.
I. INTRODUCTION

With growing insights from behavioral science, an unglamorous picture
of human agency seems to emerge. Rather than acting like the rational
person familiar from economics textbooks, real-life agents systematically
diverge from standard models of rational choice. What do such findings
imply for public policy? A popular answer is this: given people’s irratio-
nality, public policy should step in and help them make better decisions.
* I would like to thank two anonymous reviewers and several associate editors of Ethics
for helpful written comments. I would also like to thank Jennifer Morton, Chiara Liscian-
dra, Susanne Burri, and Bart Engelen for their generous and helpful written comments
and Luc Bovens for valuable discussions. I should also thank audiences at the Social Epis-
temologyMasterclass inGroningen, the panel on nudging atMancept, and the “Luc Bovens
farewell fest” at the London School of Economics for helpful feedback.
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Themost prominent program is nudging.1 Its idea is simple but powerful:
instead of changing people’s set of options, or significantly altering their
economic incentives, public policy nudges improve people’s decisions
by changing how options are presented to them. Given that we now know
more about people’s systematic cognitive biases, we can tweak choice en-
vironments to nudge agents toward good options. For example, agents of-
ten go along with the default option. By making a good option (e.g., a suit-
able retirement plan) the default, we can improve people’s decisions without
limiting their freedom of choice.

Nudging enjoys popularity not only within the ivory tower but also
with those in power in Brussels, London, Berlin, and elsewhere.2 But nudg-
ing has its critics. A central worry is that there is something objectionable
about the government treating people as irrational. Such treatment might
clash with liberal respect, a concern for personal autonomy, and a state’s
duty not to manipulate its citizens. Such treatment might also have instru-
mental disvalue: widespread nudging might stunt people’s agential ca-
pacities and steer our attention away from more empowering policy ap-
proaches, such as education.

Such objections from rationality have not been adequately addressed
by proponents of nudging so far. In this article, I fill this lacuna and de-
fend nudging against these objections. The weaker claim I defend is that
public policy nudging is compatible with treating agents as rational. The
stronger and somewhat surprising claim I defend is that a concern for ra-
tional agency speaks for more rather than less public policy nudging. To
arrive at these conclusions, I defend an unorthodox, ecological view of
rationality: rationality is about using decision-making procedures that
match one’s environment and psychologicalmakeup. Goodpublic policy
nudges facilitate such amatch by adjusting choice environments to a per-
son’s decision-making procedure. Such policies can do so either directly
or by preventing private actors from creating ill-matched environments.

I proceed as follows. In Section II, I explain what nudging is. In Sec-
tion III, I introduce the Rationality Objection and the view of rationality
1. See Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein, Nudge (New Haven, CT: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2008); Cass R. Sunstein, Why Nudge? The Politics of Libertarian Paternalism (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014).

2. For nudging in general, see Cass R. Sunstein, Simpler: The Future of Government (New
York: Simon & Schuster, 2013); Thaler and Sunstein, Nudge. For examples of public policy
nudging in the European Union and European member states, see Joana Sousa Lourenço
et al., “Behavioural Insights Applied to Policy: European Report,” 2016, doi:10.2760/903938.
For examples in theUnited States, see Social andBehavioral Sciences Team:Annual Report (Execu-
tiveOffice of the President; National Science andTechnology Council, 2015), https://sbst.gov
/download/2015%20SBST%20Annual%20Report.pdf. For examples in the United King-
dom, see David Halpern, Inside the Nudge Unit: How Small Changes Can Make a Big Difference
(London: Penguin, 2015).
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underlying this objection. In Section IV, I defend my ecological view of
rationality, which I then use to defend nudging. In Section V, I respond
to an objection. In Section VI, I address instrumental worries around
nudging. I conclude in Section VII.
II. NUDGING

Real-life agents all too often diverge from the familiar, abstract ideal of
rational choice.3 Some of the cognitive biases, prominently explored by
Kahneman, Thaler and Sunstein, and others, are that people are overly
optimistic and overconfident, are biased toward the status quo, are overly
averse to losses over gains, are subject to framing, are often myopic and
weak-willed, rely on the availability and representativeness of heuristics
and anchoring, are notoriously bad at handling probabilities (particularly
conditional probabilities), and often make decisions depending on what
others are doing rather than focusing on the merits of the options.4

Behavioral scientists, as well as proponents of nudging, often argue
that the mind operates in two different cognitive systems: System 1 oper-
ates fast and automatically, using intuition, quick judgments, simple heu-
ristics, and sometimes emotions. System 2 reasoning, in contrast, is delib-
erate, is reflective, and processes relevant information more slowly.5 Of
course, real-life agents need System 1—how else would we cope with so
many decisions every day? At the same time, however, System 1 appears
riddled with cognitive biases. The nudge program suggests harnessing
such biases. For example,
3
Drives
sity Pr
(New
Farrar

4
5

ll use 
Retirement : Faced with an overwhelming choice of retirement sav-
ings plans, many employees end up choosing no plan at all. Propo-
nents of nudging suggest automatically enrolling employees in a de-
fault opt-out retirement plan. That way, the share of employees with
retirement plans shoots up.
Policy makers can use a similar trick to increase enrollment for organ do-
nations: countries with an opt-out system (such as Austria) typically have
organ donation rates far higher than countries with an opt-in system (such
as Germany).
. See George A. Akerlof and Robert J. Shiller, Animal Spirits: How Human Psychology
the Economy, and Why It Matters for Global Capitalism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
ess, 2010); Dan Ariely, Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions
York: HarperCollins, 2009); Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (New York:
, Straus & Giroux, 2011); Thaler and Sunstein, Nudge.
. See Thaler and Sunstein, Nudge, 23–40; Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow.
. See Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow.
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Nudging does not significantly alter people’s options or the incen-
tives, costs, and benefits attached to them.6 In this article, I focus on nudg-
ing. But the argument extends, mutatis mutandis, to policies that are not
nudges in a strict sense but rely on behavioral science in similar ways. Such
policies seek to change people’s behaviors through small incentives.7 Health
incentives have been particularly popular recently. For example, trials have
been run to pay mothers for giving up smoking during pregnancy or for
showing up for antenatal checkups.8 Suchprogramsdiffer from traditional
economic incentives because they assume that agents do not respond ratio-
nally to costs and benefits. In that sense, they are closer to nudges than tra-
ditional economic incentives. For example, given people’s typical prefer-
ences and interests, decisions to go for checkups, to stay healthy, or not to
smoke do not suddenly become rational when a tiny economic incentive
is added.

Nudging enjoys popularity with policy makers worldwide. Nudging
leaves freedom of choice intact, is cheap to implement, and tends to be
more acceptable than traditional paternalism.9 Moreover, diabetes, can-
cer, heart disease, and many other of today’s greatest health challenges
have a behavioral etiology. Further improvements in population health
thus seem to require effective behavior change policies, with nudging po-
tentially playing an important part.

III. THE RATIONALITY OBJECTION AND HEROIC RATIONALITY

A. The Rationality Objection

Butnudging alsohasmany critics.10 Anobjectionnot adequately addressed
so far regards rationality. Even if nudging improves decisions, some worry
6. Thaler and Sunstein sometimes call their program “libertarian paternalism” be-
cause it is paternalist without affecting freedom of choice. However, I avoid this label here
because many nudge examples are not strictly speaking paternalist and some feature both
paternalist and other-regarding goals.

7. See Michael Kremer and Rachel Glennerster, “Improving Health in Developing
Countries: Evidence from Randomized Evaluations,” in Handbook of Health Economics,
ed. Thomas G. Mcguire, Pedro P. Barros, and Mark V. Pauly (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2011),
2:201–315.

8. See Harald Schmidt, Kristin Voigt, and Daniel Wikler, “Carrots, Sticks, and Health
Care Reform—Problems with Wellness Incentives,” New England Journal of Medicine 362
(2010): e3.

9. On acceptability, see Dragos C. Petrescu et al., “Public Acceptability in the UK and
USA of Nudging to Reduce Obesity: The Example of Reducing Sugar-Sweetened Beverages
Consumption,” PLoS One 11 (2016): e0155995; Cass R. Sunstein, “The Ethics of Nudging,”
Yale Journal of Regulation 32 (2015): 413–50.

10. Of course, I do not address all other objections to nudging in this article. Here are
some of them: nudging leads us onto a slippery slope (see Mario J. Rizzo and Douglas Glen
Whitman, “Little Brother Is Watching You: New Paternalism on the Slippery Slopes,” NYU
Law School, Public Law Research Paper No. 08-12; Douglas Glen Whitman, “The Rise of
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about doing so in a way that undercuts people’s rational agency. For ex-
ample, Luc Bovens writes, “Clearly these [cases of nudging] are cases of
not letting my actions be guided by principles that I can underwrite. . . .
Can they be said to be irrational? They can in so far as what is driving my
action does not constitute a reason for my action—i.e. it is not a feature
of the action that I endorse as a feature that makes the action desirable.”11

Sarah Conly writes about nudging, “Rather than regarding people as gen-
erally capable of making good choices, we outmaneuver them by appeal-
ing to their irrationality. . . . We concede that people can’t generally make
good decisions when left to their own devices, and this runs against the
basic premise of liberalism, which is that we are basically rational, pru-
dent creatures who may thus, and should thus, direct themselves auton-
omously.”12 The Rationality Objection has a straightforward structure:
the New Paternalism,” Cato Unbound, April 5, 2010, http://www.cato-unbound.org/2010
/04/05/glen-whitman/rise-new-paternalism), does not preserve freedom of choice after
all (see Riccardo Rebonato, “A Critical Assessment of Libertarian Paternalism,” Journal of
Consumer Policy 37 [2014]: 357–96), is manipulative (see Pelle Guldborg Hansen and
Andreas Maaloe Jespersen, “Nudge and the Manipulation of Choice: A Framework for
the Responsible Use of the Nudge Approach to Behaviour Change in Public Policy,” Euro-
pean Journal of Risk Regulation 4 [2013]: 3–28; T. M. Wilkinson, “Nudging and Manipula-
tion,” Political Studies 61 [2013]: 341–55), infringes on volitional autonomy and is objection-
ably perfectionist (see Till Grüne-Yanoff, “Old Wine in New Casks: Libertarian Paternalism
Still Violates Liberal Principles,” Social Choice and Welfare 38 [2012]: 635–45; Rebonato,
“Critical Assessment of Libertarian Paternalism”; Mark D.White, The Manipulation of Choice:
Ethics and Libertarian Paternalism [New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013]; Douglas Glen Whit-
man and Mario J. Rizzo, “The Problematic Welfare Standards of Behavioral Paternalism,”
Review of Philosophy and Psychology 6 [2015]: 409–25), fails to attend to the deeper socio-
economic reasons for some of the problems it seeks to address (see Will Leggett, “The Pol-
itics of Behaviour Change: Nudge, Neoliberalism and the State,” Policy and Politics 42 [2014]:
15–16), might be exploited for a neoliberal agenda (see Rhys Jones, Jessica Pykett, and Mark
Whitehead, “Big Society’s Little Nudges: The Changing Politics of Health Care in an Age
of Austerity,” Political Insight 1 [2010]: 85–87; Leggett, “Politics of Behaviour Change,” 8–9),
and leads to problematic social control (see Grüne-Yanoff, “Old Wine in New Casks”; Dan-
iel M. Hausman and Brynn Welch, “Debate: To Nudge or Not to Nudge,” Journal of Polit-
ical Philosophy 18 [2010]: 123–36; Rhys Jones, Jessica Pykett, and Mark Whitehead, “The
Geographies of Soft Paternalism in the UK: The Rise of the Avuncular State and Changing
Behaviour after Neoliberalism,” Geography Compass 5 [2011]: 50–62).

11. Luc Bovens, “The Ethics of Nudge,” in Preference Change: Approaches from Philosophy,
Economics and Psychology, ed. Till Grüne-Yanoff and Sven Ove Hansson (Berlin: Springer Sci-
ence & Business Media, 2009), 210.

12. Sarah Conly, Against Autonomy: Justifying Coercive Paternalism (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2013), 30. For further, different versions of the Rationality Objec-
tion, see Grüne-Yanoff, “OldWine in New Casks,” 636; Hausman andWelch, “Debate,” 134;
Jeremy Waldron, “It’s All for Your Own Good,” New York Review of Books, October 9, 2014,
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2014/oct/09/cass-sunstein-its-all-your-own
-good/.
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A. Public policies that involve treating agents as irrational are
wrong as such, at least pro tanto, in virtue of treating agents as
irrational.

B. Public policy nudging implies treating agents as irrational.
C. Therefore, public policy nudging is wrong as such, at least pro

tanto, in virtue of treating agents as irrational.

Why premise A? Prima facie, government seems to have a duty not to
treat its citizens as irrational. Such a duty might be grounded in the val-
ues we think should structure the relationship between the government
and its citizens, three values in particular.

First, many liberals think that personal autonomy stands at the core
of justifiable institutions and policies. Systematically sidestepping peo-
ple’s capacities for rationality, however, might conflict with treating peo-
ple as autonomous.13 Second, premise A might be grounded in a state’s
duty to respect individuals, where such respect implies taking individual
rational agency seriously.14 Finally, for the state to treat its citizens as irra-
tional might be objectionably manipulative.15

In this article, I do not question premise A. Accordingly, it makes no
difference for my argument as to whether A is based on respect, auton-
omy, a duty not to manipulate, or all three together.

I also set aside this quick riposte to premise A: the state need not
treat us as rational because we are not rational.16However, we can endorse
A without believing that people are in fact rational: we best fulfill our duty
to respect individuals as autonomous if we treat them as if they were ratio-
nal. “As-If-Treatment” captures popular ideas in liberal thought and wel-
fare economics. Welfare economics often takes people’s de facto or even
just their revealed preferences as constitutive of individual welfare.17 As-
13. I here focus only on rational agency. Other worries regarding autonomy might
still apply (although I think such worries can be met too). See, e.g., Chris Mills, “The Het-
eronomy of Choice Architecture,” Review of Philosophy and Psychology 6 (2015): 495–509;
Andreas T. Schmidt, “Withdrawing versus Withholding Freedoms: Nudging and the Case
of Tobacco Control,” American Journal of Bioethics 16 (2016): 3–14; Andreas T. Schmidt,
“The Power to Nudge,” American Political Science Review 111 (2017): 404–17.

14. See Ian Carter, “Respect and the Basis of Equality,” Ethics 121 (2011): 538–71; Ste-
phen L. Darwall, “Two Kinds of Respect,” Ethics 88 (1977): 36–49; John Rawls, A Theory of
Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971), chap. 7.

15. SeeMarcia Baron, “Manipulativeness,” Proceedings and Addresses of the American Phil-
osophical Association 77 (2003): 50; J. S. Blumenthal-Barby and Hadley Burroughs, “Seeking
Better Health Care Outcomes: The Ethics of Using the ‘Nudge,’” American Journal of Bioeth-
ics 12 (2012): 5; Wilkinson, “Nudging and Manipulation.”

16. See, e.g., Thomas RV Nys and Bart Engelen, “Judging Nudging: Answering the
Manipulation Objection,” Political Studies 65 (2017), 199–214.

17. A “choice-focused” view of welfare can be built into economic modeling in various
ways. The locus classicus for revealed preferences is P. A. Samuelson, “A Note on the Pure
Theory of Consumer’s Behaviour,” Economica 5 (1938): 61–71. Rothbard’s “demonstrated
preferences view” also allows for preferences to change over time; see Murray N. Rothbard,
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If-Treatment can constrain a policy maker’s impulse to second-guess in-
dividuals, stop them from making judgments about people’s “real inter-
ests,” and build an antipaternalist respect into our approach to policy
making.18

Now, to assess the Rationality Objection, we first need to understand
what rationality is. To this end, I now introduce the notion of rationality
typically underlying the Rationality Objection.

B. Rationality: Content and Procedure

I here understand rationality as a normative theory of how agents should
or ought to make decisions. For this, first distinguish between “content
rationality” and “procedural rationality.” Put simply, content rationality is
about what to choose, and procedural rationality is about how to choose.19

Consider the following:
“Towa
prise:
1956)
Do N

1
manip
ency i
The Et
versity

1
to spe
more
substa
aroun
quate
meets
ing (O
nality,
mand
descri
of As-

ll use 
Water : you are forced to choose one of two glasses and down its con-
tained liquid. One glass contains water, the other contains petrol.
Content rationality is about which option is rational to choose in virtue of
its content. Given your likely preferences or ends, for example, the water
option is rational in virtue of its content. But rationality is also about how
you choose. Imagine you closed your eyes and chose one of the two glasses
at random (instead of, e.g., smelling first). Fortuitously ending up with
water means you would have chosen the most rational option according
to content rationality. But you seem to lack procedural rationality, be-
cause your decision-making process was irrational. Conversely, one can
rd a Reconstruction of Utility and Welfare Economics,” in On Freedom and Free Enter-
The Economics of Free Enterprise, ed. May Sennholz (Princeton, NJ: D. Van Nostrand,
. On incoherent preferences, see also Robert Sugden, “Why Incoherent Preferences
ot Justify Paternalism,” Constitutional Political Economy 19 (2008): 226–48.
8. A quick argument against premise B is that nudging cannot be disrespectful and
ulative if done transparently. However, this response is too quick, because transpar-
s necessary but insufficient for a policy not to be manipulative; see Cass R. Sunstein,
hics of Influence: Government in the Age of Behavioral Science (New York: Cambridge Uni-
Press, 2016), 104. I come back to transparency in Sec. V.A.
9. I here use Heroic Rationality as the most prominent view of rationality with which
ll out the Rationality Objection. Note that the objection could also be run with other,
philosophical views. But I here set aside such views because they might, first, generate
ntial philosophical disagreement and, second, have little purchase in ethical debates
d public policy. For example, some think that rationality is about responding ade-
ly to reasons. But this view invites difficult debates about the nature of reasons and
with prima facie strong objections; see, e.g., John Broome, Rationality through Reason-
xford: Wiley, 2013), chaps. 5 and 6. Moreover, I here do not discuss notions of ratio-
such as Kant’s, that draw a necessary connection between rationality and moral de-
s. Finally, I here also set aside purely descriptive theories of rationality that attempt to
be how agents actually make decisions or make simplifying assumptions—in the style
If-Treatment—to build abstract models.
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also act rationally in the procedural sense but end up making the wrong
choice in the content sense.

C. Heroic Rationality

There are different ways to fill in content rationality and procedural ratio-
nality. The first view I discuss—call it Heroic Rationality—I take to be the
standard view.While beingmore of an “ideal type,” something sufficiently
like Heroic Rationality typically underlies the Rationality Objection.

Start with content rationality. To represent content rationality, we
can devise a betterness ranking over a set of outcomes. I leave it somewhat
open as to what content determines this order, as this might vary with
one’s normative background commitments. For example, the ordermight
reflect a person’s actual or her idealized preferences. Or the order might
reflect how good outcomes are relative to some objective welfare stan-
dard.20 I here stick with a preference view, according to whichwe rank out-
comes according to a person’s preferences. I mean for this notion to be
flexible and will, to reflect this flexibility, mostly talk about an agent’s
“ends.”21

With a standard to determine content, we can next rank outcomes.
For this, Rational Choice Theory (RCT) is the dominant approach in eco-
nomics and many other social sciences. RCT develops a utility function
that gives us numbers that represent an order of outcomes in terms of
a person’s preferences. Such an order is transitive and complete. Cardi-
nal utility functions represent not only a person’s merely ordinal prefer-
ences over outcomes but also their strength, which comes in handy when
dealing with probabilities. What I call “options” are choices that have out-
comes (some refer to options as “prospects”). Options can have different
possible outcomes. By attaching probabilities to outcomes, we can calcu-
late the expected utility of options, that is, by multiplying a person’s util-
ity values over possible outcomes with the outcomes’probabilities.22 Leav-
ing technical debates around RCT aside, let’s assume that RCT provides
an adequate structural rendering of content rationality.

Next, for Heroic Rationality, what is procedural rationality? In a slo-
gan, the procedure follows the content. The content that makes an op-
20. See John Broome, Weighing Goods: Equality, Uncertainty and Time (Oxford: Wiley,
1995).

21. I stick with a preference view, first to sidestep thorny philosophical issues and sec-
ond because such a view is influential in economics and policy circles, including with critics
pushing the Rationality Objection. When I speak of “ends,” I include long-term goals and
other-regarding—rather than only nontuistic—ends too.

22. For expected utility, the order must fulfill further axioms. On the von Neumann
and Morgenstern framework, e.g., it also fulfills continuity and independence. See John
von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern, Theory of Games and Economic Behavior (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007).
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tion rational should also guide how you come to choose the option.23 Con-
sider the following:
2
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Tight Grip: for an agent A to be procedurally rational in her decision
between options x, y, z implies thatA’ s decision-making procedures
track as closely as possible the content of x, y, z that determinesA’ s
utility function over x, y, z.
In simpler but less accurate terms, when deciding between options, you
should focus on what makes options choiceworthy. An idealized rational
agent will employ decision-making procedures that help her identify the
option that maximizes expected utility. Such an agent consciously focuses
on all properties of options—and exclusively those—that matter in light
of her utility function over those options. Tight Grip suggests that, for pro-
cedural rationality, real-life agents should approximate, as far as possible,
how such an idealized rational agent would make decisions.

We can now appreciate why nudging implies treating agents as irra-
tional on a heroic model (i.e., premise B of the Rationality Objection).24

Here are four reasons.
First, on the heroic picture, we start with an a priori description of

content rationality and can then, at least largely, infer universal prescrip-
tions for how to make rational decisions. Such prescriptions might, for
example, concern the use of probability calculus or—more philosophi-
cally—the norms of instrumental rationality.25 Nudging, however, seems
systematically tied to irrationality, because nudging typically works through
cognitive biases. And such decision-making procedures are classified as
cognitive biases precisely because such procedures violate universal pre-
scriptions for heroic procedural rationality.

Second, forHeroic Rationality, the locus for procedural rationality is
System 2. Processing all available relevant information and performing
3. One might object that, empirically, people use the term “rational choice theory”
th content and process rationality. However, I suspect that, as a matter of sociology,
ent people use the term “Rational Choice Theory” differently. In any case, I here
atively call this theory “Heroic Rationality” and use “RCT” to refer to a theory of con-
ationality only.
4. One might argue that the Rationality Objection already misfires, simply because
s help agents end up with options that are rational according to content rationality.
here respond to a stronger version of the Rationality Objection according to which
es ought, other things being equal, not treat agents as procedurally irrational.
5. Philosophers sometimes discuss whether there are universal norms for practical
ing. See Broome, Rationality through Reasoning; Niko Kolodny, “HowDoes Coherence
r?,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 107 (2007): 229–63; Niko Kolodny and John
ro, “Instrumental Rationality,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N.
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University, 2016), http://plato.stanford.edu/archives
016/entries/rationality-instrumental/; JenniferM.Morton, “Toward anEcological Theory
Norms of Practical Deliberation,” European Journal of Philosophy 19 (2011): 561–84.
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correct mathematical computations seems more naturally done through
slow and deliberative reasoning rather than System 1. Many nudges, how-
ever, work through System 1 and thus seem to target decision-making pro-
cedures outside rationality’s natural home.

Third, heroic procedural rationality implies attending to all avail-
able relevant information and ignoring all irrelevant information. This
condition is not trivial given that “relevance” is defined by content ratio-
nality: information about an option is relevant only if the information is
about an aspect of that option that makes choosing that option rational
or irrational according to content rationality. Nudges, however, some-
times work through mechanisms where agents ignore relevant informa-
tion and/or focus on irrelevant considerations. For example, if you go
with the default retirement option simply because it is the default, you
not only focus on irrelevant information but also ignore relevant infor-
mation, such as the plan’s savings rate, risk structure, expected return,
and so on.

Finally, if expected utility theory is the right rendering of content ra-
tionality, then heroically rational agents should correctly process all rele-
vant probabilities when making decisions under risk. Nudges, however,
sometimes exploit our inability to properly handle probabilities. For ex-
ample, to have a person agree to a surgery, we might tell her that 90 per-
cent of patients survive. Or conversely, to discourage her, we might tell
her that 10 percent die. Such framing nudges assume that patients will
not process probabilities correctly.

If Heroic Rationality is true, the nudge approach implies treating
agents as irrational. However, as a normative ideal, I findHeroic Rational-
ity implausible.

IV. ECOLOGICAL RATIONALITY AND MY ARGUMENTS

I nowdefend an alternative, nonstandard theory of rationality: Ecological
Rationality. With Ecological Rationality laid out, I then argue that prem-
ise B in the Rationality Objection is false. Adopting Ecological Rational-
ity, we can show that public policy nudging need not involve treating
agents as irrational. In a next step, I defend the stronger claim and argue
that many public policy nudges help agents be more procedurally ratio-
nal.

A. Ecological Rationality

Over the past decades, Ecological Rationality has become an influential
research program in psychology.26 Construing Ecological Rationality as a
26. See Gerd Gigerenzer and Reinhard Selten, Bounded Rationality: The Adaptive Tool-
box (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002). Note that ecological rationality builds on but goes
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philosophical view, I use the following definition adapted from Jennifer
Morton:27
beyon
of Rat
minist

2
2
2

ophy 9
3

ll use 
Ecological Rationality: a person’s decision is procedurally rational in
an environment to the extent that, given her particular psycholog-
ical makeup, the decision-making procedures she uses allow her to
reliably achieve her ends in this type of environment.
Letme describe, in four points, how Ecological Rationality assesses when,
or to what extent, decision-making procedures are rational.

First, procedures are only rational relative to the environments where
they are used. This contrasts with Heroic Rationality’s “universal a priori”
approach that aspires to find abstract principles applicable across envi-
ronments.

Second, procedures are rational relative to the agents applying them.
Accordingly, procedures need to be tractable for real agents. A procedure
needs to reliably further an agent’s ends when employed by that agent (or
someone sufficiently like them) and not by an all-powerful computer or
highly trained statistician. Moreover, what procedure is rational can dif-
fer between agents.28 For example, some people are better at math than
others, some are more knowledgeable on a particular subject, some are
more socially intelligent, and some struggle more with weakness of will
than others. Moreover, some find themselves in social positions involv-
ing so many difficult decisions that they have few cognitive resources to
spare.29

Third, Ecological Rationality assesses how far decision-making pro-
cedures yield accurate results. The criterion for accuracy is external to Eco-
logical Rationality.30 Ecological Rationality is not about what ends are
valuable, which is an independent normative question about content ra-
tionality. And because I here simply assume that content rationality is
about achieving one’s ends, accuracy is too.

Fourth, a decision-making procedure should yield accurate results
somewhat reliably and not just accidentally. Ecological Rationality does
not imply that a procedure is rational simply because the procedure yielded
a good outcome in one single decision. As seen in Water, you might get
lucky even when using a terrible decision-making procedure. Instead, a
d Herbert Simon’s bounded rationality. See Herbert A. Simon, “A Behavioral Model
ional Choice,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 69 (1955): 99–118; Herbert A. Simon, Ad-
rative Behavior, 4th ed. (Simon & Schuster, 2013).
7. See Morton, “Toward an Ecological Theory.”
8. See ibid., 571–74.
9. See Jennifer M. Morton, “Reasoning under Scarcity,” Australasian Journal of Philos-
5 (2017): 543–59.
0. See Morton, “Toward an Ecological Theory,” 566–69.
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decision-making procedure is ecologically rational to the extent that it
furthers, or would further, a particular person’s ends in that environment
across several iterations. Accordingly, a decision-making procedure can
be rational even if the procedure does not yield great results in every it-
eration. We might further hold that procedures are more reliable if they
are somewhat robust, that is, produce good results across (some) changes
in one’s environment. For example, a procedure to calculate a value for a
particular sample is more robust if the procedure is accurate in a differ-
ent sample (out-of-sample prediction) or different but similar popula-
tion (out-of-population prediction).31

Given these assessment criteria, Ecological Rationality allows for a
broader range of procedures to be rational thanHeroic Rationality. First,
rather than seeking to optimize in each instance, Ecological Rationality
also endorses procedures designed to do good enough (“satisficing”).
Second, rather than gathering as much relevant information as possible,
Ecological Rationality also endorses procedures that deliberately ignore
available information. Finally, rather than locating rationality exclusively
in System 2 and in slow and deliberative reasoning, Ecological Rationality
allows for rational decision-making to range from slow RCT-style reason-
ing, to simpler heuristics and formal decision rules, to relatively automatic
heuristics andunconscious intuition.32 Accordingly, even System1decision-
making can be entirely rational when the procedure reliably furthers an
agent’s ends.33

Space does not permit a comprehensive defense of Ecological Ra-
tionality. However, for the purposes of this article, I think that the follow-
ing reasons make a strong enough prima facie case.34
31. See Gerd Gigerenzer, Anja Dieckmann, and Wolfgang Gaissmaier, “Efficient Cog-
nition through Limited Search,” in Ecological Rationality: Intelligence in the World, ed. Peter
M. Todd, Gerd Gigerenzer, and ABC Research Group (New York: Oxford University Press,
2012), 250; In Jae Myung and Mark A. Pitt, “Applying Occam’s Razor in Modeling Cogni-
tion: A Bayesian Approach,” Psychonomic Bulletin and Review 4 (1997): 79–95.

32. See Peter M. Todd and Gerd Gigerenzer, “Ecological Rationality: The Normative
Study of Heuristics,” in Ecological Rationality: Intelligence in the World, ed. Peter M. Todd,
Gerd Gigerenzer, and ABC Research Group (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012),
497.

33. See Gerd Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings: The Intelligence of the Unconscious (London: Pen-
guin, 2008).

34. For a philosophical defense, see Morton, “Toward an Ecological Theory”; Morton,
“Reasoning under Scarcity.” For further theoretical and empirical arguments, see Gerd
Gigerenzer, Risk Savvy: How to Make Good Decisions (New York: Penguin, 2014); Gigerenzer
and Selten, Bounded Rationality; Gerd Gigerenzer, Peter M. Todd, and ABC Research
Group, Simple Heuristics That Make Us Smart (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Ralph
Hertwig and Ulrich Hoffrage, “Simple Heuristics: The Foundations of Adapative Social Be-
havior,” in Simple Heuristics in a Social World, ed. Ralph Hertwig, Ulrich Hoffrage, and ABC
Research Group (New York: Oxford University Pres, 2013), 3–36; Peter M. Todd and Gerd
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The classical justification for using shortcuts, intuition, and heuris-
tics instead of heroic decision-making is the efficiency-accuracy trade-off.35 In
real life, we often operate under time constraints, with limited computa-
tional capacities and cognitive bandwidth, and navigate messy environ-
ments. Because fast and frugal decision-making saves much time and ef-
fort, agents should often trade off some accuracy, particularly because we
make thousands of decisions daily.

That fast and frugal decision-making saves time and effort is an
important argument in its favor. However, some versions of the “effort-
accuracy trade-off argument” falsely assume that deliberative, complex
reasoning always yields more accurate results. The Ecological Rational-
ity research program debunks this assumption. Often enough, simpler
heuristics-based reasoning not only saves time and effort but also yields
more accurate results. Accordingly, opting for such procedures need not
involve an effort-accuracy trade-off. Here are some examples.36

Consider first an example of quick and largely automatic System 1
decision-making. How should baseball players decide where to run to
catch a fly ball? To calculate the ball’s trajectory through slow and delib-
erate reasoning, players would need to consider initial velocity, distance,
the ball’s angle, wind resistance, and so on. Instead, players will do better
using the Gaze Heuristic: “Fixate your gaze on the ball, start running, and
adjust your running speed so that the angle of gaze remains constant.”37

Players can apply this rule consciously or, as professional baseball players
do, automatically.38

Consider next heuristics designed forhighly uncertain environments
(where we cannot assign probabilities). Here, simpler rules can outper-
formmore complexmathematicalmodels.39 For example, the 1/N rule al-
locates money equally over a number N of financial investments (bonds,
shares, etc.). The 1/N rule typically yields higher long-term returns than
Gigerenzer, “What Is Ecological Rationality?,” in Ecological Rationality: Intelligence in the
World, ed. ABC Research Group, Peter M. Todd, and Gerd Gigerenzer (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 3–30; Todd and Gigerenzer, “Ecological Rationality.”

35. See Barton L. Lipman, “How to Decide How to Decide How to . . . : Modeling Lim-
ited Rationality,” Econometrica 59 (1991): 1105–25; John W. Payne, James R. Bettman, and
Eric J. Johnson, The Adaptive Decision Maker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993), chap. 3.

36. For more examples, see Todd and Gigerenzer, “What Is Ecological Rationality?,”
9–10.

37. Ibid., 6.
38. See M. K. McBeath, D. M. Shaffer, and M. K. Kaiser, “How Baseball Outfielders De-

termine Where to Run to Catch Fly Balls,” Science 268 (1995): 569–73; Todd and Gige-
renzer, “What Is Ecological Rationality?,” 7.

39. See Henry Brighton and Gerd Gigerenzer, “How Heuristics Handle Uncertainty,”
in Ecological Rationality: Intelligence in the World, ed. Peter M. Todd, Gerd Gigerenzer, and
ABC Research Group (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 33–60.
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optimal asset allocation models despite it being tractable, ignoring rele-
vant information, and eschewing maximization.40

Finally, most choice environments involve interacting with others,
andmuch of that interaction is rule based. Analytical and empirical work
shows that we do better across iterations when we cooperate and that co-
operation typically requires rule-based reasoning rather than trying to
maximize in each decision instance.41 For example, in iterated Prisoner
Dilemma games, a tit-for-tat strategy typically does better than maximiz-
ing in each instance (and doing backward deduction).42 Also, effective
coordination requires tractable heuristics and rules, like traffic rules reg-
ulating right of way.43

Consider next how Ecological Rationality has advantages by build-
ing tractability into its account of rationality.

First, tractable procedures likely lead to fewer application errors.
On the heroic ideal, we are meant to approximate idealized utility max-
imizers with immense computational capacities. Accordingly, normal peo-
ple with limited computational skills and limited cognitive bandwidth op-
erating under time pressure likely make mistakes regularly. In contrast,
the ecological ideal assesses how decision-making procedures perform
when applied by real-life agents and thereby reduces the likelihood of
application errors.

Second, because they must be tractable, ecologically rational proce-
dures are typically more action guiding. Heroic Rationality starts with an
abstract model and thenmoves on to real life. But oftentimes real-life de-
cisions resist fitting into a formal utility-maximizing framework workable
for normal people. For example, many of our choices involve uncertainty
rather than risk, and many other aspects might prevent mathematical
modeling. In such situations, advising someone to “maximize expected
utility” can be close to useless.

B. Ecological Rationality in Moderation

For my article, I work with amoderate version of Ecological Rationality—
moderate in the following two senses.

First, I understand Ecological Rationality as being about procedural
rationality only. Accordingly, Ecological Rationality can allow RCT to be
40. Victor DeMiguel, Lorenzo Garlappi, and Raman Uppal, “Optimal versus Naive Di-
versification: How Inefficient Is the 1/N Portfolio Strategy?,” Review of Financial Studies
22 (2009): 1915–53; Gigerenzer, Risk Savvy.

41. See Morton, “Toward an Ecological Theory,” 570–71.
42. See Robert Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic, 1984).
43. See Will M. Bennis et al., “Designed to Fit Minds: Institutions and Ecological Ra-

tionality,” in Ecological Rationality: Intelligence in the World, ed. Peter M. Todd, Gerd Gige-
renzer, and ABC Research Group (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 416–17.
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the correct account of content rationality (although Ecological Rational-
ity is compatible with other views too). But Ecological Rationality rejects
Tight Grip. Accordingly, rational decision-making procedures need not
closely track the features that make options choiceworthy according to
content rationality. If we assume RCTas our theory of content rationality,
Ecological Rationality would hold that the decision-making procedure
you employ to choose between options x, y, z can be rational without at-
tending as closely as possible to the considerations in x, y, z that underlie
your expected utility function over x, y, z.

Rejecting Tight Grip—and driving a wedge between content and
procedural rationality—is similar to a familiar distinction inmoral philos-
ophy. Act consequentialists set great store by the distinction between an
act-consequentialist criterion of rightness and a good decision-making
procedure. Act consequentialism is the view that an act is morally right
if and only if there is no other act with better consequences. However,
most act consequentialists defend indirect or “sophisticated” consequen-
tialism: to bring about best possible outcomes requires individual and so-
cial practices. Such practices rely on decision-making procedures other
than the act-consequentialist criterion of rightness.44 For example, to
achieve best outcomes in real life, one often does better when following
some heuristics or general rules rather than trying to do themost good in
each situation. As a matter of policy, I might always pay back the money I
owe and, barring emergencies, not think about whether doing so will do
the most good in a particular instance. Following this policy might yield
better results across iterations than aiming to maximize the good every
time. Bringing about good outcomes collectively also requires social prac-
tices with nonconsequentialist decision-making procedures, such as peo-
ple being disposed to honoring their promises, upholding the rule of law,
and being loyal to their friends and partners.

Indirect consequentialists typically endorse different levels of ethi-
cal decision-making: most of the time, we should follow decision-making
procedures that, on the whole, will do the most the good. Sometimes,
44. See R. Eugene Bales, “Act-Utilitarianism: Account of Right-Making Characteristics
or Decision-Making Procedure?,” American Philosophical Quarterly 8 (1971): 257–65; R. M.
Hare, Moral Thinking: Its Levels, Method, and Point (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981);
John Stuart Mill, “Utilitarianism,” in On Liberty, Utilitarianism and Other Essays (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2015), 131–33; G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1903), 162–64; Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1984), chap. 1; Philip Pettit and Geoffrey Brennan, “Restrictive Consequentialism,”
Australasian Journal of Philosophy 64 (1986): 438–55; Peter Railton, “Alienation, Consequen-
tialism, and the Demands of Morality,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 13 (1984): 134–71; John
Rawls, “Two Concepts of Rules,” Philosophical Review 64 (1955): 3–32; Henry Sidgwick, The
Methods of Ethics, 7th ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1982), 413.
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however, we need to take a step back and reflect on which decision-
making procedures do the most good overall.45

To continue the analogy, like indirect consequentialism, Ecological
Rationality holds that decision-making procedures need not always focus
directly and consciously on all aspects that make an option choiceworthy
according to content rationality. But for accurate results across many iter-
ations, we should sometimes evaluate the decision-making procedures we
routinely use. For such an evaluation, we should sometimes assess whether
decision-making procedures reliably achieve our ends in certain environ-
ments. And in our assessment, we should focus on what is identified as
choiceworthy by content rationality.46

Second, I assume Ecological Rationality to be moderate in another
sense. Ecological Rationality need not claim that there are absolutely no
fixed aspects of rational decision-making across environments and agents.
For example, moderate Ecological Rationality might allow for some uni-
versal norms for rational means-end reasoning.47 But Ecological Ratio-
nality would retort that even if some such universal norms exist, those
will fall far short of painting an overall and suitably action-guiding pic-
ture of procedural rationality. For the most part, whether our decision-
making procedures are rational is highly context dependent and deter-
mined relative to a person’s psychology and her environment.

C. The Weaker Argument

Ecological Rationality now allows us to respond to the Rationality Objec-
tion. What I call the Weaker Argument runs as follows:
45. See Hare, Moral Thinking ; Pettit and Brennan, “Restrictive Consequentialism”;
Philip Pettit, “The Inescapability of Consequentialism,” in Luck, Value, and Commitment:
Themes from the Ethics of Bernard Williams, ed. Ulrike Heuer and Gerald Lang (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2012), 41–70.

46. Philip Pettit offers one model of how one can be sensitive to right-making consid-
erations in one’s overall decision-making without always attending closely to the right-
making features in individual decisions. We might operate with heuristics, intuition, or
quick decision-making rules that, overall, reliably achieve good results but do not require
closely attending to all right-making features for particular decisions. Sometimes, however,
external cues in our environment can set off alarm bells when a choice environment impor-
tantly differs from our normal ones. When alarm bells go off, we should consider straying
from our normal decision-making procedures because possible right-making features might
be present. Of course, Pettit’s is only one of many different models. See also Secs. V.A and
VI.A on dynamic decision-making, learning, and strategy selection. See Philip Pettit, “The
Virtual Reality of Homo Economicus,” Monist 78 (1995): 308–29; Philip Pettit, “Functional
Explanation and Virtual Selection,” British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 47 (1996): 291–
302; Philip Pettit, “Rational Choice, Functional Selection and Empty Black Boxes,” Journal of
Economic Methodology 7 (2000): 33–57.

47. See Kolodny and Brunero, “Instrumental Rationality.”
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A’. Public policies that treat agents as irrational are wrong as such,
at least pro tanto, in virtue of treating agents as irrational.

B’. It is not the case that public policy nudging implies treating
agents as irrational.

C’. Therefore, it is not the case that public policy nudging is wrong
as such (neither pro tanto nor all things considered) in virtue
of treating agents as irrational.

My argument of course centers on premise B’. The decision-making pro-
cedures through which nudging works need not be irrational. To defend
B’, let us juxtapose Heroic and Ecological Rationality.

First, the heroicmodel would label decision-making patterns as “cog-
nitive biases” precisely because such patterns systematically deviate from a
priori principles of rationality. Ecological Rationality, in contrast, rejects
this move, because it denies that we can characterize procedural ratio-
nality through universal a priori principles. Accordingly, we cannot judge
status quo “bias,” social reasoning, order effects, and so on, as biases from
the armchair.48 In principle, such decision-making dispositions might be
rational in environments where they reliably further an agent’s ends.

Second, unlike Heroic Rationality, Ecological Rationality does not
see System 2 as the exclusive locus of rationality. Besides slow and delib-
erative reasoning, intuition and fast and frugal heuristics can be rational
decision-making procedures in many environments too.49

Third, rejecting Heroic Rationality, we can allow decision-making
procedures to be rational even when they ignore relevant information or
consider “irrelevant” information (relevant/irrelevant according to con-
tent rationality).

Fourth, unlike Heroic Rationality, Ecological Rationality does not
imply that you should consider all relevant probabilities whenever possi-
ble. Simple, nonprobabilistic heuristics are often more tractable, save
time and effort, and even outperform more complex probabilistic mod-
els.50

So, according to Ecological Rationality, decision-making procedures
are not rational or irrational per se but only relative to particular environ-
ments and agents. Therefore, the decision-making procedures through
which nudges work need not be irrational. In principle, they can be fully
rational.
48. See Gerd Gigerenzer, “On Narrow Norms and Vague Heuristics: A Reply to
Kahneman and Tversky,” Psychological Review 103 (1996): 592–96; Gigerenzer, Risk Savvy,
30.

49. See Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings.
50. See Gigerenzer, Risk Savvy.
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D. The Stronger Argument

My arguments so far defused the Rationality Objection by showing that
nudging does not imply treating agents as irrational. I now defend the
stronger claim that to support rational agency, we should often pursue
more nudge policies. The Stronger Argument runs as follows:

A’’: (Ecological Rationality): a person’s decision is procedurally ra-
tional in an environment to the extent that, given her partic-
ular psychological makeup, the decision-making procedures
she uses allow her to reliably achieve her ends in this type of
environment. [I will use this shorthand]: a person’s decision
is procedurally rational to the extent that there is a goodmatch
between her decision-making procedures, her particular psy-
chological makeup, and her choice environment.

B’’: To achieve such good matches, people frequently have good
reason to adjust their choice environments, or have them ad-
justed for them, to their decision-making procedures and
their psychological makeup rather than the other way around.

C’’: Public policy nudging can play a significant role in helping
people achieve good matches by adjusting choice environ-
ments to people’s psychological makeup and their decision-
making procedures.

D’’: Therefore, public policy nudging can play a significant role in
helping people be procedurally rational.

E’’: The state has weighty pro tanto reason to employ public poli-
cies that play a significant role in helping people be procedur-
ally rational.

F’’: Therefore, the state has weighty pro tanto reason to employ
public policy nudging.

The argument’s core idea is that public policy nudging can help us be
more ecologically rational by adjusting choice environments to our
decision-making procedures. Let me defend the argument’s premises.51

According to premise B’’, people frequently have good reason to ad-
just external environments to their decision-making procedures rather
than the other way around (and sometimes people should adapt both
to each other; see Sec. VI.B). Here are some reasons why. For example,
sometimes no alternative to one’s current decision-making might pres-
ent itself. Or our decision-making procedures might be sticky such that
51. Because this article focuses on worries around public policy and rational agency, I
here assume E’’ as being, at least, conversationally implied without providing an external
defense (although I find E’’ independently plausible).

This content downloaded from 129.125.148.244 on November 29, 2019 00:16:36 AM
ll use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



Schmidt Getting Real on Rationality 529

A

getting rid of them is costly, difficult, or even close to impossible.52 Or one
might have good reason to use such decision-making procedures in sim-
ilar but slightly different environments, and more fine-grained proce-
dures adjusted to different environments are unavailable or inefficient.
Or our decision-making procedures make our actions more predictable
to others and help us coordinate with others in our social practices, for
example, when we try to solve collective action problems. Or our decision-
making procedures are simply efficient: being fast and frugal can save
us time and effort and, as shown above, can even outperform slow RCT-
style decision-making.

According to C’’, public policy nudging can play a significant role in
achieving good matches by adjusting choice environments. Here are ar-
guments for C’’.

The first argument is a conceptual extension from what I said about
Ecological Rationality above: if there is a systematic need for matching
choice environments such that we have weighty pro tanto reason to
match them, and if nudging can play a significant role inmatching them,
then we have weighty pro tanto reason for nudging. But such an argu-
ment only shows that we have such reasons provided that the premises
are true. So, I need to defend that (i) there is indeed a systematic need
for matching environments and (ii) nudging can play a significant role
in matching them. Now, distinguish two types of environments that are
ill-matched to people’s decision-making procedure. In some environ-
ments, ill matches come about unintentionally. In others, ill matches
come about intentionally. To defend (i) and (ii), I now discuss both types.

Start with unintentional ill matches. Some countries might just have
an opt-in organ donation systemwithout ever having given this any thought.
Or a cafeteria might have just placed unhealthy instead of healthy food
at eye level, unaware that doing so can influence what customers buy.
Many such choice environments likely developed without having been
designed to nudge people. Now, without a system in place to design
good nudges, we should expect that many ill matches will occur “natu-
rally” (claim (i)). Moreover, this problem is significant because, as behav-
ioral science shows, ill matches in their aggregate can make us signifi-
cantly worse off, both individually and socially. Often enough, choice
environments cannot be neutral such that we must design them one way
or another. Policy makers can then choose between ignoring, randomiz-
ing, or deliberately designing choice architecture to achieve bettermatches.
The nudge approach can play a significant role in doing the latter (claim
(ii)). This is because, rather than ignoring choice architecture, the nudge
52. See Katherine L. Milkman, Dolly Chugh, and Max H. Bazerman, “How Can Deci-
sion Making Be Improved?,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 4 (2009): 379–83.
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approach builds institutional capacities to understand how existing choice
environments affect us and the capacities required to improve them.

As an example, consider defaults. Often enough, what individuals
and societies think they should do and what they actually do can be far
apart. To close this gap, defaults can be powerful. Yet our current defaults
have often resulted from path dependence rather than intentional choice
architecture. A nudge approach in public policy can systematically study
where such defaults are mismatched and suggest changes.53 For example,
after a town hall meeting and an ensuing “referendum,” the German town
of Schönau decided to make renewable energy the default for all house-
holds, with the result that 99 percent of all households now use renewable
energy.54 Such a nudge, I submit, strengthens ecological rationality. This
particular nudge, for example, makes social reasoning rational. Inhabi-
tants might reasonably conclude that the default has been chosen for a
good reason.55 Inhabitants are also likely to interpret the new default as re-
flecting a social norm. Moreover, default setting can help tackle collective
action problems: it makes no palpable difference when one household
switches to renewable energy, but it does make a difference when a whole
town switches.56 Reasoning socially seems rational in this nudged choice
environment.

Next, consider claims (i) and (ii) for deliberate illmatches. Consum-
ers are subject to “negative nudges” from private companies all the time.
Inmany such cases, private nudges direct decision-making procedures to-
ward decisions that are bad for consumers but good for the companies’
profits.57 Here are several examples. Food companies systematically prey
on our weakness of will when it comes to healthy diets, systematically ex-
ploit that consumers have false beliefs about how healthy certain prod-
ucts are, and use salt, fat, and sugar in processed food to get us hooked.58
53. Sunstein gives more examples of largely unintentional defaults that have unde-
sired effects, such as printer defaults that print one-sided or organ opt-in systems; see Cass
R. Sunstein, Choosing Not to Choose: Understanding the Value of Choice (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2015), chap. 1. See also Peter John, How Far to Nudge? Assessing Behavioural
Public Policy (Cheltenham, UK: Elgar, 2018), chap. 6, on the effectiveness of nudging.

54. See Daniel Pichert and Konstantinos V. Katsikopoulos, “Green Defaults: Informa-
tion Presentation and Pro-environmental Behaviour,” Journal of Environmental Psychology
28 (2008): 63–73.

55. See Craig R. M. McKenzie, Michael J. Liersch, and Stacey R. Finkelstein, “Recom-
mendations Implicit in Policy Defaults,” Psychological Science 17 (2006): 414–20.

56. See Mark Bryant Budolfson, “The Inefficacy Objection to Consequentialism and
the Problem with the Expected Consequences Response,” Philosophical Studies, forthcom-
ing.

57. See George A. Akerlof and Robert J. Shiller, Phishing for Phools: The Economics of Ma-
nipulation and Deception (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015).

58. See David A. Kessler, The End of Overeating: Taking Control of the Insatiable American
Appetite (New York: Rodale, 2010); Michael Moss, Salt Sugar Fat: How the Food Giants Hooked
Us (New York: Random House, 2013).
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The credit card system often entices consumers to overspend and borrow
excessively. Health clubs prey on people’s optimism bias by locking them
into disadvantageous contracts. Casinos and slot machines teem with
“negative nudges,” particularly nudges that fool us into thinking that
odds are much better than they are.59 Finally, large internet firms extract
personal data by using lax privacy settings as defaults. The list of such
mechanisms is long and affects virtually all markets. What is more, compa-
nies typically have systematic economic incentives to design ill-matched
environments.60 Ill matches are thus not accidental curiosities.

In ill-matched environments, our rational agency is typically dimin-
ished. A public policy nudging system has different pathways to play a sig-
nificant role in turning bad environmental matches into good ones
(which supports claim (ii)).61 First, public policy can replace a private
nudge with a public one. Second, a nudge program can aim to regulate
how private companies nudge by, for example, preventing internet firms
such as Facebook or Google from using defaults that run counter to a
consumer’s interest in privacy. Third, a nudge program can regulate that
companies use beneficial nudges, such as using smaller food plates or
drink containers or change the order of food in cafeterias or supermar-
kets. Fourth, public nudges could try to counteract private nudges. That
is, leaving private nudges in place, public “counter nudges” canmake pri-
vate nudges less effective. Finally, by overseeing private companies, or
even cooperating with them, a public regulatory system could exercise
“virtual control” over private companies: knowing that a public institu-
tion could regulate themmight sometimes suffice to have private compa-
nies abandon bad nudges without the need for direct regulation. Of
course, private companies sometimes nudge consumers in a direction
that furthers their ends. But when they often do the opposite, public pol-
icy nudging might step in.

As a final example, consider food environments. Our food environ-
ments are often ill-matched to our decision-making procedures. Such
mismatches can come about both unintentionally and intentionally. Eat-
ing decisions often rely on environmental cues: certain colors on pack-
ages often lead people to believe that a particular product is healthy; con-
tainer sizes provide a frame that influences howmuchwe eat; the order of
products, for example, in a buffet, can influence which products we eat
and how much thereof; and so on.62 All too often, however, such decision-
making is ill-adjusted to our real-life food environments such that we reg-
59. See Bennis et al., “Designed to Fit Minds,” 420–25.
60. See Akerlof and Shiller, Phishing for Phools.
61. See Schmidt, “Power to Nudge.”
62. See Robert A. Skipper, “Obesity: Towards a System of Libertarian Paternalistic

Public Health Interventions,” Public Health Ethics 5 (2012): 181–91.
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ularly eat too much and too unhealthily. Responses to such external cues
can be hard to shake off. It is often said that many of our food-related be-
haviors, tastes, and heuristics have been shaped by evolutionary pressures
in food environments much different from our own: while they made
sense in preindustrial situations, they leave us subject to systematically un-
healthy eating decisions in the face of abundance, aggressive marketing,
and “private nudging.”63

How would a proponent of Heroic Rationality respond? To help
agents exercise heroic rational agency, a proponent might suggest nutri-
tion labeling, for example. By providing precise and relevant informa-
tion, such as nutrients and calories, we can facilitate informed decision-
making. In contrast, while not opposed to nutrition labeling, Ecological
Rationality will place great emphasis on an environmental approach that
includes nudges (which are typically more effective too). First, Ecological
Rationality will require a systematic and evidence-based understanding of
how real agents respond to external cues and choice architecture. Suchun-
derstanding requires capacities to systematically study food environments.
Second, a nudge system can then devise policies to change environments.
Such policies include adjusting container sizes, making healthy products
more salient, removing sugary food from the register area, displaying
color-coded nutrition information in lieu of just raw numbers (such as
the UK nutrition traffic light), and so on. With these and other interven-
tions, nudging can make significant contributions toward readjusting
mismatched food environments.

Overall then, a system for public policy nudging can play a signifi-
cant role in helping us adjust choice environments to our decision-
makingprocedures, by preventing, correcting, or counteracting ill-matched
choice architecture (both intentional and unintentional ill matches).
Following our gut, relying on intuitions and heuristics would then work
better again rather than leaving us poorer and unhealthier. Through bet-
ter matches, agents become more rational. In such cases, a concern with
rationality speaks for more rather than less public policy nudging.64

V. TRANSPARENCY AND CONTROL

Consider now an important objection to my argument so far: despite my
arguments, public policy nudging fails to respect individuals after all. We
63. See ibid.
64. Can we consistently claim that the nudge approach can treat people as rational

while also helping them be more rational? Yes, because rational agency comes in degrees.
Real people are neither fully rational nor fully irrational. “Treating people as rational” does
not mean that we ought to pretend that people are fully rational or treat them as if they
were. Instead, we should treat agents as capable of rational agency while also acknowledg-
ing that rationality comes in degrees.
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care not only about choice environments being matched to decision-
making procedures but also about who matches them and how. When
we adjust our own choice environments, liberal respect is not a problem.
But it might be, when others adjust them for us.

I agree. A successful match alone seems insufficient to guarantee
fully respectful social relations. Compare two examples:
6
Inequ
Affair

ll use 
Zalika: Zalika used to place one bowl of delicious sweets on her cof-
fee table and one in the kitchen. To reduce her sweets consump-
tion, she replaces the sweets with fruit bowls and relegates the
sweets to the basement.
Zalika successfully matches her choice environments to her psychologi-
cal makeup and decision-making. But can we say the same when some-
one else does the nudging?
Zalika’s Partner : in this case, it is Zalika’s partner Alex who suffers
from weakness of will. Alex asks her to replace the sweets bowl with
a fruit bowl and hide the sweets when Alex is at home and Zalika at
work.
Here, I think Alex still exercises rational agency. Moreover, Zalika’s
nudge seems compatible with respecting Alex. More generally, I propose
the following three desiderata for respectful nudge interventions:
Match: an intervention is designed to adequately match choice en-
vironments to a person’s decision-making procedures and their psy-
chology.

Transparency: the intervention is sufficiently transparent.

Control: the affected person holds adequate control over the inter-
vention.
If Match is fulfilled, nudging can augment procedural rationality. If
Transparency is fulfilled, it should not be too difficult and costly for a
nudgee to become aware they are being nudged. Finally, if Control is ful-
filled, a person has sufficient continuous control over the direction into
which they are being nudged. This is best achieved if the nudgee holds
sufficient power over the nudger’s power to nudge.65 Of course, all three
desiderata are not binary and can be fulfilled to different extents. The
5. I say more on control in general in Andreas T. Schmidt, “Domination without
ality? Mutual Domination, Republicanism, and Gun Control,” Philosophy and Public
s 46 (2018): 176–84. With respect to nudging, see Schmidt, “Power to Nudge.”

This content downloaded from 129.125.148.244 on November 29, 2019 00:16:36 AM
subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/action/showLinks?doi=10.1086%2F702970&crossref=10.1111%2Fpapa.12119&citationId=p_n_140
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/action/showLinks?doi=10.1086%2F702970&crossref=10.1111%2Fpapa.12119&citationId=p_n_140


534 Ethics July 2019

A

claim is only that some level of Transparency and Control is necessary for
“nudging relations” to be fully respectful.

While not essential to my argument, note how Transparency and
Control can further improve conditions for rational agency, particularly
for dynamic decision-making. Real-life decision-making is typically a dy-
namic process such that I might adjust my decision-making process to en-
vironments across time. For this, I ideally want to collect feedback, mon-
itor, assess, and—where necessary—adapt or changemy decision-making
procedure. Transparency and Control facilitate these dynamic processes.66

First, if nudges are transparent, a person might be able to decide better
whether to follow a nudge or not, to get better feedback on whether her
decision-making procedure works, and to assess her decisions afterward.
Second, if nudges are subject to adequate control, an agent can then ad-
just her choice environment (where possible) in light of her assessments.
Rational agents should make these assessments and adjustments accord-
ing to how well decision-making procedures further their ends.

However, Zalika’s Partner only involves two individuals. The tricky
part is to guarantee Transparency and Control in institutional contexts.
Elsewhere I have argued that suitable Transparency and Control are fea-
sible.67 Given limited space, I can only state the conclusions here without
rehearsing all arguments.

Take Transparency first. Nothing about nudging prevents it frombe-
ing suitably transparent any more than most other policy interventions.
First, the bar for transparency need not be excessively high. Bovens ar-
gues that token transparency, where a nudgee is always aware of every in-
stance (“token”) of a nudge, is too strong. Instead, we require token in-
ference transparency, where a watchful person can infer nudge tokens
in her environment from their general type without this being prohibi-
tively difficult and costly.68 Token inference transparency is feasible for
nudges, particularly considering that they are easier to understand than
66. There are many different models for learning and strategy selection; see Jörg
Rieskamp and Philipp E. Otto, “SSL: A Theory of How People Learn to Select Strategies,”
Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 135 (2006): 207. From an ecological perspective,
which learning and strategy selection procedures are rational can vary across environments
and agents. Moreover, some rational learning and strategy selection procedures might pri-
marily work through System 1, others primarily through System 2, and others through
both. For example, during a match, a good tennis player should sometimes dynamically
adapt their strategy to their opponent. Most of that adaptation will work through System 1
(although reflection should play a role too, particularly before and after the match). In
other situations, learning and high-order reflection will primarily be slow and deliberate.
For example, to save money, I might collect data on my spending for a month and then
analyze how to adjust my behavior to cut back. But whatever the precise learning and se-
lection procedure, nudges being transparent should help.

67. See Schmidt, “Power to Nudge.”
68. See Bovens, “Ethics of Nudge,” 217; Schmidt, “Power to Nudge,” 408–11.
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many other policies. For example,making nudges transparent is notmore
difficult and typically easier thanmaking pharmaceutical regulation, con-
sumer protection, or car safety interventions transparent.69

Consider Control next. Alex holds direct control over Zalika’s power
to nudge. Some large-scale nudges facilitate direct control by allowing
agents to personalize nudges, for example, by choosing their own de-
fault.70 But most public policy nudges typically lack such direct control.
What matters here is that public policy nudging will be subject to indirect
democratic control. Public policy actors should be constrained through
public control, such as public interest groups, deliberative fora, general
checks and balances, and so on.71 Such public control should force policy
makers to adequately track the interests of nudgees. If such democratic
control is feasible for other public policies, it should be for nudges too,
given that such nudges can be just as transparent.72

Fully respectful nudging at the institutional level thus calls for suffi-
cient transparency and democratic control, and we have good reason to
believe that both are feasible.73

VI. INSTRUMENTAL WORRIES

The Rationality Objection is a noninstrumental worry about treating peo-
ple as irrational. But some authors also raise instrumental rationality-
based worries about nudging. While not the main focus of this article,
let me now respond to these worries in light of my previous arguments.
69. See Schmidt, “Power to Nudge,” 410–11.
70. See Sunstein, Choosing Not to Choose, chap. 6.
71. For ideas on how to democratize policy processes, see Archon Fung, “Democratiz-

ing the Policy Process,” in The Oxford Handbook of Public Policy, ed. Robert E. Goodin, Mi-
chael Moran, and Martin Rein (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 676–80.

72. See Schmidt, “Power to Nudge,” 411–13. A different challenge is that we might
struggle to capture people’s ends given their diversity. Here, personalizing and democra-
tizing nudges should ameliorate but not resolve this challenge. While this issue exceeds my
current scope, note three quick responses. First, diversity cuts both ways: leaving a choice
architecture as is will work for some people but not for the many people with different
ends. So, aligning choice architecture with most people’s ends will often do better than
the counterfactual where we do not nudge at all. Second, one desideratum is that nudges
remain sufficiently resistible (see Yashar Saghai, “The Concept of Nudge and Its Moral Sig-
nificance: A Reply to Ashcroft, Bovens, Dworkin, Welch andWertheimer,” Journal of Medical
Ethics 39 [2013]: 499–501). For example, if you do not want to be an organ donor, you can
opt out. Finally, the diversity of people’s ends affects all public policies, not just nudging
alone. Nudging even has a comparative advantage over alternative policies because nudg-
ing preserves freedom of choice and allows people to act contrary to a nudge.

73. I argued that not treating someone as irrational is necessary but insufficient
for respectful social relations; we also need Transparency and Control. Someone might
change the objection and hold that “treating someone as rational” itself implies Transpar-
ency and Control. Even then, my response could just be modified to account for this ver-
sion of the objection too.
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In the process, I also provide pointers on how to fit the nudge approach
into a broader policy framework.

A. The Undermining Worry

The first worry is that widespread nudgingmight undermine people’s ca-
pacities for rational agency.74 Relying too much on external nudges, peo-
ple might never grow adequate rational capacities, or existing capacities
might wither away.

My arguments so far suggest a quick response: relying on external
cues is not per se irrational. It is conceptually mistaken to think that nudg-
ing would undermine rational agency, given that nudging itself can help
agents be more rational. Moreover, Ecological Rationality can endorse
System 1 decisions as entirely rational provided that they reliably further
one’s ends. Now, criticsmight grant these points but still retort that exces-
sive reliance on external cues might leave agents incapable of looking af-
ter themselves.

The first species of the Undermining Worry relies on weakness of
will: if we rely too much on others to counteract our weakness of will,
wemight never develop a strong will, which will in turnmake us less good
at resisting temptation elsewhere.75 The precise empirics of willpower ex-
ceed my current scope. But I think that two likely characteristics of will-
power suggest that nudging does not thwart self-control.

First, to form a steely will, should we be exposed to as much tempta-
tion as possible? Intuitively, the answer seems to be no. Being exposed to
too much temptation might make it harder to resist temptation.76 And
even if we assume thatweneed temptation to forma steely will, it is unlikely
that the nudge approach would remove too much temptation. Given the
74. See Bovens, “Ethics of Nudge”; Jonathan Klick and Greg Mitchell, “Infantilization
by Regulation,” Regulation 39 (2016): 32–37; Whitman and Rizzo, “Problematic Welfare
Standards.”

75. I here bracket the question as to whether weakness of will is really about rationality
or about something else, such as volitional autonomy.

76. Some argue that self-control gets exhausted because of “decision fatigue” and “ego
depletion”—concepts that have been criticized recently; see Roy F. Baumeister and John
Tierney,Willpower: Rediscovering the Greatest Human Strength (London: Penguin, 2011); Evan
C. Carter andMichael E.McCullough, “Publication Bias and the Limited StrengthModel of
Self-Control: Has the Evidence for EgoDepletion BeenOverestimated?,” Frontiers in Psychol-
ogy 5 (2014): 823; Martin S. Hagger et al., “Ego Depletion and the Strength Model of Self-
Control: A Meta-analysis,” Psychological Bulletin 136 (2010): 495–525; Michael Inzlicht, Will
Gervais, andElliot Berkman, “Bias-CorrectionTechniquesAloneCannotDetermineWhether
EgoDepletion IsDifferent fromZero: Commentary onCarter, Kofler, Forster, &McCullough,
2015” (Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, September 11, 2015), https://papers
.ssrn.com/abstractp2659409. But rather thandepending on these concepts,my argument only
assumes that,first, at somepoint toomuchtemptationcanbecounterproductive for self-control
and, second, even if self-control requires temptation, nudge policies will leave enough tempta-
tion.

This content downloaded from 129.125.148.244 on November 29, 2019 00:16:36 AM
ll use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/action/showLinks?doi=10.1086%2F702970&crossref=10.3389%2Ffpsyg.2014.00823&citationId=p_n_160
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/action/showLinks?doi=10.1086%2F702970&crossref=10.3389%2Ffpsyg.2014.00823&citationId=p_n_160


Schmidt Getting Real on Rationality 537

A

range of tempting options and distractions in today’s consumer societies,
enough temptation will be left to wrestle with.

Second, psychologists—as well as laypeople—think that good habits
can improve self-control. Inducing healthy eating habits, for example,
can set you on a path toward resisting temptation.77 This effect will be par-
ticularly strong for addictive or self-reinforcing options. Cigarettes make
for an obvious example. But even eating lots of sugar alters one’s reward
structure in the brain, whichwill in turnmake sugary optionsmuchharder
to resist.78 If nudges facilitate good habits, it might strengthen rather than
weaken one’s ability to resist temptation.

A different species of the UnderminingWorry would again acknowl-
edge that nudges can help us exercise rational agency, including System 1
nudges. However, the Undermining Worry retorts that relying too much
on nudges in some environments, such as food environments, can threaten
our capacity for deliberative decisions in other environments where re-
flection and deliberation are essential. Worryingly, citizens might even
end up lacking the deliberative capacities required for political engage-
ment and informed voting. Collectively, their stunted capacities could
then weaken democratic control and with it the democratic control of
nudges themselves.79

From the armchair, we can neither decisively support nor dismiss the
counterfactuals underlying this Undermining Worry. Undermining is a
type of a “negative behavioral spillover,” and empirical studies identify
many different spillovers, both positive and negative. Moreover, existing
research concentrates on spillovers within choice domains, for example,
across health decisions. Less is known about possible spillovers across do-
mains, such as those figuring in the Undermining Worry.80 So, rather
than trying to refute theUnderminingWorry, I engage with it by thinking
about how to use public policy nudging and howmuch thereof. I now ar-
gue that, if done right, public policy nudging is unlikely to undermine
the deliberative capacities required for rational agency and democratic
77. See Charles Duhigg, The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do, and How to Change
(New York: Random House, 2012).

78. See Kessler, End of Overeating.
79. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for this point. I here do not discuss the related

worry that nudging might be used within politics (rather than policy). For example, imag-
ine that your vote would go to the incumbent candidate as a default unless you go and vote
otherwise. People across political affiliations consistently object to nudges—such as this
one—that violate nonpartisan political norms; see Sunstein, “Ethics of Nudging,” 428; Cass
R. Sunstein, “Do People Like Nudges?,” SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY: Social Science
Research Network, February 17, 2016), 15, http://papers.ssrn.com/abstractp2604084. Func-
tioning democratic systems should filter them out.

80. See Paul Dolan and Matteo M. Galizzi, “Like Ripples on a Pond: Behavioral Spill-
overs and Their Implications for Research and Policy,” Journal of Economic Psychology
47 (2015): 1–16.
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control even if we nudge at levels significantly higher than today.81 To
make this case, I argue that most nudges typically do not fully sidestep de-
liberative capacities. Accordingly, we can and should integrate nudges
into a policy approach that encourages deliberation, both individual and
collective.

Arguably, the widespread use of the helpful but simplifying System 1
and 2 distinction has created the misperception that we can neatly sep-
arate automatic and intuitive decision-making from deliberative or re-
flective reasoning. This further gives off the impression that nudges work
exclusively through one of them, typically System 1.82 Practically, however,
such a clean cut is often unsustainable. Even “System 1 nudges” typically
involve System 2 components, as Peter John argues:
8
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8
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Nudges to change health behaviour often require that the people in
the trial have gone through a thought process about how the desired
actions will affect them, as otherwise the interventions would not
have a chance of working. Consider commitment devices (Thaler
and Shefrin 1981). These are concrete and public commitments
people make or are encouraged to make to do an action so as to
commit themselves to it. Although the nudge operates through the
psychological sense of commitment and not wanting to go back on
something for fear of feeling guilty, in fact entering into a commit-
ment device requires some degree of thought and understanding
of what a commitment device is in the first place.83
Think next about the temporal dimension of nudging. Imagine that I fol-
low a nudge largely unthinkingly at time t. My decision might still involve
reflection before or after t or both.84 For example, say I go along with a
retirement default. Typically, such a decision would often have been pre-
ceded by a general reflection at some point about whether to save for
retirement. Afterward—when I notice themoneymissing frommy check-
ing account—I would typically think about whether the nudged decision
was indeed a good one. In dynamic decision-making, we can review, learn
about, and adapt our automatic decision-making. Therefore, even for rel-
atively automatic decisions, reflection typically plays a role.

Notice also hownudges can sometimes even encourage deliberation
bymaking an issuemore salient. For example, the retirement default can
1. Given limited space, my arguments will be short. For more on this, see John, How
Nudge?
2. See Gerd Gigerenzer, “On the Supposed Evidence for Libertarian Paternalism,”
of Philosophy and Psychology 6 (2015): 361–83.
3. John,How Far to Nudge?, 128. The reference in the quotation is to Richard H. Tha-
d H. M. Shefrin, “An Economic Theory of Self-Control,” Journal of Political Economy
81): 392–406.
4. See John, How Far to Nudge?, 133.
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also nudge people toward—rather than away from—thinking about re-
tirement savings. Similarly, nudging can connect with deliberation at a
collective level. Rather than hiding policy issues from view, some govern-
ment nudges make issues more salient and thereby encourage rather
than block deliberation. For example, the Dutch government’s recent
move toward an opt-out system for organ donation was accompanied
bymuch deliberation in parliament, public fora, and themedia. To enact
the policy, citizens will receivemultiple letters with information about the
change and about how to opt out. Arguably, this change increases the
chances that citizens will think about organ donations, particularly be-
cause the proposed change is easy to grasp. Similarly, rather than directly
drafting a bill, German health minister Jens Spahn recently suggested ta-
bling a discussion about introducing an organ opt-out to encourage—
fairly successfully—a “wide societal debate” around organ donation.85

Relatedly, nudges often also accompany, influence, and strengthen
beliefs about social norms. For example, evidence suggests that most
people interpret default setting as implicit recommendations.86 Or con-
sider how the United Kingdom has tested sending tax notifications with
messages like “nine out of ten people have already paid their taxes.”
Rather than sidestepping people’s understanding, such nudges convey
messages about social norms and concomitant expectations.87

As a somewhat different argument, consider how some nudges tar-
get deliberative reasoning (System 2) and seek to nudge people away
from intuitive, fast decision-making (System 1). For example, one inter-
vention prescribesmandatory cooling-off periods for patientsmaking im-
portant medical decisions. Or external structures can improve delibera-
tive processes: for example, we can move decisions toward groups rather
than individuals, ask decision-makers to adopt an outsider perspective or
consider what an opponent would argue, ormake agents choose between
many options simultaneously rather than separately.88

So, overall, if done right, worries about rational agency and demo-
cratic control should likely not stopus from intensifying nudging for some
time. But my argument does not imply that policy makers can nudge in
whatever way they want and asmuch as possible.We should strive to imple-
85. See “Gesundheitsminister Für Widerspruchslösung: Spahn Will Jeden Zum Or-
ganspender Machen,” Spiegel Online, September 3, 2018, sec. Gesundheit, http://www.spiegel
.de/gesundheit/diagnose/jens-spahn-will-in-organspende-debatte-eine-widerspruchsloesung
-a-1226190.html.

86. See McKenzie, Liersch, and Finkelstein, “Recommendations Implicit in Policy De-
faults.”

87. See Robert B. Cialdini et al., “Managing Social Norms for Persuasive Impact,”
Social Influence 1 (2006): 3–15; Sunstein, Ethics of Influence, 160–61.

88. See Milkman, Chugh, and Bazerman, “How Can Decision Making Be Improved?,”
380–82.
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ment nudges such that they fortify, rather thanundermine, rational agency
in both its nondeliberative and deliberativemodes. This implies, for exam-
ple, trying tomakenudgepolicies and the reasons behind them transparent
enough to facilitate deliberation.89 Moreover, as I argue now, my argument
does not imply nudging at the expense of other policy approaches. In-
stead, we should integrate nudging with other policies to strengthen ratio-
nal agency. Doing so should further alleviate the Undermining Worry.

B. The Wrong Priorities Worry

The second instrumental worry holds that nudging—with its pessimistic
view of human agency— prioritizes suboptimal policies and misses im-
portant nonbehavioral interventions like education:90 “The true alterna-
tive to nudging is education. . . . Education, however, is outside the scope
of libertarian paternalists. And that omission is not accidental but a di-
rect consequence of a philosophy that compares cognitive errors to sta-
ble, inevitable visual illusions.”91 Is Gigerenzer right—could a nudge ap-
proach crowd out more empowering responses such as education?

First off, my Stronger Argument in no way hands policy makers a
carte blanche to nudge asmuch as possible, nor should it crowd out other
desirable policy instruments. Because decision-making procedures are
rational relative to an agent and her environment, respecting persons
as rational can involve improving both people’s choice environments
and their agential capacities. Seeing agents as ecologically rational gives
us a principled basis for both types of interventions.

Education and external nudges each comewith different advantages.
For example, education might sometimes furnish a person with capaci-
ties to exercise rational agency robustly, that is, across changes in environ-
ments. Moreover, some choice architects might be untrustworthy, partic-
ularly whenMatch, Transparency, and Control are not fulfilled. Education
can then indemnify us somewhat against making wrong decisions or even
being taken advantage of. Consider financial decisions, for example. Fi-
nancial literacy rates are soberingly low. In many countries, including
some high-income countries, only a minority of people understand what
compound interests are.92 So, rather than just external nudges, financial
89. See John, How Far to Nudge?, chap. 8.
90. See Gigerenzer, “On the Supposed Evidence”; Matt Grist, Steer: Mastering Our Be-

haviour through Instinct, Environment and Reason (London: Royal Society of Arts, 2010);
Ralph Hertwig and Till Grüne-Yanoff, “Nudging and Boosting: Steering or Empowering
Good Decisions,” Perspectives on Psychological Science 12 (2017): 973–86.

91. Gigerenzer, “On the Supposed Evidence,” 375.
92. See Leora Klapper, Annamaria Lusardi, and Peter van Oudheusden, Financial Lit-

eracy around the World: Insights from the Standard & Poor’s Ratings Services Global Financial
Literacy Survey (2015), http://gflec.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Finlit_paper_16
_F2_singles.pdf.
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education programs—in secondary schools or as employee education
programs—seem good ideas to help agentsmake better financial decisions.

But external nudges have distinct advantages over education too.
First, choice architecture might often generate better results, for exam-
ple, by simplifying our decision-making, reducing decision load, and
freeing up cognitive resources. Or sometimes fast and frugal heuristics
and intuitive decision-making in matched environments will simply out-
perform slower and more deliberate decision-making. Second, in some
instances, an educational and “debiasing” strategymight simply not work.
How far debiasing (or relearning decision-making) is feasible is a conten-
tious question. Gigerenzer presents examples, particularly of probabilis-
tic reasoning, where agents can be trained tomake better decisions in cases
where other behavioral scientists would diagnose recalcitrant biases.93

However, we shouldnot infer that such training will work across the board.
In other situations, deep-seated decision-making proceduresmight be hard
to shed through conscious efforts. For example,
9
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leveraging System 1 thinking to improve System 1 choices may be
particularly effective in the realm of decision-making biases that
people do not like to admit or believe they are susceptible to. For in-
stance, many of us are susceptible to implicit racial bias, but feel un-
comfortable acknowledging this fact, even to ourselves. Conscious
efforts to simply “do better” on implicit bias tests are usually futile
(Nosek, Greenwald, and Banaji 2013). However, individuals whose
mental or physical environment is shaped by the involvement of a
black experimenter rather than a white experimenter show less im-
plicit racial bias (Blair 2002; Lowery,Hardin, and Sinclair 2001). The
results of this “change the environment” approach contrast sharply
with the failure of “try harder” solutions, which rely on conscious ef-
fort.94
3. See Gigerenzer, Risk Savvy.
4. Milkman, Chugh, and Bazerman, “How Can Decision Making Be Improved?,”
he references in the quotation are to Brian A. Nosek, Anthony G. Greenwald, and
arin R. Banaji, “The Implicit Association Test at Age 7: A Methodological and Con-
al Review,” in Social Psychology and the Unconscious: The Automaticity of Higher Mental Pro-
ed. John A. Bargh (East Sussex, UK: Psychology, 2013), 265–92; Irene V. Blair, “The
ability of Automatic Stereotypes and Prejudice,” Personality and Social Psychology Review
2): 242–61; and Brian S. Lowery, Curtis D. Hardin, and Stacey Sinclair, “Social Influ-
Effects on Automatic Racial Prejudice,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 81
): 842–55. Note that this example is intended as an illustration rather than a decisive
eeing that psychologists these days hotly debate how far implicit bias is conceptually
le and behaviorally relevant; Patrick Forscher et al., “A Meta-analysis of Change in
cit Bias” (unpublished manuscript, May 5, 2016), https://www.researchgate.net
ication/308926636_A_Meta-Analysis_of_Change_in_Implicit_Bias; Michael A. Olson
ussell H. Fazio, “Relations between Implicit Measures of Prejudice: What Are We
ring?,” Psychological Science 14 (2003): 636–39.

This content downloaded from 129.125.148.244 on November 29, 2019 00:16:36 AM
subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/action/showLinks?doi=10.1086%2F702970&crossref=10.1207%2FS15327957PSPR0603_8&citationId=p_n_200
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/action/showLinks?doi=10.1086%2F702970&crossref=10.1046%2Fj.0956-7976.2003.psci_1477.x&citationId=p_n_203


542 Ethics July 2019

A

Overall, embracing Ecological Rationality means that we need not, a pri-
ori, decide between an educational and an environmental approach. In-
stead, my argument suggests that we should adopt an integrated, ecolog-
ical perspective such that we harmonize and coordinate environmental
interventions with other interventions, such as education. For example,
to help individuals handle probabilities, we might not only teach individ-
uals to reformulate probabilities in frequentist terms but also provide in-
formation for important decisions in frequentist terms (e.g., for medical
decisions).95

VII. CONCLUSIONS

Behavioral science shows how real decision-making deviates from the tra-
ditional economic model of rationality. People, or so a common interpre-
tation goes, are much less rational than previously assumed. The nudge
program suggests that public policy should harness systematic irrationality
and nudge people toward good decisions. Some critics, however, object
that public policy nudging treats citizens as irrational. Such a worry might
be noninstrumental or relational: treating citizens as irrational clashes
with liberal respect and a concern for personal autonomy. On the other
hand, such a worry might be instrumental: with its overly pessimistic view
of human agency, widespread nudging might stunt people’s agential ca-
pacities and steer our attention away from more empowering policy ap-
proaches, such as education.

I have argued that the Rationality Objection fails. Nudging need not
compromise respect for individuals as rational agents. If we adopt Ecolog-
ical Rationality—and much speaks in its favor—principled worries about
nudging dissolve. Procedural rationality in the ecological sense implies a
good match between an agent’s psychology, her decision-making proce-
dure, and her choice environment. Nudges can match choice environ-
ments to decision-making procedures. I argued that not only is nudging
thus compatible with respecting people as rational agents but also a con-
cern with rational agency speaks for more rather than less public policy
nudging, particularly so when private companies deliberately “mismatch”
choice environments.

Debates so far typically paint a picture either in which nudging is
problematically disrespectful or, less strong, in which we must weigh
95. I set aside the different worry that nudging ignores the deeper structural and so-
cioeconomic issues underlying some behavior-related problems (such as obesity). I here
do not defend nudging as a panacea for all behavior-related problems but as one policy
approach to be integrated with others such as wider structural reform. Moreover, nudging
offers smaller improvements where more drastic reform is not feasible (owing to, e.g., par-
tisan gridlock).
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its benefits against respect for rationality. This article sketches a differ-
ent picture. If done well, nudging supports rational agency. Sometimes,
it turns out, you can have it all. Nudging can make external contexts fit
for ecologically rational agents. If done transparently and democratically,
we should thus welcome the nudge approach instead of seeing it as an
affront to our rationality.
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