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Abstract 

Ethics of Green Nudging 

-Sukanya Shukla 
 
This research positions green nudging (GN) as a case study to conduct an ethical analysis 
through systems: locating the ethics of using GN at the intersection of environmental systems, 
cognitive systems, and human-centric systems, such as socio-political systems and 
technological systems. GN is a strategy that leverages psychological features, such as self-
image, inertia, and social image, to promote pro-environmental behaviour. 
Despite the widespread application of nudging, the ethics of GN remain underdeveloped. This 
study explores literature on human moral psychology to illustrate the effectiveness of GN. It 
also identifies ethical issues associated with its use. To evaluate the ethical permissibility of 
GN, it adopts a systems-based lens to examine the role of green nudges in light of the climate 
crisis. To this end, this dissertation develops a novel philosophical approach, Environmental 
System Consequentialism. To further the ethical examination of GN, this work takes a 
pragmatic turn to propose a morally justifiable account of trust. Trust is illustrated as a 
functional condition for green nudges to be ethical and effective. 
To begin, it is shown how GN can address the effects of psychological traits that prevent one 
from fulfilling their environmental obligations. Next, ethical issues and themes emerging from 
the use of GN is examined and identified through a literature review. Then, the theoretical 
apparatus developed in the dissertation provides a coherent consequentialist position to 
examine the ethical permissibility of green nudges. Next, the role of institutional trust between 
the individuals being nudged (nudgee) and the institutions implementing GN (nudger) is 
explicated for green nudges to be effective, as well as ethical. The signifiers of trustworthiness 
and the conditions for trust are sketched. Building on this analysis, the dissertation concludes 
with procedural recommendations for ethical implementation and proposes Behavioural 
Self-Governance (BSG).  



 13 

Introduction 
 

Climate change is a complex problem that, through the deep embeddedness of human-made 

systems within ecological systems, has revealed humanity’s psychological and moral 

shortcomings (Kaaronen, 2018). Our behavioural responses, which shape these human-made 

systems, are driven by insatiable hunger for resources, power and domination (Albert, 2022). 

These inadequacies scaffold the larger socio-economic and political systems that continue to 

fail in responding to this crisis (Gupta et al., 2024; Albert, 2022; Aligica & Boetke, 2009). 

Some insist that incremental reforms or rational appeals may help us navigate this collective 

challenge; nonetheless, history shows that such hopes remain unrealised (Gardiner, 2011; 

Nielsen et al., 2021). Humans, acting and contributing across numerous systems, continue to 

fuel this crisis even though we stand at the precipice of a catastrophe, with evidence about 

future perils (IPCC, 2023; Savulescu & Persson, 2017a). Ultimately, even though we have 

become more technologically advanced, our collective response remains unsatisfactory and 

short-sighted (Savulescu & Persson, 2017a; Singer, 1972). This raises the question about 

what potential changes in human psychology and morality, perhaps driven by technological 

advancements, can respond to this crisis in a timely and effective manner. 

Humanity has seen immense progress in technology and science over the past few 

centuries. We invented steam engines and aeroplanes, and now stand closer to developing 

Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), a possibility only dreamt of a few decades ago (Bubeck 

et al., 2023). Yet despite this technological progress, some argue that we remain unprepared 

to confront the collective and existential threats of our age (Savulescu & Persson, 2017a; 

Savulescu & Persson, 2012). This is surprising considering how we have become more 

informed about the world through scientific discoveries and emerging technologies. 

However, this progress has not translated into sufficient action in light of climate change 
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(IPCC, 2023). This dilemma reflects an important insight about human nature: we possess 

certain epistemic and moral limits (Persson & Savulescu, 2015; Savulescu & Persson, 2012). 

Thus, the challenge to prepare human nature to deal with climate change through technology 

becomes a pragmatic as well as an ethical challenge. 

Philosophers have, for centuries, argued for reflection and critical engagement in the 

face of problems– from Plato’s allegory of the cave to Phillipa Foot’s trolley problem. 

Environmental thinkers have considered climate change as the central problem of our age and 

have demanded a reformation of human morality–more specifically, they have appealed for a 

transformation in how humans understand their relationship with nature (Gardiner, 2011; 

Naess, 2005; Leopold 1949). Yet despite law and politics often looking up to ethics for 

guidance, the ideas of environmental philosophers have struggled to find mainstream 

applications in environmental policy and governance (Gardiner, 2011). 

On the one hand, accelerating technological progress to address climate change is 

evident through autonomous devices, Internet of Things (IoT), and energy-related 

advancements like carbon-capturing, smart grids, and solar-powered vehicles. On the other 

hand, we tend to overestimate that these technologies can rescue us without a fundamental 

change in human psychology and moral disposition (Persson & Savulescu, 2015). The 

difficulty lies in the unpalatability of human-centric systems, values, and norms to integrate 

with the insights from environmental ethics (Kaaronen, 2018). This invites us to reflect on 

whether changing/improving human psychology, perhaps with the help of technology, can 

help us become better moral agents in light of climate change. Moreover, there also remains 

the question whether human-centric systems are willing to accept this transformative 

proposal about human psychology. 

This thesis attempts to explore these tensions between climate change as a systemic 

issue, human-centric systems, environmental systems, technological systems, and human 
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cognitive systems. In doing so, it takes a different approach–it engages in an ethical inquiry 

by exploring the role of these systems and their interactions with one another in light of 

climate change. The case of Green Nudging (GN) provides an opportunity to explore these 

tensions. It also provides an opportunity to integrate human moral psychology with 

technological tools to help us mitigate the daunting challenge of climate change. Human 

moral psychology refers to the view that ethical decision-making originates in psychological 

systems (Tjeltveit, 2021).   

GN stands at the intersection of different systems. In looking at the ethics of GN, this 

thesis develops the theoretical apparatus of Environmental System Consequentialism (ESC) to 

help us think through systems. This ethical theory focuses on accommodating the complex 

nature of climate change as a systemic issue with interconnected systems–the ecological 

systems at stake, but also the social and political systems that affect it and depend on it. This 

pluralistic consequentialist theory argues that an action is justified if it accords with the rules 

that generally maximise the well-being of ecological systems, but also upholds certain 

objective systemic values essential to other systems (as well as ecological systems). 

GN can change human behaviour, perhaps in an advanced form; it can lead to long-

term changes in human psychology to deal with the climate crisis (Kaaronen, 2018). GN 

emerges from advancements in psychology and neurosciences; we now know more about 

thumb-rules (or heuristics) and traits inherent to human psychology (Schubert, 2017b). We 

are finding ways to integrate with technological advances to learn more about human 

behaviour: we have smart devices attached to our bodies that can collect, organise, and 

process data about our decision-making patterns (Ranchordás, 2020).  

While it is true that technological progress will improve the performance of GN and 

similar strategies over time, technological systems in the current age have their own perils 

(Ranchordás, 2020). The questions about human autonomy and paternalism remain, as there 
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remains a risk of informational privacy, fragmentation of preferences, and manipulation at the 

hands of those who can misuse or misapprehend the technologies that were designed to guide 

us out of the crisis of our times (Hilton et al., 2018; Schubert, 2017b; Bovens, 2009). The 

difficulty lies in finding ways to integrate what philosophers, especially environmental 

philosophers, have long argued for: a transformation of human relationships with nature 

(Kaaronen, 2018). We are then compelled to reflect upon ways in which we can leverage 

technological progress to manifest a better human-nature system, while avoiding the pitfalls 

of modern scientific/technological progress. This leads us to the main predicament that this 

dissertation seeks to address: The Ethics of Green Nudging. 

The ability to nudge may be effective for changing human psychology, but it has its 

own perils in the wrong or incompetent hands (Lenzi, 2019). The proposal of integrating 

technological prowess to tackle a climate crisis that is so impervious to human psychology 

and morality is not possible without exploring pragmatic pathways (Persson & Savulescu, 

2015). This insight is explored in light of these tensions between human-made social, 

political, technological systems, environmental systems, and the human cognitive systems. In 

doing so, this work also attempts to analyse factors that can make the systems of institutional 

relationships better. This is where trust between institutions and individuals (people being 

nudged) becomes central. While trust is ubiquitous, it is also fragile (Baier, 1986). Moreover, 

given that the technological levers may be in the hands of powers that can misapprehend or 

misuse trust, it is vital that we trust only those who are trustworthy (O’Neill, 2002a). Thus, 

this pragmatic turn in this work, along with procedural recommendations to legitimise GN, 

provides pathways for exploring trust in other technological solutions, which can guide us 

through the modern issues of our time. 

The reader is encouraged to keep a braided approach as they reflect on these tensions, 

objections, and solutions. To keep a braided approach is to see this ethical analysis of GN as 
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an exemplification of ESC, while also considering the climate crisis and the potential 

technofixes that ESC may inform. Some may be tempted to see GN as a straightforward 

technological solution, yet it remains tethered to the perils of modern technology and the 

evolutionary cognitive systems. This is to say that we ought to see GN in light of the complex 

systems within which it operates. At first glance, this encourages the reader to consider the 

potential of GN and ethical pathways to implement it. But broadly, the reader is invited to 

keep applying systems-based thinking to tackle the problem of climate change. Taking a 

systemic turn in ethical examination is to think through systems on every level: to see climate 

change as a failure of political, moral and social systems, to see GN as a system between the 

institution implementing nudging (nudger) and the individual being nudged (nudgee), and to 

understand that whatever we do is not independent of a system. 

To this end, this dissertation unfolds in three arcs. The first arc examines climate 

change as a systemic moral challenge and develops Environmental System Consequentialism 

(ESC) as a framework for ethical reasoning in light of climate change (Chapters 1-2). The 

second arc explores green nudging, its effectiveness in shaping behaviour, and the ethical 

issues it raises; and finally defends green nudges from an ESC approach by showing how 

they are in accord with the rules that maximise good ecosystemic outcomes and illustrating 

the objective value list that green nudges ought to uphold/preserve to be ethically justified 

(Chapters 3-5). The third arc explores trust as a functional value for an ethical system 

between the nudgee and the nudger and offers recommendations for ethical integration of GN 

into political and economic systems, before concluding with the broader implications of this 

work (Chapters 6-8). 

This research invites readers to see the complexity of moral decisions through systems 

and make choices while acknowledging it. Some may be tempted to treat ethics as a matter of 

isolated principled judgement, yet our actions pull a number of strings across different 
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systems, so the consequences of those actions cannot be judged in isolation. Ethical 

judgements, therefore, ought to be made while considering the complexity of the systems 

rather than in isolation. Looking at applied ethics in this fashion has interesting implications. 

The emergence of systems-based thinking in modern sciences, from ecological sciences to 

urban geography, has provided us with the opportunity to understand the world and the 

consequences of our actions in light of systems (Hiller, 2016). It captures the complexity of 

judgements and also the dilemma of choosing between different values and stakeholders. 

Bringing this approach to ethics is relevant to the problems of modern times: an appeal that 

echoes the calls of environmental philosophers for moral transformation, behavioural experts 

who explore the limits of our cognitive systems, and political theorists who remain perplexed 

by the complexity of social, economic, and political systems (Kaaronen, 2018; Gardiner, 

2011). 
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Chapter 1. Climate Change and Individual Moral Obligation: A Case for 
Green Nudging 

 

The human impact on Earth systems is immensely serious and requires an urgent 

response (IPCC, 2023; Garvey, 2011). Indeed, the climate crisis poses a catastrophic threat 

which may lead to a systemic collapse of planetary boundaries and ecosystems1 (IPCC, 2023; 

IPCC, 2022). The scientific consensus is that significant behavioural shifts on individual and 

collective levels are needed (amongst other systemic changes) (Nielsen et al., 2024; IPCC, 

2023; Nielsen et al., 2021b; IPBES, 2019). However, as we will see as a recurring theme in 

this chapter and Chapter 3, human behaviour in response to climate change continues to fall 

short in mitigating this problem. Such a failure is rooted in our evolutionary inertia2 that 

underlies climate-harming actions.  

Given the vast potential for harm arising from climate change and other environmental 

catastrophes, we, as humans, have at least a collective practical interest in minimising the 

impact of the damage. Indeed, this thesis shows that we have a moral obligation to mitigate the 

most deleterious consequences of climate change. Nonetheless, we are not taking the necessary 

measures to meet these practical interests or moral obligations.  

This lack of action to address the climate crisis has led many to call for radical changes, 

ranging from technological revolutions (such as geoengineering and human enhancement) to 

moral or political transformations (including an end to economic growth or the expansion of 

 
1 The implications of the extreme events (extreme weather, droughts, cyclones, forest fires) on Earth’s systems 
clearly signal a catastrophic change and an existential threat to the human population, especially for those 
residing in climate-vulnerable areas.  
2 Chapter 3 illustrates this point by showing how green nudges help individuals act despite the evolutionary 
psychological traits that hinder pro-environmental actions. 
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the moral circle to include non-human entities) (Gupta et al., 2024; Persson & Savulescu, 2015; 

Singer, 1981).  

This thesis explores the potential of “Green Nudging” to help us improve our response 

to the global environmental crisis. Nudging, as we will see, is a tool that can subtly alter 

behaviours and influence the patterns, but it also brings with it moral dilemmas. This thesis 

will explore whether nudging people for the sake of pro-environmental outcomes–green 

nudging–can be ethically justified. 

1.1. The State of the World and Climate Change:  

The latest report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the 

leading source of scientific information on the status of climate change, defines climate 

change as a rise in global temperatures unequivocally driven by human activities (IPCC, 

2023, p. 42). An increase in global temperatures destabilises various ecosystems, including 

the oceans, freshwater bodies, forests, and cryospheric systems, disrupting their ecological 

functions and causing substantial damage that is often irreversible (IPCC, 2023).  

As ecosystemic balance3 and human vulnerability are interdependent, climate change 

has indisputable implications for the present and the future well-being of human life on the 

planet (IPCC, 2022; Albert, 2022; IPCC, 2023). 

The mean increase in global temperatures of Earth’s atmospheric systems (in 2020) 

has been observed to be 1.1°C (or degrees Celsius) above pre-industrial levels, referred to as 

the period between 1850 and 1900. The report states with high confidence that surface 

 
3 Ecosystemic balance essentially refers to the well-being of the Earth’s ecosystems broadly, as well as the 
interconnectedness and interdependencies existing between all other smaller ecosystems, which are 
subcomponents of the planetary biosphere. To be healthy, these smaller ecosystems, ranging from forests to 
deserts, should be in a state of dynamic equilibrium. In other words, the well-being of one system has an impact 
on others. Disruptions in the ecosystemic balance caused by human-induced activities can trigger effects that 
compromise the well-being of the components of the ecosystems, such as humans and non-humans, as well as 
their ability to self-heal after disruptions (IPBES, 2019). 
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temperatures have been increasing at a faster rate since 1970, driven by human activities, 

compared to any fifty-year time frame in the past 2,000 years (IPCC, 2023). This trend 

emphasises the role of human activities as the main drivers of climate change, with their 

contribution to the issue becoming increasingly pervasive in recent decades.  

More than 99 per cent of peer-reviewed published scientific literature suggests that 

climate change is an anthropogenic (human-induced) issue (Lynas et al., 2021). This supports 

the evidence that human activities, such as the use of fossil fuels, industrial emissions, land 

and forest use, contribute to climate change. Over the centuries, humans have prioritised 

rampant economic development by using up natural resources such as oil, coal, natural gas, 

and timber (Singer, 2011). The extraction, processing, and use of these resources emit 

greenhouse gases (GHGs), such as carbon dioxide, hydrofluorocarbons, and methane, into the 

Earth’s atmosphere. The atmosphere, as a blanket that maintains the Earth’s temperature, 

traps GHGs, which increases surface temperatures, causing climate change (IPCC, 2023; 

IPCC, 2022). 

The current warming levels have already exceeded 1.5 °C, as reported by the World 

Meteorological Organisation4 (WMO) in 2024. This suggests that we may have already 

missed significant opportunities to address climate change5, while persistent threats to human 

well-being, biodiversity, and agroecosystems continue to escalate. Surpassing the 2°C 

threshold could trigger severe and irreversible consequences for both human societies and 

 
4 World Meteorological Organisation (WMO) is a specialised agency of the United Nations for providing 
scientifically backed information about climate, weather, and water resources related support to its members.  
5 The Paris Agreement aims to limit long-term global warming to well below 2 °C, with efforts to limit the rise 
at 1.5 °C. The Agreement to prevent warming over the long term between 1.5 °C and 2 °C has not been violated 
yet. The goal is to limit the increase “well-below 2 °C”. Climate models suggest that we have likely entered a 
20-year period in which the 1.5 °C average threshold will be crossed. Considering the current trends, the long-
term 1.5 °C limit is most likely to be crossed in the late 2020s or early 2030s.  
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ecosystems, including lethal heatwaves, Arctic ice melt, rising sea levels, and the extinction 

of many plant and animal species (United Nations Climate Summit, 2023).  

The consequences of rising surface temperatures are alarming. The IPCC report 

(2023) suggests, with high confidence, that there is evidence that human influence on 

environmental systems has increased the likelihood of compound events, such as droughts, 

heatwaves, precipitation, flooding, and tropical cyclones. These localised catastrophic events 

cause unprecedented harm to both human and non-human beings. Moreover, since the local 

ecosystems across the planet are interconnected and interdependent, such impacts can 

cascade into multiple stressors. For instance, a shift in rainfall patterns can affect other 

ecosystem services, such as land management or fisheries, subsequently leading to 

widespread changes in socio-economic systems and human livelihoods (Lawrence et al., 

2020).  There also remains a possibility of major existential threats resulting from cascading 

effects due to a rise in global surface temperatures, a scenario described to be grim by 

Integrated Assessment Models (IAMs) (Appleton, 2008). 

 This has implications for human lives and well-being. For instance, rapid flooding in 

the low-lying plains of Pakistan threatens millions of people with displacement and water-

borne diseases, and prolonged droughts result in starvation, conflict, and insecurity for people 

in the African sub-continent (Sajjad & Khan, 2025; Mishra, 2025).  Moreover, vulnerable 

communities, which have historically contributed less to climate change, are more at risk 

(IPCC, 2023; IPCC, 2022; Tol, 2009).  

At least 3.3 to 3.6 billion people worldwide live in areas highly vulnerable to climate 

change (IPCC, 2023, p. 51). Tropical countries like India are already dealing with severe 

climate impacts—over 64 per cent of its districts have experienced increasingly intense 

monsoon seasons, resulting in widespread flooding, destruction of homes, and agricultural 

losses compared to the 1982-2011 baselines (Council on Energy, Environment and Water, 
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2022). Moreover, heat-related productivity losses are projected to result in the equivalent of 

80 million full-time job losses globally by 2030, a trend which is already visible in India, 

where rising temperatures are leading to migration of rural agricultural workers toward urban 

areas in search of more stable livelihoods (Kuhn, 2025). Such disruptions in the Earth’s 

ecosystems are already causing, and will continue to cause, physical and mental suffering to 

the global population, unless radical steps to tackle climate change are taken  (IPCC, 2023; 

Padhy et al., 2015; Tol, 2009; Haines & Patz, 2004). 

The impact of climate change is experienced not just by the human population but 

also causes the loss of biodiversity across the planet. Intergovernmental Science-Policy 

Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) provides information and policy 

recommendations on climate-related biodiversity loss and the impact of climate change on 

human-nature interactions. By 2016, the report notes that more than 6,000 domesticated 

animal breeds used for food production had become extinct, and approximately 1,000 more 

species were threatened (IPBES, 2019). This is because nature6 has been significantly altered 

due to the effects of climate change. A warming of 1.5 °C to 2.0 °C would dramatically 

reduce the possibility of survival for countless species, especially those that are already 

vulnerable due to habitat loss, pollution, and the overexploitation of agroecosystems 

(IPBPES, 2019).  

As previously mentioned, the ecosystemic balance and vulnerability of living beings 

on the planet are interdependent (IPCC, 2022; Albert, 2022; IPCC, 2023). To put it another 

way, climate change does not occur in isolation. The effects of changing global surface 

temperatures, or the climate crisis, are felt and experienced across decades and are difficult to 

predict (IPCC, 2023; Nefsky, 2021; Garvey, 2011).  

 
6 The report defines the term ‘nature’ as embodying ‘different concepts for different people, including 
biodiversity, ecosystems, Mother Earth, systems of life and other analogous concepts’. (IBPES, 2019, p.10).   
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The effects are interlinked, cascading, and slow-moving7 (Gardiner, 2011). Not only 

are local ecosystems, such as forests, rivers, and plains, affected by the impact of climate 

change, but also the larger ecosystem that comprises them all, which is the Earth system. 

Therefore, understanding the nature of the climate crisis requires considering how it affects 

the beings on the planet, as well as their causal relationships and the correlations between 

them, together comprising the Earth System.  

Recognising this complex characteristic of the climate change problem, this thesis 

will argue for an ethical theory that values systems and their relationships, in Chapter 2. The 

following section outlines the nature of the issue, which is systemic and also complex. This 

complexity is best understood by examining how different systems created by humans and 

centred on humans, such as social and political systems, play a pivotal role in undermining 

efforts to address this crisis.

1.2. The Ecological Systems and the Normative Turn:  

The Earth can be characterised as a system—an intertwined and interconnected set of 

biophysical subsystems (such as biosphere, hydrosphere, cryosphere, lithosphere). Within 

this broader system, the ecological systems, the biosphere and its interactions, incorporate the 

system that sustains life and enables flourishing of both humans and non-humans. This is the 

system on which all known life depends.   

The Earth system has been co-evolving with human social systems (economies, 

technologies, cultures), which are dependent on the ecological system but also have an 

impact on its well-being. This is empirically the case and is also morally important, as all 

 
7 To say they are slow-moving means that the visible consequences of climate change, for humans, can take 
months and often decades to be visible. For instance, the melting of icebergs causes events such as changes in 
rainfall patterns and flooding. This process is slow and not easily comprehended by humans, who are 
evolutionarily more equipped to deal with immediate dangers. Chapter 3 expands on these limitations about 
human nature.  
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systems of value are dependent on the functioning of the ecological systems. This includes 

human moral, political, economic, and social systems that are embedded within the Earth 

system or the global environment. 

Human flourishing, to a large degree, depends on maintaining the health of the 

ecological system, which is only possible if the Earth remains hospitable to humans. Climate 

change threatens this possibility by rendering large parts of the planet uninhabitable, or at the 

very least by creating enormous hardships, making life for future generations much more 

difficult. As such, maintaining ecological systems is not only a practical concern but also a 

moral concern.   

Anything else that humans value–freedom, wealth, enlightenment, happiness–is at 

least somewhat dependent on the functioning of the ecological systems. Thus, as far as this 

thesis is concerned, ecological systems that are pivotal for maintaining the Earth’s systems 

are the systems of moral value. Nonetheless, action to keep ecological systems has been 

unsatisfactory.  

The fact that any ethical work focused on environmental well-being must take 

systems into account suggests that a system consequentialist position8 provides a helpful 

position. In short, in examining the climate crisis, we should focus our ethical lens on the 

consequences for the systems that support life.  

Furthermore, the system consequentialism that this thesis is concerned with also 

considers systems to have some objective goods, such as flourishing ecosystems, a stable 

climate, and healthy humans and biodiversity. These objective goods are essential for the 

pursuit of any other (objective) human goods, e.g. happiness, liberty, justice, etc. This 

 
8 A consequentialist theory of systems is formulated by Avram Hiller (2011, 2013). He focuses on developing 
system consequentialism as a fully consequentialist theory in environmental ethics. The tenets of this theory are 
discussed in detail in Chapter 2.  
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approach is system consequentialism, which holds that actions are right to the degree that 

they lead to good outcomes for the ecological systems9 (the systems that make possible 

objective human and non-human flourishing). 

1.3. Features of Systemic Failure and Climate Change:  

Whilst the scientific evidence that climate change causes unprecedented and morally 

concerning consequences is clear (as discussed), humanity’s collective response has been 

insufficient (Albert, 2022; Garvey, 2011). It is reasonable to wonder why so little has been 

done.10 As the problem of climate change is systemic in nature, various human-created 

systems, including social and political systems, play a role. Moreover, behavioural systems 

on both individual and collective scales, also influenced by existing political and economic 

mechanisms11, play a role in our inadequacy to address this issue.

1.3.1. Climate Change is in part a Behavioural Issue 

While the need for drastic political and economic measures to prevent such a global 

catastrophe cannot be overlooked, it is also important to recognise that the root of this failure 

lies in human behaviour, maladapted to address climate change. In other words, the factors 

that drive human behaviour are not well-adapted to prevent rapid global surface warming.  

Savulescu and Persson (2015) also note, “One central, neglected problem is that a 

significant cause of these problems [climate change] is human behaviour,… adapted to life in 

small, close-knit societies…” (p.338). This is to say that climate change is largely a 

behavioural issue as well. Thus, to understand the lack of collective response to prevent 

 
9 Chapter 2 formulates this philosophical position, which then informs an ethical defence of Green Nudging (GN), 
the focus of this study in Chapter 5.  
10 It is also possible that there is a deeper, conceptual problem that distorts how we perceive the world, e.g. an 
anthropocentric perspective that only places moral value on human benefits underpins our global institutions 
and collective and individual behaviours. To address climate change effectively, we must understand the 
psychological barriers preventing us from taking action, a topic explored in Chapter 3.  
11 Some views question the validity of the scientific evidence behind climate change (or climate change 
denialists), which also hinder effective action in this context.  
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climate change, we must focus on the underlying behavioural factors that continue to hold us 

back from mitigating climate change.  

Evolution has shaped our behaviour. Certain behaviours, such as caring for groups, 

ensuring all group members are treated fairly, and providing food and shelter to sick 

members whenever needed, have helped humans survive over time. While humans adapted 

these behaviours through evolution, they continue to shape our responses to the climate crisis 

today12 (Merz et al., 2023; Singer, 1981).  

Due to centuries of GHG emissions, we are now proceeding towards a full-blown 

crisis, while our impulses continue to be shaped by maladaptive behaviour. Our current 

psychological dispositions hinder our ability to address climate change, which requires us to 

prioritise long-term goals. These psychological traits are a proof that, despite the 

advancement of technology and science, our minds have not evolved sufficiently to 

comprehend the complex failures caused by climate change (Kaaronen, 2018). Such an 

evolutionary inertia is characterised by human tendencies adapted during evolutionary phases 

such as watching out for immediate attacks, short-term gratification, and self-interest that 

were adapted during evolutionary phases (Persson & Savulescu, 2017b, 2015). For instance, 

nations continue to invest in nuclear-weapon programs, arms, military, and missiles because 

they prepare them for immediate threats, but fail to show vigilance about the danger of 

climate change. Similarly, individuals from higher socio-economic groups continue to take 

private flights every other day without recognising the environmental impact resulting solely 

from their transportation choices. 

 
12 For instance, evolution shaped us to stay in groups to survive immediate dangers, accumulate resources to 
ensure survival, and prioritise procreation to continue the genetic lineage. These tendencies continue in today’s 
age, where we fail to psychologically grasp the severity of climate change and continue to amass wealth while 
thinking of the future benefits.  
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Apart from the complex social and political systems that are not well-adapted to 

address climate change, on an individual level, we continue to function as ‘self-interested 

utility maximisers’ (Merz, 2023, p. 8).  Currently, an average American citizen uses 175 

times more fossil fuel than their counterpart in the 1800s, and the statistics are likely to 

worsen with the growing global population (Merz, 2023; Nolt, 2011).  

Apart from psychological factors driving behaviour, one of the reasons why human 

behaviour fails to adapt is the excessive focus on economic growth.  For instance, India's 

population continues to grow, with near-term ambitions to achieve rapid economic growth. 

This suggests that an increase in population will lead to a significant rise in resource 

consumption and waste production. Moreover, such a growing economy would also be 

characterised by an average citizen striving to climb the socioeconomic ladder, leading to 

increased conspicuous consumption. The next subsection discusses this issue. 

1.3.2. Incompatibility with Economic Growth: 

Another reason why we have failed to address climate change so far is the persistent 

prioritisation of economic systems by humans, often at the expense of environmental harm. 

This prioritisation partly results from what Michael Albert (2022) calls a “continuationist” 

bias, an assumption that the existing model of economic growth can continue in the future 

without inhibiting the efforts to address climate change on a global scale.  

Such a bias undermines climate action. For instance, over the past five decades, the 

global population has doubled, while the world economy has grown four times faster, 

resulting in increased demand for energy and materials to meet the growing population’s 

needs (IPBPES, 2019, pp. 13-14). Most nations, including both the least developed countries 

and developing countries with growing populations, have ambitions to expand their economic 

activities, often at the expense of environmental harm (Gupta et al., 2024; IPBES, 2019). 
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Given this context, it is not possible to achieve the climate targets while continuing 

the current trajectory of economic growth (Albert, 2022). Economic growth is driven by and 

in turn increases production and consumption, contributing to continuous environmental 

degradation (Kirby, 2024; Albert, 2022). Such a continuationist assumption of economic 

growth focuses on resource-intensive production to meet demands and favours fossil fuel 

consumption, and thus, is incompatible with addressing climate change. Therefore, while the 

urgency of addressing climate change demands systemic transformations, the current 

economic systems resist such change13.  

One of the possibilities is to rapidly replace fossil fuels that cause GHG emissions 

with renewable or alternative energy sources, a hope found in almost all IPCC reports so far. 

Another possibility is to focus on the ‘Negative Emissions Technologies’ (NETs), such as 

Direct Air Capture, afforestation and reforestation, and regenerative agriculture (IPCC, 2023; 

Albert, 2022). These technologies and alternative energy sources, however, can achieve the 

climate targets only if the use of fossil fuels is phased out substantially (Gupta et al., 2024). 

An underlying difficulty in adopting such pathways is that there remains political resistance 

to implementing the necessary economic changes to prevent global warming from exceeding 

2 °C.  

1.3.3. Political Resistance: 

The existing political systems also hinder the pursuit of climate targets. There are 

many vested interests that will be disadvantaged, such as oil-rich states, intensive agriculture, 

the fossil fuel industry, fishing, mining, and logging. For instance, public choice theorists, 

 
13 While strategies like carbon pricing address misaligned incentives by internalising environmental costs, they 
function through economic mechanisms and do not directly engage with the psychological and behavioural 
dispositions that underlie climate-harming behaviour. GN complements such strategies by targeting the 
cognitive and motivational dimensions of behaviour that economic incentives cannot reach alone (Gravert & 
Shreedhar, 2022). 
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such as James Buchanan, contend that political institutions are driven by self-interested actors 

whose decisions often diverge from the ideals of public good (Aligica & Boetke, 2009).  

When small, organised groups benefit from specific policies, they have strong 

incentives to engage in rent-seeking, that is, using their power to extract benefits while 

imposing costs on others (Aligica & Boetke, 2009). In doing so, these groups exert influence 

over both local and global politics (Gupta et al., 2024; Carter, 2025). While there is lobbying 

on regional levels to influence policies, there is also a lack of political action on an 

international scale. Fossil-fuel giants also continue to enjoy an ‘outsized influence’ in 

international negotiations on the limits on GHG emissions and climate treaties, namely, 

UNFCCC talks on Corporate Accountability and COP talks, including the upcoming one in 

Brazil (Harvey, 2025; Gupta et al., 2024).  

In summary, the status quo human behaviour and human-constructed economic and 

political systems reveal the complexity of climate change as a systemic issue. Their 

relationship with the environment and influence on one another continue to harm the 

ecological systems, systems that are critical for the well-being of life on this planet. 

Moreover, this systemic failure is on a collective level. Climate change can be viewed 

as a “collective action problem” because there are billions of people and systems driven by 

humans that need to cooperate and work in conjunction with one another to tackle this issue 

substantially. This means that society can only benefit if individuals and groups cooperate, 

both now and across generations. 

This fact is particularly difficult for humans to confront. We can cause catastrophic 

harm unintentionally, through selfishness, or through a lack of constraint regarding spending, 

consumerism, political power, and industrial production. There are also evolutionary factors 

underlying this lack of comprehension (discussed in Chapter 3). As a result of these factors, 

the economic and technological systems we have built, which have global and 



 31 

intergenerational impacts, are anthropocentric and blind to how they stretch the planetary 

limits and degrade the ecological systems. The following subsection critiques this 

anthropocentric line of thinking and urges us to consider a non-anthropocentric stance.  

1.4. Reasoning behind the Systemic Failure:  

An anthropocentric perspective on the world has informed human response to climate 

change. A commitment to anthropocentrism holds that our moral obligations exist for the 

sake of human well-being (Des Jardins, 2001). Environmental philosophers argue that a 

human-centric ethics is an inconsistent moral position. They find no justifiable reasoning for 

holding humans as more valuable than other parts of nature. For instance, environmental 

utilitarian argue that many animals can experience pleasure and pain just like humans. Thus, 

if pain and pleasure are morally significant experiences, there is no reason why moral value 

cannot be extended to non-human beings subjected to pain because of environmental 

degradation. 

It has been argued that because humanity places no moral value on animals, the 

biosphere, or ecosystems, we do not care when we harm them. This lack of moral value 

means we don’t care for them; we are blind to the damage we do to the environment or its 

constituent members. Such a view is anthropocentric, which underlies the systemic issue of 

climate change.  

As anthropocentric approaches have failed to help us act decisively on this collective 

crisis, some environmental philosophers argue for a non-anthropocentric worldview. They 

call for approaches that value other living beings and flourishing systems. Non-

anthropocentric philosophers appeal to us to recognise the ‘weakness of current orthodoxy,’ 

which views conventional human good as valuable, thereby ignoring the interests and 

preferences of beings other than humans (Gardiner, 2011, p. 220). A non-anthropocentric 
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position extends our moral obligation beyond human beings. It urges us to consider other 

components of the natural world as morally valuable.  

However, even within non-anthropocentric views, there are different schools of 

thought. Non-anthropocentric views, such as those held by Peter Singer, Robin Attfield, and 

Paul Taylor, provide different reasons for holding the view that non-human beings are worthy 

of moral consideration.  

As a preference utilitarian, Peter Singer argues that, given that non-human animals are 

capable of feeling pleasure and pain, they have preferences for pleasure and avoidance of 

pain. Singer’s view is sentientism, developed in Animal Liberation (1975) and several other 

key texts. From this view, it is ethically impermissible to subject sentient beings to suffering 

by consuming their meat, keeping them in small, cramped cages, giving them electric shocks, 

and administering them with needles to test medicines and cosmetics for human benefits 

(Singer, 1975). Moreover, as emissions rise, global surface temperatures damage the 

ecosystems, such as forests, lakes, and rivers, on which these sentient beings rely for survival; 

our actions also impose harm on them. Singer’s (1975) view holds that obligations to address 

climate change exist because subjecting sentient beings to pain and suffering is morally 

wrong.  

Robin Attfield’s (2003, 2012)  non-anthropocentric view is inegalitarian 

biocentrism.14 His view differs from Singer’s (1975) position on the grounds that all living 

beings, including non-sentient and sentient beings, experience health, disease, and injury15. 

 
14 Attfield’s (2003, 2012) inegalitarian biocentrism posits that all living beings possess intrinsic value, but as an 
inegalitarian, he argues that different living things have varying moral worth. 
15 Sentientism considers the ability to feel pleasure and pain as the basis for moral worth. This account values 
non-sentient beings purely on instrumental grounds (Singer, 1975). This means that Singer’s position holds that 
we must value other non-sentient beings only to the extent their well-being is valuable for the sentient beings. 
While Singer (1975) does not hold his view to be inegalitarian, differentiating between moral consideration 
based on sentientism brings his position closer to Attfield’s (2003). This poses a problem for these two non-
anthropocentric views. For instance, in theory, both of these views can allow large-scale destruction of corals 
because they are seen as non-sentient to save a human who is sentient (according to Singer (1975)) or has a 
greater moral value according to biocentric inegalitarianism. 
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His account considers it morally valuable to prevent harm that compromises the well-being of 

other living beings, including humans.  

He writes, “...since beneficence is central to ethics, we should avoid inflicting harm 

and injury where there is no good reason to do so; in other words, living creatures matter 

even if they are not sentient” (Attfield, 2012, p.85). The core tenet of Attfield’s biocentrism 

inegalitarianism suggests that all living creatures have an intrinsic value; their life, conditions 

for flourishing, and attaining their good are intrinsically valuable (Attfield, 2012). That is, all 

living beings warrant moral consideration for their own sake and not on purely instrumental 

grounds.  

In contrast to Attfield, who focuses on the conditions for flourishing, Paul Taylor 

(1981) adopts an egalitarian position, arguing that a specific moral attitude, ‘respect for 

nature,’ serves as the central foundation of environmental ethics. He argues that we must 

recognise that each living thing, whether sentient or non-sentient, has a good of its own; 

recognising this and pursuing this intrinsic good is to revere ‘respect for nature’ (Taylor, 

1981). He writes, “To put it in a Kantian way, to adopt the attitude of respect for nature is to 

take a stance that one wills it to be a universal law for all rational beings.” (Taylor, 1981, 

p.05).  

In being an egalitarian, as opposed to Attfield (2003), Taylor16 (1981) holds that this 

tenet (respect for nature) requires us to hold every living being as equally worthy of respect, 

and one must act to uphold their good without exception. Such an obligation requires us to 

 
 
16 Taylor’s (1981) biocentric egalitarianism reveres ‘respect for nature’. Such an environmental ethic recognises 
that all living beings are “teleological centers of life” (Taylor, 1981, p.09). This is an Aristotelian influence on 
Taylor’s work, where the Greek word telos translates to purpose, goal, or end (Des Jardins, 2001). The core idea 
of Taylor’s ethic is that every living being has an inherent worth because it has an objective good of its own, or 
a telos, regardless of whether it is consciously aware of it. Moreover, humans are not inherently superior to other 
beings (Taylor, 1981). Based on these two premises —the inherent worth of every being and the rejection of 
human beings as a superior species —Taylor (1981) argues for an environmental ethic that grants equal moral 
standing to all living beings. Taylor (1981) focuses on the moral status of each living organism rather than 
ecosystems. This means that his account excludes non-living entities like rocks, soil, and sand, unless their well-
being contributes to the “ecological niche or function” of living beings (Des Jardins, 2001, p. 141). 
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consider the interests of all affected beings, resulting from a universal duty to act with 

reverence for nature.   

All these non-anthropocentric positions, sentientism, inegalitarian biocentrism, and 

egalitarian biocentrism, have different reasons for arguing that a moral obligation to preserve 

the environment exists. However, all of these positions are individualistic in nature. Climate 

change is a systemic issue, as shown. To capture the systemic nature of the crisis, we require 

an ethical theory that considers systems as morally valuable.  

These positions discussed above ignore an essential aspect: the relationship between 

different components of the system. This is specifically important concerning climate change, 

where human influence trickles down the various components of the ecosystems to result in 

the catastrophic effects of climate change. This influence stems from the complex 

interactions and relationships between ecological systems and human-made systems. 

 Thus, it is only logical and morally important to care for not only components of the 

ecosystem, but also their shared relationship with one another. Because individualistic 

perspectives, even when non-anthropocentric, tend to overlook these systemic relationships, 

they do not provide a suitable basis for preserving good consequences for ecological systems. 

At this point, ecocentrism offers a more compelling moral position. 

Ecocentric perspectives in ethics place intrinsic value on the well-being of living and 

non-living natural objects and their relationships (Des Jardins, 2000). An ecocentric position 

requires that “Wilderness areas, forests, wetlands, prairies, and lakes are valuable in their 

own right and deserve moral consideration” (Des Jardins, 2000). Such a view is ‘holistic’ in 

the sense that nature is viewed in its wholeness. Instead of prioritising the life forms, an 

ecocentric approach considers how they interact as a system and how one being’s existence 

and behaviour influence other beings within the system.  
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Different ecocentric approaches, such as Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic (1949) and Arne 

Naess's Deep Ecology (1973), argue for prioritising ecosystems (and thus their components 

and underlying relationships), as they possess a moral value and good of their own by virtue 

of their relationships and interdependencies. From this view, an action is right if it contributes 

to the ecosystemic well-being (its conditions for flourishing and integrity). Thus, an 

ecocentric position captures the nature of the climate crisis by considering ecosystems as 

morally valuable17.  

From this view, we have a responsibility to act in ways that uphold the relationships 

and interdependencies between different ecological systems and their components, as these 

are all morally valuable.  Whilst such arguments are persuasive to some, they have not yet 

found mainstream philosophical acceptance, let alone outside the realms of academia. Indeed, 

these ecocentric positions can be criticised for neglecting human happiness or undervaluing 

human freedom and autonomy. In Chapter 2, a system consequentialist theory that reconciles 

such human goods with ecological goods will be outlined. Subsequently, this claim about 

reconciliation will be validated across various parts of this dissertation (for instance, 

subsection (4.4.4) on principled autonomy and Chapter 6 on trust).  

Regardless of their adequacy in capturing the systemic nature of the climate crisis, 

lines of reasoning–both anthropocentric and non-anthropocentric–require us to recognise a 

collective moral obligation to address climate change. From both perspectives, we are 

morally blameworthy if we allow this crisis to worsen and take no action. Anthropocentric 

reasoning leads to a weaker moral obligation, which may not prompt us to reconsider our 

relationship with the environment. An obligation resulting from a non-anthropocentric, 

ecocentric position is stronger and more adequate for our context because it values the 

 
17 This point is explored in more detail in the next chapter in 2.4.3.  
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ecosystemic goods and their interrelationships. The nature of such an ecocentric obligation is 

outlined in the following subsection. 

So far, the chapter has shown how climate change is a systemic problem. An 

anthropocentric position is short-sighted, for it only focuses on humans, ignoring their 

relationship with the ecosystems. This anthropocentric worldview can be overcome by 

embracing an ethical approach informed by systems-based thinking, which is essentially an 

ecocentric ethic in action. As this approach focuses on the value of upholding systemic 

goodness and addressing climate change requires considering systems as morally valuable, it 

provides both the correct ethical position and a practical one.  

1.5. Human Moral Obligation:  

There are uncontroversial moral reasons to act in response to the climate crisis. This 

subsection focuses on human moral obligation arising from these reasons. First, it shows why 

such an obligation exists. To have an obligation is to have a duty or a responsibility grounded 

in moral reasoning. Second, it outlines how this obligation emerges from participation in the 

systemic harm caused by human actions. Third, it outlines factors that determine the strength 

of this obligation.  

1.5.1. Why do we have a moral obligation? 

The destruction of ecosystems and human livelihoods constitutes clear and 

foreseeable harm; climate injustice distributes that harm unequally, disproportionately 

affecting those least responsible; and our collective agency as a species renders us 

accountable for addressing it. The fundamental principles of not harming or causing injustice 

establish a moral obligation to mitigate and adapt to climate change. 

Harm. If we accept, as Adriana Placani does, “we have a prima facie duty not to 

cause foreseeable and reasonably avoidable harm.” (2025, p. 80), then we have a duty to 

prevent the harm caused due to climate change. This collective obligation is founded on the 
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principle of non-maleficence, a relatively uncontroversial principle. Climate change is a 

human-induced problem. The reports from IPCC and other scientific bodies are unambiguous 

and highly confident that climate change has already caused some extent of irreversible harm 

to the Earth’s ecosystems18. As humans are responsible for this harm, they are already 

morally blameworthy and have certain remedial moral obligations (Placani, 2025). To say 

that we have remedial obligations19 is to acknowledge that we are witnessing a collapse of the 

ecosystems and are in a position to prevent the conditions from worsening.  

The moral imperative to prevent this harm falls on the collective. If we act 

collectively, we can significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions and, consequently, 

substantially mitigate climate-related harms. Thus, our collective obligation exists because 

we can prevent climate harm through actions such as reframing our economic and political 

mechanisms, engaging in environmental activism, and implementing large-scale behavioural 

transitions. Moreover, to the extent that imposing such a collective harm is avoidable20, we 

are morally guilty if we impose it (Placani, 2025).  

Injustice. Another reason why we have an obligation is that our actions have an 

unjust impact on certain climate-vulnerable groups. Other living beings, such as flying foxes 

 
18 For instance, over 50 percent of the Arctic Sea ice has melted since 1979. Certain natural processes, like 
pollination and carbon sequestration have been compromised in a way that is not reversible in the foreseeable 
future (IPCC, 2022).  
19 To say we have a remedial obligation is to point out that there is still hope to remedy the environmental 
damage from developing into a full-scale existential crisis, which can compromise the survival of the natural 
world and humans. This means that we have to take the responsibility of subduing the damage caused by the 
past generations. It also means that we leave the scepticism about whether future generations will continue to 
uphold the moral norms we follow in fulfilling these obligations. Both of these points, regarding taking moral 
blame for the past and disregarding scepticism about future behaviour, are debatable. Nonetheless, to accept that 
we have such obligations is the most conducive position to minimise the harm caused by climate change. In 
prescribing collective obligation or individual obligation, I am in fact, referring to a remedial collective or a 
remedial individual obligation.  
20 To say that the harm is avoidable means that our collective actions can minimise the risk of such harm. This 
possibility is unambiguous in scientific reports on climate change. Whether this harm is avoidable on an 
individual level is a complex issue in relation to individual moral obligations (Nefsky, 2019). It requires looking 
into the historical, causal, and epistemic aspects of personal habits in relation to climate change. I take this up in 
the next subsection.  
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and corals, are already experiencing mass deaths. They have nothing to do with the climate 

crisis, yet they bear the consequences of human actions.  

Moreover, this injustice is also faced by other humans. For instance, to date, the 

wealthiest quarter of the human population is responsible for three-quarters of emissions that 

contribute to global temperature rise (Merz et al., 2023; Silva, 2022). The benefits are reaped 

by the wealthy, whilst the poor bear the costs. More than 3.6 billion people worldwide live in 

climate-vulnerable regions (IPCC, 2023). The increased effects of climate change will not 

only lead to direct suffering but will also result in conflicts between vulnerable regions over 

the acquisition of natural resources (Albert, 2022). These trends are unsettling and signal an 

uncertain future characterised by instability and suffering for certain groups more than others.  

This injustice also affects future generations, who are at risk. The same scientific 

report, with high confidence, states that the extent of global mean temperatures experienced 

by future generations depends on the “choices now and in the near term” (IPCC, 2023, p. 6). 

This question about whether we should act or not, considering the benefits for future 

generations, gives rise to the intergenerational debate. 

Current generations are in a position to exploit the resources meant for future 

generations. This is to say that our position generates an asymmetric power over the future 

generations (Gardiner, 2011). This means that the way we act in the present state has 

implications for people in the future. As our collective actions can cause resource shortages 

and extreme weather events that impose suffering on non-human beings, vulnerable 

populations, and future generations, we have a collective moral obligation to act. 

Much of the scientific evidence does indicate that human behaviour can mitigate 

climate change. This means that objective avoidability of the climate crisis is possible, as also 

accepted by Adriana Placani (2025). As our collective response to address climate change can 

either improve or worsen the world’s situation in the face of climate change, irrespective of 



 39 

which of the two reasons (harm or injustice) we accept, we have a collective moral 

obligation. 

1.5.2. The Nature of the Obligation:  
 

As a result of this collective obligation, on an individual level, we have a moral 

responsibility to act in addressing climate change. This view is possible by appealing to a 

system-based or a putative group-based view.  

There are two reasons why individual obligations result from the systemic view. First, 

one’s actions belong to a bigger system that has a significant climate impact. Scholars like 

Hiller (2011), Robertson (2021), and Placani (2025) appeal to look at individual behaviour as 

happening within a system.  The significance of one’s actions is determined by the broader 

system in which they take place. For instance, even though one’s drive does not directly lead 

to visible climate harms, such as the death of polar bears, one’s actions belong to a ‘GHG-

emitting driving system’ that melts the icebergs, leading to habitat loss, which ultimately 

leads to starvation and death of polar bears (Hiller, 2011). Therefore, one’s actions are part of 

a larger system that causes climate harm and cannot be viewed as separate from the harm 

inflicted by that system. 

Second, one’s behaviour underlies a series of behaviours that have implications for 

the environment. So one’s actions inevitably initiate a process of systemic harm. For instance, 

our impact extends beyond our carbon footprint. Nielsen et al. (2021b) argue that certain 

individuals, often those belonging to higher socio-economic groups, influence the behaviour 

of others. These individuals not only act as citizens, but also as decision-makers in 

organisations, investors, consumers, and role models (Nielsen, Nicholas, et al., 2021b). This 

suggests that the rippled effects of individual actions can influence others, either by setting an 

example or by justifying environmentally responsible or harmful behaviour. 
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Hiller (2011) suggests that when discussing individual obligations, the motivation to 

change behaviour can be tapped by appealing to the cumulative benefits possible by 

improving systems, which comprise a loosely connected group21 of humans having an 

environmental impact. In a similar sense, Placani (2025) also argues that if we are a part of a 

putative group that is responsible for larger collective harm, we are morally obligated to take 

responsibility to cease membership of that group or minimise our impact as much as possible 

(e.g. by reducing GHG emissions). 

To put it simply, if individual acts are causal in driving the systems that contribute to 

climate change, then one’s moral obligation is a derivative of the collective obligations 

shared by those within these systems. For example, a person driving a gas-guzzling SUV is 

part of a broader group of individuals who rely on personal transportation, contributing to 

climate harm. Similarly, when someone drives an expensive SUV, they also serve as an 

aspirational figure, shaping the behaviour of those around them.  

Individual acts of climate harm cumulate into a collective harm, forming informal and 

often unidentified putative groups whose collective behaviour exerts a systemic 

environmental impact (Placani, 2025). Thus, individual obligation results from one’s 

participation and impact within a system, characterised as a structured group, such as a 

corporation, or an unstructured group, like a neighbourhood. 

Collectively, we have obligations arising from a duty to maintain the systems. As 

individuals, we are then obliged to act in ways that will maintain these systems, even if our 

individual acts seem negligible.22 

 
21 In saying that one violates the moral obligation as a ‘group’, I mean that each individual is loosely connected 
as a group. Some common properties of each individual’s actions in that group result in a cumulative effect, 
which imposes significant climate harm. 
22 An extensive literature exists on this issue, highlighting the problems with assigning responsibilities on an 
individual scale. For instance, the proportionality issue is that the reference to the amount of climate harm is 
insufficient to make a case for individual obligation (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2003). From the viewpoint of crossing 
discriminatory thresholds, the fraction of environmental harm imposed on a personal level is too small to 
generate moral concerns (Garvey, 2011). From a systems-based perspective, one’s obligations exist due to the 
virtue of being complicit in systemically imposed harm.   
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1.5.3. What does this obligation require us to do?   

The causal complexity of climate systems makes it hard to assign responsibility to 

individual agents, while collective action problems obscure the link between individual action 

and collective outcomes. For instance, Nefsky (2021) compares the GHG emissions of a gas-

guzzling SUV from a person who lives a lavish and carbon-intensive lifestyle versus 

someone who occasionally takes her Camry out a few times a year for a drive. To say that 

both actions are equally blameworthy is unfair. A similar view is also held by Nefsky (2021), 

Placani (2025), Hiller (2011), and Robertson (2021), who hold that an ‘imperfect moral 

obligation’ exists on an individual level. 

From a systems-based approach, humans (acting within economic, political, and 

social systems) have obligations that emerge from their impact on the ecological system, 

which is the foundation of all other functioning systems. We are embedded beings, existing 

simultaneously as part of multiple systems, both ecological and man-made. However, the 

intensity, that is, whether the obligation for an individual to act is strong or weak, depends on 

several factors, some of which are discussed below.  

Patterns of Behaviours. The moral wrongness of one’s actions can be determined 

based on how they have acted in the past, not just at an instance or in isolation. This follows 

an ‘imperfect’ obligation to avoid acting in “ways that when enough of us act, great harm or 

injustice results—enough of the time” (Nefsky, 2021, p. 212). Not all actions with an 

environmental impact are morally blameworthy to the same extent. The moral obligation 

extends to patterns of behaviour, which, when repeated, significantly contribute to climate 

change (Placani, 2025; Nefsky, 2021). 

Awareness. The extent of awareness about one’s role in contributing to climate 

change also plays a role in the degree to which one violates one’s individual moral obligation. 
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In emphasising the intensity of this obligation, Placani (2025) argues that individuals who 

knowingly contribute to climate change have, inter alia, a personal moral obligation to 

minimise their environmental impact.  

Humans struggle to have awareness about their moral obligation because climate 

change is a complex and dynamic process. The temperature shifts driven by climate change 

are challenging for people to comprehend, calculate, and predict (Kaaronen, 2018). One of 

the reasons why this has not been possible is because humans do not understand how their 

behaviour is a causal-driver of climate change, lack the moral will to act sustainably at all 

times (see also Singer, 1972), and tend to feel less guilty for not acting to address collective 

action problems (Savulescu & Persson, 2017a; Singer, 1972; Singer, 2008). Chapter 3 

considers the psychological factors that underlie this limitation of human behaviour in 

practice, and examines whether nudging can provide a solution. 

Improving behavioural outcomes, patterns, and awareness is necessary to mitigate 

climate change in the long term. This can be done at a collective level (i.e., at the level of 

states, markets, etc.) or at the individual level. Obviously enough, individual changes will 

play a role in leading to collective behavioural changes.   

Individuals acting on their moral obligation will involve reducing GHG emissions 

through direct changes, such as driving less, flying less, or reducing their meat consumption. 

However, simply acting is not enough, considering the state of climate change (Nielsen et al., 

2021a; Nielsen et al., 2024). Along with direct changes, indirect influences, such as our 

socio-economic privilege, can motivate others to reduce their climate impact (Nielsen et al., 

2021b). In practice, driving behavioural shifts, developing moral motivation, and awareness 

about one’s behaviour have proven to be a Herculean task for governments, international 

organisations, and groups (Nielsen, Nicholas, et al., 2021a; Lehner et al., 2016).  
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As such, it appears that there exists an obligation to consider “Green Nudging” (GN), 

i.e. nudging designed to promote environmentally beneficial behaviours. GN can help us 

prevent harm and achieve better systemic outcomes for both humanity and non-human 

nature.  Ergo, we have an obligation to pursue it. GN is a strategy that can not only drive 

behavioural change towards climate-friendly solutions but also lead to increased awareness 

about our relationship with the environment, and subsequently help us fulfil our moral 

obligation in addressing the issue.  

1.6. Green Nudging as a Solution:  

Nudging has been developed as a distinct strategy to improve behavioural outcomes–

informed by behavioural sciences and psychology. Nudging was popularised by Thaler and 

Sunstein (2008) in their book, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and 

Happiness. They define a nudge as an intervention that “alters people’s behaviour in a 

predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic 

incentives” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008, p. 6). To nudge is to influence one’s choices towards 

better decisions through stimuli or changes in the decision-making context (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2008; Savulescu & Persson, 2012). The precise definition of what constitutes a 

nudge has been a point of debate amongst scholars working in this field. Simply put, to nudge 

someone is to change the way they perceive their choices at a given time, by highlighting 

specific options, providing them with information, appealing to their moral values, or 

appealing to social norms. GN, then, in the same way as nudges, improves behaviour to 

accomplish pro-environmental outcomes. Chapter 3 discusses the scope of nudging and GN 

in relation to this thesis.  

Considering the urgency of improving our response to climate change, influencing 

human behaviour is a pragmatic starting point. A focus on individual behaviour change is 

feasible, timely, and useful. GN can potentially act as systemic interventions that shift 
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collective behavioural patterns, making our human systems functionally efficient in 

upholding ecological well-being. Thus far, philosophical and religious education has only had 

limited success in making us “more environmental”, but GN may offer the possibility of 

helping align individual and collective behaviour with the maintenance of ecosystemic goods 

in three ways: behavioural change, awareness, and cognitive shift.   

First, GN directs individuals toward environmentally friendly behaviour by 

influencing areas like mobility, energy, and food habits (Lenzi et al., 2016). For example, 

personalised energy feedback for mobility reduced GHG emissions by 19-35% in Japan (Fuji 

& Taniguchi, 2006). For further context, in this study, participants completed surveys and 

travel diaries, consenting to be nudged through strategies such as personal feedback and 

social norms (Fuji & Taniguchi, 2006).  

Similarly, reducing plate size in a Nordic hotel chain resulted in a 15-20% reduction 

in food waste (Kallbekken & Sælen, 2013). Moreover, specific categories of GN are directed 

towards reducing meat consumption, because the procurement and processing of meat 

contribute to climate change. Within controlled environments, such as canteens and 

restaurants, nudges that alter the visibility of meat-based options, communicate social norms, 

and simplify information have shown promise in influencing food consumption behaviour 

(Lehner et al., 2016). These studies serve as examples of how GN is effective in changing 

behaviours for climate change mitigation (in Chapter 3).  

Second, GN can help individuals become aware of how their actions contribute to a 

series of actions that cause climate harm. For instance, leveraging social norms based on user 

data, incorporating reflection along with the use of defaults or personalised nudging are some 

of the strategies that have sought to reform the communication of the climate change agenda 

through nudging and behavioural insights (Banerjee & John, 2021; DellaValle & Sareen, 

2020). Framing information in a manner that informs an individual of personal benefits and 
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reducing emissions due to an action informs environmental decision-making in individuals 

being nudged (Cappa et al., 2020). 

Similarly, nudging can be a powerful way to visualise the effect of one’s actions on 

the behaviour of others. With the advancement of intelligent technology, GN can be 

personalised through the Internet of Things (IoT) (Ranchordas, 2019). This means that 

aspects of one’s daily life, such as driving, travelling, food consumption, and shopping, can 

be tailored through lifestyle applications without incurring monetary costs, ultimately 

minimising one’s negative impact on the environment and raising awareness about their 

environmental footprint.   

Third, on a psychological level, nudging can reconfigure how humans perceive their 

contribution to climate change, ultimately helping us win the ‘cognitive war’ with this 

collective crisis (Kaaronen, 2018). Kaaronen (2018) uses this term to refer to the 

psychological struggle of humans to come to terms with the state of climate change and its 

transition into a global crisis. Nudging can help us shift the way we perceive our relationship 

with the environment, and thus reframe our understanding of the moral responsibilities in 

addressing climate change (Kaaronen, 2018; Hukkinen, 2016).  

For instance, Kaaronen’s (2018) example illustrates how this reconfiguration is 

possible. A daily activity, such as buying groceries from a supermarket, is perceived by 

humans as the goal of buying certain items. A reconfigured cognitive system would perceive 

shopping not as a single activity, but rather as a series of interconnected events that have a 

systemic impact. Shopping is viewed as a process where one chooses the means of 

transportation to use, the products to purchase, and the environmental impact of such 

consumption and disposal, among other factors. This shift is possible through nudging 

strategies that can address two psychological limitations that obscure our awareness of 

climate-related harms due to our choices. This proposal of a shift in human psychology and 
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subsequent changes in behaviour form part of this examination that explores the ethics of 

GN.

1.7. Conclusion: 

This chapter explored how climate change is a behavioural issue. It argued that the 

failure to respond to the climate crisis appropriately is a lapse in following both collective 

and individual moral obligations. In what follows, the next chapter (Chapter 2) formulates the 

theory of Environmental System Consequentialism, which is essentially a ‘rule-based 

objective list system consequentialism’. This is the primary theoretical apparatus used in this 

thesis to frame the climate crisis and propose an ethical framework for GN. 

Chapter 3 examines how GN can be effective in addressing psychological factors that 

impede effective climate action. Despite the potential, there are ethical concerns associated 

with the use of GN, which will be outlined in Chapter 4. This chapter will also explore whether 

the severity of the climate crisis justifies overlooking some of these ethical issues.  

With these two arguments–individual obligation to address climate change and the 

effectiveness of GN–I can offer a system consequentialist defence (Hiller 2014, 2016) of GN 

in Chapter 5. This chapter argues that an ethical justification of GN does not lie only in 

isolated behavioural changes, but in how these behavioural shifts improve systemic outcomes 

in mitigating climate change. This systemic justification is driven by the potential of GN to 

(1) change behaviours, (2) improve awareness about the ethical implications of one’s 

behaviour, and (3) drive the cognitive shift to enhance human relationships with the natural 

world.  

The thesis then examines the system of nudging between two parties, arguing that 

trust between the person being nudged (the nudgee) and the agency using nudges (the nudger) 

generates the conditions required for ethically justifiable GN in Chapter 6. Such a proposal 
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would be of interest to pragmatists, environmental philosophers, and policymakers alike who 

strive to improve pro-environmental behaviour. Lastly, Chapter 7 provides procedural 

recommendations for designing effective GN and illustrates communication strategies that 

can embed GN into a self-governance framework.  
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Chapter 2. Environmental System Consequentialism 

As illustrated in Chapter 1 (1.3), the effects of climate change are systemic stressors 

to the Earth system. Different subsystems, e.g., ecosystems, atmospheric systems, economic 

systems, and political systems, that belong to and are interconnected in the Earth system 

experience the consequences of human actions. A fact, then, is apparent: human activities 

undermine the well-being of all these systems.  

Human contributions to climate change lead to bad consequences for the Earth system 

overall, marked by ecological instability, economic and social stressors, and biodiversity loss. 

Arguably, the nature of the problem prescribes a consequentialist approach. As GN may help 

mitigate this threat to the functioning of ecological systems, which directly bear the effects of 

human actions, we need to consider whether GN constitutes an ethical strategy for navigating 

this global challenge.   

In this chapter, I argue for Environmental System Consequentialism (ESC), the 

theoretical apparatus for looking at the climate crisis, which is then applied to develop an 

ethical framework for GN (in Chapter 5). To develop ESC in this chapter, the reasoning for 

consequentialism and systems-based thinking for climate change is explored (2.1), the 

methods of assessment (in the consequentialist schools of thought) (Section 2.2), and 

measures of consequentialist values are also outlined (Section 2.3).  Then, a pluralistic 

consequentialist approach, ESC, is formulated (2.4).  It is shown how ESC provides a basis 

for considering ecosystems as morally valuable, providing a coherent consequentialist 

position for examining the role of human actions in contributing to climate change.  

2.1. Consequentialism and Climate Change:  

 Climate change is a moral issue because it involves practical concerns and normative 

concerns (discussed in Chapter 1): it raises the questions of right and wrong about what 
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actions can prevent bad consequences for humans and ecological systems together in the 

present as well as future. As climate change involves immediate and long-term harms to 

complex and interdependent systems (as well as beings who are dependent on those systems), 

an outcome-focused consequentialist position about systems is well-suited for examining the 

climate crisis.  

For consequentialists, the morality of an act is based on whether the consequences (or 

the state of affairs) resulting from that action are morally good or bad. Simply put, 

consequentialism commits us to the position that an action is morally right based on whether 

the consequences resulting from that action are good.  “Consequentialism, as its name 

suggests, is simply the view that normative properties depend only on consequences” 

(Sinnott-Armstrong, 2023) and, 

…the most prominent example is probably consequentialism about the moral 

rightness of acts, which holds that whether an act is morally right depends only on the 

consequences of that act or of something related to that act, such as the motive behind 

the act or a general rule requiring acts of the same kind. (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2023, 

para. 01).   

In other words, for consequentialists, an action is morally justified if it leads to the 

best possible outcomes or state of affairs.  

Other traditional moral theories that focus solely on character or duties struggle to 

capture the full complexity of climate change as a systemic problem. For instance, there are 

three distinct reasons why a deontological framework such as Paul Taylor's (1981) faces 

limitations. First, by ascribing equal moral standing to all organisms, an egalitarian rights-

based approach is likely to result in irresolvable rights conflicts. As climate change is a 

deeply intertwined and systemic problem, trade-offs are unavoidable. Second, trading-off is 

further complicated by the fact that deontological frameworks consider individual rights and 
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duties as a primary unit of moral concern, whereas climate change is a systemic issue. When 

moral accountability is distributed across collective, cumulative, and generational actions 

rather than individual agents, deontological frameworks can lead to accountability deficits. 

Third, merely focusing on rules can impede effective response due to dynamic and slow-

moving character of climate change. For these reasons, even though deontological insights on 

autonomy are valuable to ESC (as we will see in Chapter 5), a consequentialist framework 

seems better suited for navigating the systemic nature of climate change.  

Similarly, given the urgency of climate change, relying solely on character 

development by adopting a virtue-based position is impractical for two reasons. First, virtue 

ethics poses a traceability issue: when GN operate at population-levels, it is difficult to assess 

whether GN truly foster virtue or not. Second, a virtue-based position is better suited to 

evaluating long-term character development rather than immediate outcomes, yet the urgency 

of climate change requires immediate measures as well.  

A consequentialist position can look at GN based on their immediate outcomes and 

their ability to foster virtues that are instrumental for good consequences. This is not to say 

that virtue ethics cannot provide a systemic defence of GN. Nonetheless, an ESC position is 

preferable because it is more pragmatic and direct than a deontological or virtue-ethical 

position in considering systemic outcomes. The climate crisis is urgent and arises from the 

interplay of ecological and human systems and therefore demands a moral perspective 

capable of analysing systems as such.  

For such reasons, a consequentialist framework, Environmental System 

Consequentialism,  is adopted in this thesis. Without dismissal of the deontological or virtue-

based positions (which can be compatible with ESC to some extent), the systemic and 

outcome-focused nature of the climate crisis calls for a consequentialist framework. 

However, it is worth acknowledging that a consequentialist position has its own drawbacks 
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regarding measurability of systemic outcomes and assumptions about human nature and 

collective agency, which this thesis acknowledges, works within, and yet does not fully 

resolve. Chapter 3 explores whether a change in human nature and subsequently in collective 

agency is possible through GN, but the proposal remains pragmatic rather than definitive.  

Having argued for a consequentialist framework, it is also necessary to consider the 

relationship between ESC and the ecocentric line of thought. Ecocentric approaches, such as 

in the works of philosophers like Arne Naess (2005) and Holmes Rolston III (2011), 

prescribe moral judgements on the basis of how they contribute to the ecosystems. ESC 

adapts the line of thinking reflected in ecocentric thought–the idea that ecosystems hold 

intrinsic value–while grounding ESC in a consequentialist framework.  

Nonetheless, despite emerging from an ecocentric approach, ESC is different from 

traditional ecocentric approaches for three reasons. First, Naess’s appeal for deeper 

transformation through ‘oneness’ or Rolston’s focus on holism do not provide a normative 

guide about how individual and collective actions should be directed to mitigate the climate 

crisis. This poses a limitation when the goal is to assess whether an individually-focused 

strategy like GN can be ethically justified to address the collective crisis of climate change. 

Second, by fully rejecting anthropocentrism, these approaches do not adequately frame 

human moral accountability23 in the face of the climate crisis, a problem that is anthropogenic 

in nature and requires human intervention to be resolved. Third, ecocentric theories, although 

they value ecosystems, are so radical in their scope and conditions that, arguably, they are 

unlikely to be politically or socially acceptable at any time in the near future. For instance, 

these positions may subscribe to some radical ways to address the problem of climate change, 

like reducing the human population by killing, coercing humans not to procreate, or shutting 

 
23 For instance, these ecocentric approaches do not prescribe what we ought to act in our everyday life to tackle 
a problem that is so systemic and deeply embedded in our daily lives.  
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down all activities that have an environmental impact (and leaving a great number of people 

in dire social and economic circumstances) (Hiller, 2013) 

In looking at climate change, we need a moral theory grounded in systems thinking — 

one that evaluates behaviours, attitudes, and obligations in terms of the extent to which 

actions contribute to good outcomes at the ecosystemic level. ESC therefore synthesises 

ecocentric moral concern for ecosystems in a consequentialist framework that can guide 

human action, preserving what ecocentrism gets right while providing the normative 

framework it lacks. 

In other words, in considering moral dilemmas, we should try to think about which 

ecosystemic and other human-centric systemic goods are at stake and how they can be 

preserved. The aim in this chapter is to achieve a balance between ecocentrism and 

anthropocentric values, and to provide a synthesis that will serve as the pragmatic basis for 

human action in response to climate change, whilst also focusing on the intrinsic value of 

ecosystems. 

This chapter will argue for a pluralistic consequentialist theory of ecological systems 

that provides a coherent and rational basis for acting ethically. This is to say that the version 

of system consequentialism formulated in this chapter maximises the good outcomes for the 

ecological systems, but at the same time upholds what is morally good for the other valuable 

systems for reasons discussed in 2.4.2.  In short, the version of ESC developed in this chapter 

is both practical and plausible for responding to the climate crisis. 

For the sake of this dissertation, this is important because it provides a set of 

principles to examine whether GN is ethically justified. When considering GN as a response 

to climate change, it is essential that we consider both what is beneficial for ecological 

systems, whilst also considering the functioning and stability of human systems that subsist 

on these.  This means that a defence of GN from this position will establish GN as a tool that 
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maximise the good outcomes for the ecological systems, while at the same time providing 

conditions that preserve other systems necessary for human well-being (this theory is applied 

to GN in Chapter 5).  

2.2. Indirect and Direct Consequentialism:  

There are two ways of evaluating consequences: an indirect or a direct form of 

consequentialism. A direct consequentialist, or a global direct consequentialist, holds that the 

moral quality of something (an action, a motive, or a virtue) depends on its consequences, as 

opposed to the consequences of everything else (the agent’s motives, rules, or virtues) 

(Sinott-Armstrong, 2003). A direct consequentialist about motives will find a motive to be 

morally justified if it leads to the best consequences. The most common form of direct 

consequentialism is Jeremy Bentham’s act utilitarianism, which holds that an act is morally 

justified depending on whether it maximises pleasure or minimises pain, which are 

consequentialist values for a utilitarian position. 

 An indirect consequentialist holds that the moral justification of something (a motive, 

virtue, or rule) depends on the consequences of something else (Sinott-Armstrong, 2003). For 

example, an indirect consequentialist about motives would argue that an action is morally 

right if it stems from a motive that generates the best possible outcomes. A prominent form of 

indirect consequentialism is rule consequentialism, which evaluates actions based on the 

consequences of the rules that permit them (although John Stuart Mill is often associated with 

ideas resembling rule utilitarianism) (Kuusela, 2011; Sinott-Armstrong, 2003). Rule 

utilitarianism holds that an act is morally right if it results from a rule that leads to the best 

state of affairs, by maximising pleasure or minimising pain, or satisfying a person's 

preferences insofar as they are compatible with others’ preferences being satisfied. 
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Importantly, this means that an act is permissible when it follows a rule that maximises good 

rather than focusing on the actual outcomes of the act. 

 Most consequentialists maintain that it is better to follow general rules that have been 

established to maximise the good, rather than assessing every action in terms of direct 

outcomes (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2023). These rules might focus on maximising good motives, 

virtues, welfare, preference satisfaction, or a system to achieve good consequences. This is 

known as indirect consequentialism.  

Rules can work as guides in law, governance, or administration to help us maximise 

the good outcomes. An indirect form of consequentialism is generalisable (Sinnott-

Armstrong, 2023). In other words, an indirect assessment of consequences works better 

because there are practical limitations when it comes to acting without rules. For instance, it 

is better to follow specific rules, such as “Do not lie.”, “Do not kill.”, or “Do not cheat.”, 

instead of evaluating the consequences of doing so every time.  

 Moreover, through indirect consequentialism, rules are useful because they can 

achieve values that maximise long-term good consequences for the ecosystems24. Certain 

objective goods, like ecological health, balance, and relationships, are necessary for 

upholding ecosystemic well-being while preserving other vital systems (legal, social, and 

political systems). Societal virtues like trust, justice, and cooperation can be preserved if we 

follow rules about them and others do the same. Thus, an indirect consequentialist position is 

preferable as it can focus on achieving consistent good outcomes through rules.  

 
24One way to look at this is that with limited knowledge in a circumstance, there are constraints on our ability to 
maximise the good outcomes, both long-term and immediate. This is why a direct consequentialist position falls 
short in this context. 
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 Consider an example to illustrate this. We know that medical practitioners act 

according to certain rules that are thought to maximise good consequences. For instance, 

most of us trust that our doctor would not transplant one of our kidneys to a person who is 

extremely sick and about to die. We generally believe that doctors will not break certain rules 

regarding patient welfare and consent, even if acting in such ways does not always maximise 

good consequences. Following rules upholds values like trust and cooperation among patients 

within the medical system. In the absence of such rules, society would collapse. No one 

would trust the medical system. There are many examples of how some values are pursued 

indirectly when one acts according to rules about honesty, fidelity, or privacy.  

There are two reasons why considering the consequences of rules of action, rather 

than direct consequences, gives us a stronger moral position and should be our focus for 

examining the actions in relation to climate change, and therefore the ethics of GN.  

First, rule consequentialism will prescribe consistent actions to mitigate climate 

change. This may involve focusing on generating pro-environmental behavioural outcomes in 

practice through certain habits, patterns, or attitudes. A direct consequentialist position will 

not provide policymakers with general thumb rules for maximising good consequences. 

Instead, they will have to merit each instance specifically to generate the best possible 

outcomes through each environmental intervention. If they are unable to do so, their actions 

to mitigate climate change cannot be justified through direct consequentialist positions, even 

if they are aimed at achieving good consequences. This is practically difficult.  

 An indirect consequentialist justification of any climate policy would find the 

consequences to be morally justified based on whether it results from policymakers or 

decision-makers acting according to rules about something that maximises good 

consequences. For instance, Rawls (1955) argues that policymakers should act according to 

the rules that are built into institutions and are defensible in public. This is feasible in 
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practice, especially for GN, as compared to the alternative of direct consequentialist 

justification. To embed GN into governance practice and to cover them under legal 

mechanisms, we must establish rules regarding good practices for GN.  

Second, a direct consequentialist may prescribe that we ought to fulfil moral 

obligations to generate the best possible outcomes for the ecosystemic good. However, the 

issue with direct consequentialism is that it does not explain why preserving certain values 

that are important for other vital systems is essential, especially if the alternatives can 

generate equally good outcomes. For instance, if there is an option of using a more 

manipulative nudging strategy that is less transparent but achieves the same result, a direct 

consequentialist position will not tell us why we should prefer the one that upholds values 

like autonomy, trust, or fairness, which are required for other systems, like a democratic one.  

An indirect position allows for a holistic approach consistent with ecocentric 

perspectives. Establishing rules about good outcomes helps protect systems that both affect 

and depend on ecological health. Specific objective values, as we will see, can help us make 

rules in this regard. This framework has implications not only for individual obligations 

towards the ecosystem but also for how people act within other social and economic systems, 

which are vital. For instance, from a system consequentialist perspective, it would be 

desirable that, as democratic agents, people are more aware of their climate impact. As moral 

agents, they better understand their relationship with the environment and have more 

environmentally conscious preferences. Thus, the best state of affairs associated with 

decisions concerning the environment and thus GN (as we will see in Chapter 5) should be 

assessed from an indirect consequentialist position. The next subsection considers different 

consequentialist values.  

2.3. Consequentialist Values: 
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Another question is, “What constitutes the best state of affairs?”. Various existing 

consequentialist theories use different measures of value. That is, they consider different 

measures of values for determining whether an action is right. A theory can prescribe one or 

two supreme consequentialist values, or a range of values. For instance, pleasure and pain are 

considered morally valuable, where both are correlative, simple, and unitary concepts 

according to the Hedonists (Maclyntyre, 1966). On the other hand, a range of properties can 

be considered morally valuable, such as the Objective list of values proposed by Derek Parfit 

(1984). In what follows, different consequentialist values are explored, and a notion of 

‘systemic values’ is claimed, which is similar to the objective list consequentialist approach.  

2.3.1. Hedonism 

  For Hedonists, an action that brings about the best state of affairs is the one that 

maximises pleasure or minimises pain. In other words, for hedonists, pleasure and pain are 

the main consequentialist values. As pain is the absence of pleasure, both are correlative and 

unitary concepts (Scruton, 2002; MacIntyre, 1966).  

While the history of hedonism can be traced back to proto-utilitarians such as Hobbes 

and Hume, Jeremy Bentham is widely regarded as the primary architect of act utilitarianism, 

a hedonistic view that regards pleasure as the ultimate good (Scruton, 2002). Bentham notes 

that we have been placed under the “governance of two sovereign masters, pain and 

pleasure.” (1789, Chapter 1, para. I). In his view, the pursuit of the best state of affairs cannot 

be independent of the experience of pleasure and pain. 

Maximising the morally good consequences, according to Bentham, is possible by 

summing the pleasure experienced by each individual in the society (Bentham, Chapter 1, 

para.V). Individuals make up the society, where each one is in pursuit of their own good or 

pleasure, and we can calculate the total good in the society by summing the happiness of each 

individual (MacIntyre, 1966; Goodin, 1993). Thus, for utilitarianism, according to Bentham, 
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the greatest good lies in acting in ways that seek the greatest amount of happiness for the 

greatest number of individuals (Bentham, Chapter 1;MacIntyre, 1966). 

An issue with Bentham’s utilitarianism is the quantification of pleasure and pain 

(Copp, 2006). Although Bentham identifies properties of pleasures that are morally desirable, 

including pleasures of the senses, pleasures of skill, and pleasures of benevolence (Bentham, 

Chapter V, para. II), his account does not assess the quality of pleasure. For instance, it does 

not tell us whether greater happiness results from solving a crossword puzzle or saving a 

drowning person.  

John Stuart Mill, a hedonist who was the architect of rule utilitarianism, introduces a 

qualitative distinction between higher and lower pleasures. Mill argues for rule utilitarianism 

(a method of assessing the consequences) discussed in the previous subsection, according to 

which we must act according to the rules to maximise pleasure. For Mill, pleasure is a unitary 

concept for judging the moral rightness of an action. However, he holds that not all kinds of 

pleasures are equally valuable (Mill, 2006). He famously writes, “It is better to be a human 

being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool 

satisfied.”  (Mill, 2006, p. 70). Mill holds a hedonist position which posits that certain kinds 

of pleasures are qualitatively different from other pleasures. According to his account, in 

seeking the greatest happiness for the greatest number of individuals, we must also consider 

the quality of pleasure being derived from one’s actions.  

There are two main problems with hedonism. First, the question of whether pleasures 

and pains are psychological states, and if they are felt by everyone in the same manner. If we 

recognise the fact that human sensations of pleasure and pain are framed by one’s 

conditioning or psychological dispositions, then this concept of good is morally dangerous 

(Copp, 2006; MacIntyre, 1966). Human nature is malleable, and we can be conditioned to 
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accept pleasure and pain in situations that are dangerous25. For instance, torturers derive 

pleasure from killing others for sport or enjoying violence. This view has ramifications in the 

bigger picture: hedonism can justify totalitarianism, where individuals can be trained into 

ignoring the lack of values like freedom, peace, and democratic participation (MacIntyre, 

1966). Moreover, climate change is an example where conspicuous consumption of goods 

provides most of us with what we identify as pleasure, and is seen as contributing to a good 

life, even if that has a negative environmental impact. 

Second, hedonism is a desire-based consequentialist because associates good 

outcomes with a moral agent’s appetites (Dietz, 2019). A desire-based consequentialist 

theory associates good outcomes based on people getting what they desire (Copp, 2006). In 

other words, it evaluates actions by how well they satisfy people’s desires, rather than by 

pleasure, preferences, or other goods. This is a problem because for these positions, desires 

play the central role in the nature and the possibility of pleasure (or good outcomes); this fact 

explains this problem (Dietz, 2019). In the case of the climate crisis and the human 

experience of this issue, having the right appetite or desires to rationally assess the possibility 

of good outcomes is not possible. As outlined in (1.3.1) and will be further developed in the 

next chapter, human psychology, trained by evolutionary factors, is inept to deal with climate 

change (Steg, 2023). Thus in evaluating the moral rightness of an action concerning the 

ecosystem, taking hedonist perceptions of pleasure and pain will not suffice for ensuring the 

best possible outcomes.  

This suggests that a type of ‘objectivity’ in consequences is needed–an experience 

that is true, and not only a psychological sensation. In summary, for hedonists, moral goods 

can be acquired through the psychological dispositions that lead to experiencing pleasure or 

 
25 This will be a theme in Chapter 3, where it will be shown how certain psychological traits make us apathetic 
towards the harm and suffering faced by others. GN can help us deal with those.  
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pain; however, this overlooks the broader question of whether sensations of pleasure and pain 

are the right means of determining the best state of affairs in light of the climate crisis. 

2.3.2. Preference Satisfaction:  

According to a preference-based account of consequentialism, the ultimate measure of 

value lies in the satisfaction of individuals’ preferences or desires, irrespective of whether 

those preferences lead to pleasure or avoid pain. This is also a desire-based consequentialist 

position. While people may prefer pleasure and pain to satisfy their desires, preference 

consequentialists argue that what is valuable is whether a person’s considered preferences are 

fulfilled. For instance, one may derive pleasure from certain unhealthy foods, but they still 

prefer to avoid them for health-related reasons. So what makes an outcome good is not the 

psychological sensation of getting pleasure from eating, but their preference for living a 

healthier life.  

In considering Impartiality26, which is a critical consideration for a good ethical 

theory, Singer (1993) suggests that all critical judgements should be made from a point of 

view where my own interests count no more than the interests of anyone else. Everybody has 

an equal right to have their preferences satisfied. If their preferences are at odds, then one 

should weigh them equally, taking into account the preferences of those who are affected by 

the decision (Singer, 1993). One must choose the course of action that best satisfies the 

preferences of all those affected by an action. 

Peter Singer (1993) and R.M. Hare (1994) argue for the satisfaction or dissatisfaction 

of preferences as the basis of moral judgements. This condition addresses a critical objection 

to hedonism: the assumption that what gives me pleasure is naturally pleasurable to others. 

 
26 Bentham’s and Mill’s versions of consequentialism are also impartial positions, holding that ‘Everyone 
counts for one, no one to count more than one’.  
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The sensation of pleasure and pain can be felt differently by individuals. Thus, the experience 

of pleasure and pain is not universalisable (Copp, 2006; Goodin, 1993).  

Peter Singer (1993) argues that individuals do not have ‘utility meters’ attached to 

them that can objectively justify pleasure and pain on a measured basis (Goodin, 1993). This 

version of consequentialism recognises that different people derive pleasure or moral 

goodness from different things. For instance, one can find playing outside in the rain is 

pleasurable, but for another, it might not be a joyful activity. The psychological states of 

pleasure and pain will be expressed in terms of preferences. Considering the satisfaction of 

preferences as a moral good allows this theory to have a universally applicable measure of 

consequentialist value. 

Preference consequentialists prescribe satisfaction of preferences, and not just our 

own, but all beings who are affected by the outcomes of an action. They argue that all 

preferences ought to be considered equally, so this position is impartial. However, not all 

beings are capable of having preferences, or at least we have been unable to find scientific 

evidence for their sentience27. So from this position, many beings depend on ecological 

systems for survival, and harming ecosystems compromises their preferences (e.g., the desire 

not to suffer). The problem with considering preferences as the ultimate measure of value is 

that, in the absence of expressed, reasonable, or recognised preferences, this consequentialist 

position does not take us far in achieving a fundamental good or the best state of affairs.   

This is especially evident in the context of climate change. As humans, we can only 

anticipate what others, who are subjected to the effects of climate change, prefer. Moreover, 

 
27  Note that the categorisation of certain beings as ‘sentient’ has epistemological limitations. This means that 
our current scientific methods and human capabilities do not yet provide a robust basis to ascertain whether 
other living beings can experience pleasure or pain. So what we consider to be sentient based on scientific 
knowledge is open to falsification. This issue lies at the core of empirical observation and scientific 
methodologies. As such, this remains an important area of research in philosophy of science.  
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psychology has shown, and as we will explore in the next chapter, human moral psychology 

is shaped by evolution. Humans show tendencies for being selfish, short-sighted, and limited 

in their understanding of how our actions have implications for the preferences of others 

(Persson & Savulescu, 2015).  If given the option, humans tend to be biased, focusing on 

their own well-being at the expense of others. This theme is also recurring in Singer’s (1981) 

work, where he argues that we need to expand our moral circle and consider the preferences 

of others as important as our own. Singer’s appeal is morally desirable28. However, 

practically, this is difficult for humans.  

Both hedonism and preference satisfaction are desire-informed consequentialist 

theories (Copp, 2006). A type of ‘psychologism’ associated with these positions, that is, the 

psychological experience of pleasure or preference, limits their potential in addressing the 

problem of climate change adequately. This is because the bad outcomes resulting from 

climate change surpass human psychological capabilities to perceive those consequences.  

Another type of consequentialism involves perfectionist theories, such as Derek Parfit’s 

Objective List (1984), which claim that morally valuable consequences can be achieved by 

pursuing some form of objective human good (Copp, 2006). 

2.3.3. Objective List Consequentialism 
Certain intrinsic values are required for the ”best state of affairs” to exist, irrespective 

of our desire for them. This is a perfectionist view (Copp, 2007).  For instance, for someone 

to live a truly good life, they must have good friendships, basic amenities of food and shelter, 

a sense of agency, and a sense of accomplishment in life, irrespective of whether they 

explicitly have a preference for them (Mulgan, 2014). To live a good life, one must also 

avoid certain bad states, like excessive intoxication, hatred, or violence. Without such 

 
28 This is to say that if there were a scientifically robust basis to communicate and calculate the preferences of 
all beings, and even the preferences of the ecological systems as a whole, preference satisfaction would provide 
a workable basis as a consequentialist good. But this is not the case, so we consider some objective 
consequences that can be seen as the basis of a universal moral good.  
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intrinsic goods, a “best state of affairs” is not possible. This means that certain objective 

states, like friendships, love, nutrition, and dignity, are required to ensure the best state of 

affairs. This view is held by objective value list consequentialists who argue that the 

experience of pleasure and pain is not sufficient as the ultimate good due to limitations in 

one’s perception, recognition, or understanding of these values.  

 This points out what is essentially wrong with desire-informed consequentialist 

theories. Imagine if I meet an individual who is poor and suffering, and I express my 

preference for them to overcome their state of poverty, but I do nothing about it. If I never see 

this person again and their life gets better without me ever finding out about it, does that 

make my own life better? Parfit (1984) argues that this satisfaction of my desires does not 

make a difference to the quality of my life. A type of subjectivism associated with the 

fulfilment of desires or feelings of pleasure and pain ignores the idea that a morally good life 

can exist beyond experiences of these sensations (Parfit, 1984).  

 This position is particularly relevant in the context of climate change, where certain 

intrinsic goods related to flourishing and well-being are essential for the goodness of all 

systems. These conditions may not be observable by humans properly29; nonetheless, they 

exist. As shown in Chapter 1, the climate crisis, driven by human actions, risks these intrinsic 

goods. As we have a moral obligation to address this issue on both a collective and an 

individual level, we also have a moral obligation to protect these objective, intrinsic goods for 

the ecosystems.  

In short, objective consequentialists, such as Derek Parfit (1984), James Griffin 

(1986), and Tim Mulgan (2014), argue that several values are necessary to achieve 

consequentialist goods. A lot of these values may not be desired by a person, but they are 

 
29 This idea is developed in the next chapter. Two psychological hurdles, Epistemic Mypoia and Diffused sense 
of Moral obligation, prevent us from understanding the value of actions that are morally right concerning a 
collective crisis like climate change.  
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valuable to accomplish happiness and welfare. In what follows, I claim a similar 

consequentialist position that demands values that are good for a system.  

2.4. Developing the theory of Environmental System Consequentialism:  

The way we experience pleasure, pain, or preferences (both our own and those of 

others) is ill-suited to address the collective crisis of climate change. As briefly outlined in 

Chapter 1 (1.3.1) and will be explored in the next chapter (Chapter 3), there are evolutionary 

reasons behind this.  

Despite being aware of the facts of climate change, as suggested by scientifically 

robust reports as well as our own experience of changing weather patterns due to climate 

change, we are unable to derive pleasure or preference from acting to save millions who are 

at risk due to climate change.30 This disconnect diminishes our sense of obligation to act to 

reduce our climate impact. Thus, climate change exposes the limitations of desire-based 

theories: these theories rely on preferences or desires that we may not yet possess to deal with 

climate change. 

In the case of climate change, preference consequentialists may still argue that we can 

change preferences radically to help one recognise the impact of their actions. There is, 

however, a caveat. To make a moral appeal to change preferences, they must first subscribe 

to the position that there are certain objective goods (or objective desires/preferences) that are 

essential for maximising good outcomes. That is, preference consequentialists must commit 

to improving values such as empathy, sense of justice, and altruism in people (to effectively 

address climate change). In other words, preference consequentialists must endorse certain 

objective goods that can improve human capacities to possess well-informed preferences or 

desires.  

 
30 GN can help us act despite these psychological hurdles. This point is also applicable in case of carbon taxes 
(See: (Mintz-Woo, 2025)) 
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Thus, such a position would require them to approve certain objective goods that are 

necessary for achieving the best state of affairs for the ecological systems. Simply put, a 

preference-based consequentialist (or a hedonist) will have to subscribe to an objective list to 

argue for improvements of one’s preferences or desires that makes them more capable to 

understand their contribution to climate change (which can maximise long-term ecosystemic 

outcomes). This discussion is continued in subsection (2.4.2) in light of the system 

consequentialist position.  

Thus far, we have seen that climate change has implications for ecosystems, which 

are morally valuable systems on which life depends. Ecosystems are also pivotal for other 

systems to exist. In addressing climate change, then, we ought to act in ways that preserve the 

good outcomes for the ecosystem. These outcomes can be considered through a 

consequentialist theory focusing on systemic outcomes. 

System consequentialism holds that an action is morally justified based on its 

contribution to the overall goodness of a system. This means that for system 

consequentialists, systemic well-being is the measure of value (Hiller, 2011). By adopting 

systemic goodness as the consequentialist measure of value, we are positioned to view 

climate change as a problem that challenges the well-being, flourishing, and integrity of 

ecosystems. In other words, this position treats ecosystemic health as morally valuable 

consequences of action.  

Next, three subsections formulate the theory of Environmental System 

Consequentialism: (2.4.1) outlines the main tenets of System Consequentialism and its 

background, as formulated by Avram Hiller (2013, 2016), (2.4.2) shows how system 

consequentialism combines with objective list, (2.4.3) argues for ecosystemic goods as 

consequentialist values needed to maximise good outcomes for the ecosystems, (2.3.4) 
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presents a rules-based objective list version of system consequentialism theory, called 

Environmental System Consequentialism in this thesis.  

2.4.1. Tenets of System Consequentialism 
 

The general maxim from System Consequentialism holds that: If we have an option to 

do x that leads to better systemic consequences, we must prefer x over other available 

options. This formal argument implies that between two actions, where one contributes to the 

well-being of the system more than the other, the former has moral justification according to 

system consequentialist principles. This theory can be applied to almost all activities by 

viewing them as part of a system, including competitions, personal finances, the environment, 

and health.  For instance, if there is a system of competition, fair play respects the integrity of 

that system, rather than seeking dishonest alternatives that may lead to victory.  

A system, in this context, is a ‘first-order theorising’ attempt as a focus on the systems 

(in climate change context) does not tap into metaphysical aspects31, such as where to define 

the boundaries of the system, who gets to be a part of the system, and what kind of 

relationships justify interconnectedness in a system (Hiller, 2016). Hiller applies systems 

thinking to determine whether an action is morally justified. He defines a system as a “whole 

which has, as parts, interacting individuals which are tokens of types which have a necessary 

connection to each other” (Hiller, 2013,  p. 91).  

 Consider an example to illustrate this. A forest is a type of forest ecosystem. The 

forest has different tokens, which include deer, trees, soil, rocks, lions, and colourful birds. 

Each of these tokens is a type. For instance, a deer in this ecosystem is a token of the type 

deer. A lion in this forest belongs to the type, lion, and so on. These types have specific roles: 

Trees and grass grow on the soil. Animals like deer feed on the grass. Bigger predators, such 

 
31 In the context of this dissertation, scientific evidence is unambiguous that climate change is a systemic issue. 
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as lions, feed on deer. Within the forest ecosystem, these types (grass, deer, lions) have a 

definite role to play, and they are interconnected with each other.  

To understand and make decisions about a system, two epistemic conditions are 

necessary. The first condition is that the various tokens and their relationship in a system are 

not accidental.  For a moral agent to make a decision that is consistent with system 

consequentialism, one requires knowledge about the relationship between tokens of a system. 

If the relationships are accidental, then one would not know what actions are a means to 

achieve systemic goodness. 

 The second condition is that the tokens of the system must belong to a type known to 

the moral agent (Hiller, 2013). So, in a system, reference to tokens must be meaningful. For 

example, a token, say a deer, belongs to a type called deer, or more specifically, to a type of a 

herbivorous animal. Specifying the types of tokens in a system allows a moral agent to draw 

relationships between different components of an ecosystem, and predict actions that 

maximise systemic goodness.  

 These two conditions are fulfilled in relation to human behaviour and climate change. 

First, we have sufficient scientific evidence that our actions contribute to the rise of global 

temperatures, and, subsequently catastrophic events. Therefore, a non-accidental relationship 

exists between human actions and climate change. Second, we know which human activities 

are responsible for driving carbon emissions, ways to cut them, and potential alternatives. So 

it is possible to establish a relationship between tokens (humans) and their effect on various 

aspects of the system through activities like air travel, meat consumption, energy 

consumption, and so on.   

Thus, system consequentialist principles can be applied to examine human actions 

towards the environment because both epistemic conditions are fulfilled. In short, we possess 
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sufficient knowledge to make well-informed decisions to maximise systemic outcomes in this 

case.  

Three tenets outline an argument for maximising systemic goodness (Hiller, 2016, 

2013): the Metaphysical Premise, the Axiological Premise, and the Better/Worse System 

Premise.  

 The first and the metaphysical premise is teleological (Hiller, 2013). It is about an end 

and its relationship to a system: All human acts are means to an end32, and the ends are such 

that they are a part of a system.  So, in the case of climate change, all human behaviour 

occurs within a system. There is an relationship and interdependence between human ends 

and the environment. Environmental systems play an integral role in our sustenance. We need 

good-quality air to breathe, an optimal temperature to survive, food, and clean water to live. 

We also need fertile land for agriculture, trees for timber, and water bodies for irrigation, 

transport, and leisure. While our well-being depends on the well-being of the environment, it 

is a factual premise that the effects of human actions have thrown the climate systems off 

balance, as the evidence in Chapter 1 outlines. Thus, all human actions and the ends sought 

by those actions, such as food and energy choices, can be understood as parts of the 

ecological systems.  

 The second premise is called an axiological premise that refers to the non-

instrumental goodness or badness of an action (Hiller, 2013). This premise prescribes that 

when an end is part of a system, the goodness of the system is not independent of the 

goodness of the end. It can be summarised as “For any x and y where x depends essentially 

 
32 Even the spontaneous human acts lead to certain ends, which have an impact on the systems (simply because 
they are happening within a system).  
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on y, if y is corrupted, so is x” (Hiller, 2014). To put it another way, if an end is corrupted, 

then the resulting system that constitutes the end is also compromised. 

Consider another example of overfishing in a swamp to demonstrate this 

point. Fishing (the action) is a means to support the local livelihood (or y), and this activity 

takes place in a swamp ecosystem (x). To put it another way, the health of the swamp 

ecosystem (x) also depends on local livelihood (y). Overfishing, as a result of seeking y, can 

adversely affect the swamp ecosystem (x). Thus, while fishing is generally a means to a good 

human end (y), overfishing corrupts the well-being of a swamp ecosystem (x). In short, while 

fishing is a means to a morally valuable human end, its corruption (overfishing) negatively 

affects the ecological system in which it takes place. 

In the context of climate change, this tenet adds an interesting proviso. Certain actions 

can be intrinsically good or bad. For instance, revisit the example of taking out a gas-guzzling 

SUV on a Sunday afternoon (1.5.3). These actions, even though non-instrumentally good by 

themselves (going out to spend quality time with one’s family), are not independent of the 

systems they impact. In this case, taking the family out on a Sunday is a good end, but 

depending on how that end impacts the ecosystem, it can be morally impermissible from a 

system consequentialist view.  

The third premise, or the better/worse system premise, suggests that there are better 

and worse ecosystemic states, depending on how humans act to achieve certain ends. In short, 

some ways in which humans act corrupt the ecological systems. So, in the swamp example, 

there can be two possible worlds. One in which humans seasonally move to other sources of 

livelihood, and the other in which they continue to overfish. The world in which humans 

control their fishing activities seasonally, allowing the fish population to thrive, is a better 
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world than the one where they do not. Therefore, there are better and worse human ends and 

actions, depending on how they contribute to a system.  

This position has a significant advantage over other positions in environmental ethics 

because it clearly demonstrates why some intrinsically bad actions are prohibited33. For 

instance, positions by Singer (1975), Taylor (1981), or even Leopold (1949) are argued to 

allow a sort of ‘environmental fascism’ (Hiller, 2016). This means that a single moral 

principle, according to these positions, may absurdly allow the killing or mass displacement 

of humans to save other ecosystemic goods (Hiller, 2016). This problem is better dealt with 

by system consequentialism. A system consequentialist would note in this case that even 

if killing may uphold systemic well-being by reducing population, this, in itself, would not 

justify these actions because there are alternative ways that lead to a better system. For 

instance, long-term policy measures would uphold systemic goodness over sudden killing, 

displacement, or exclusion of groups. 

Thus, Hiller’s (2013, 2016) system consequentialist argument holds that when 

individual means to an end affect the larger human-nature or human-human systems, the 

moral goodness of an end depends on whether it enhances or degrades that system’s 

goodness. So, all human actions, even those that are non-instrumentally beneficial to us, such 

as eating, commuting, and travelling, can be systemically good or bad depending on how they 

contribute to the ecological systems. 

 
33 Singer’s (1975) sentientism and Taylor’s (1981) strict egalitarianism may permit certain coercive actions, 
such as displacing a large number of people to save a sentient wildlife species from going extinct. If given an 
option between, say, displacing people or implementing family planning and education programs, these 
frameworks do not tell us which of the two would be better. Similarly, by focusing on ecological integrity, 
Leopold’s (1949) version of ecocentrism may overlook other important consequentialist values, such as human 
autonomy. One may object that these positions would, much like system consequentialism, prefer the alternate 
option of family planning and education. Although this is true, I think they are charged with environmental 
fascism because they necessarily do not ask for an alternative, a better strategy that can uphold the systemic 
good. The principle that considers the possibility of a better system makes system consequentialism a more 
favourable position against these existing theories.  
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2.4.2. How System Consequentialism combines with Objective List 

As already noted at the beginning of this subsection, we ought to subscribe to certain 

objective ends to respond effectively to climate change. We need two necessary lists of 

objective goods for maximising systemic outcomes. The first list has certain intrinsic, 

objective goods that are beneficial for ecosystems. We can call them ecosystemic goods. 

These are the kinds of consequentialist goods that ecocentrists desire: the flourishing of all 

beings on the planet and their relationships with one another that are fundamental for 

ecological balance. These ecosystemic goods can also be considered in the justification of 

other actions according to environmental system consequentialism. 

The second list involves some objective goods that can maintain the balance of the 

ecosystem with other human-made systems. The second list is essential because it can ensure 

that all vital systems can co-exist with the ecosystems. As we examine the ethics of GN, 

Chapter 5 will also outline the second list. It will consider the ecosystemic benefits that are 

possible through GN, but it will also consider other values that are at stake in other systems 

critical to humans34. This will ensure that, in using GN ethically, we can maximise good 

ecosystemic outcomes while preserving the conditions for other systems (social, political, and 

economic) to flourish.  

As it places value on consequences that one may not desire or express/recognise the 

desires of, but are still important for moral goodness, this position is a form of perfectionist 

consequentialist position. This is also a pluralist consequentialist position because it holds 

that there can be multiple things that can be used to measure the value of outcomes, or the 

‘best state of affairs’. This position does not prescribe a limited set of systemic values or 

goods, but instead, considers all the values that lead to good systemic outcomes as 

 
34 So, the second set of objective values can vary depending on the type of intervention we are considering to 
address climate change. As we will see, GN should uphold the value of prudence in the nudge (Chapter 5). 
When examining alternative environmental tools, such as carbon taxes, one might consider more specific 
concepts, like financial prudence or economic distributive justice.  



 72 

consequentialist measures. In line with Avram Hiller (2011, 2013), who first formulated the 

theory of system consequentialism, these values/goods are important because they are 

necessary for achieving good consequences in a system.  

 This position requires a set of objective consequentialist values. However, it is 

different from objective list consequentialist theories because it explicitly focuses on the best 

state of affairs for a ‘system’. A focus on a system is inspired by various ecocentric theories 

in environmental ethics, which claim the moral value of well-being within a system, seeking 

the flourishing of humans, non-humans, their interdependencies, and the relationships 

between them. Essentially, this position, Environmental System Consequentialism, adapts an 

ecocentric vision into a fully consequentialist theory.  

2.4.3. How System Consequentialism combines with Ecocentrism 
 

To maximise the good consequences associated with one’s actions, we should claim a 

consequentialist position grounded in systems-based thinking. Such a position provides the 

theoretical basis for a consequentialist defence of GN35. A systems-based account of GN 

shows whose interests and well-being ought to be considered when acknowledging third-

party harms imposed due to individual behaviour. This approach is based on a non-

anthropocentric foundation for an environmental ethic; it aligns with ecocentric 

environmental philosophers, such as Arne Næss (2005), Holmes Rolston III (2011), and Aldo 

Leopold (1949). 

In Chapter 1, problems with certain non-anthropocentric individualistic theories, 

namely, Singer’s (1975) sentientism, Attfield’s (2003, 2012) inegalitarian biocentrism, and 

Taylor’s (1986) egalitarian biocentrism, were discussed (in 1.4). For both Taylor (1981) and 

Attfield (2003), having a life is the basis for moral worth. For Singer (1975), the ability to 

 
35 This provides a more comprehensive account of the ethics of GN than the positions that defend it as a basis 
for preventing third-party harm, such as Schubert’s (2017b) and DesRoches et al. 's (2023) accounts. These 
accounts are discussed in Chapter 4 (A Literature Review on Ethics of Green Nudges).  
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feel pleasure or pain provides moral worth. These positions are individualistic. They focus on 

the inherent value of a being, failing to grant moral value to the biological interdependencies 

and relationships that underlie processes such as growth, survival, reproduction, and death.  

 An individualistic approach to address climate change is ill-suited because the 

consequences of our climate-related behaviour influence complex environmental systems. As 

outlined in Chapter 1, the effects of climate change are unequally distributed, manifesting 

through long-term disruptive changes and cascading effects that are difficult to predict. 

Individualistic non-anthropocentric positions focus on the moral value of discrete beings. 

They ignore the relationships, interconnectedness, and interactions between different parts of 

nature that are fundamental for the well-being of all beings. Thus, considering the best 

possible outcomes is not possible without considering the systems that are fundamental for 

environmental well-being.  

 Ecological sciences have shown how organisms exist in a symbiotic relationship, 

where the well-being of other living and non-living communities is vital for the survival of 

each (Leopold, 1949). Ecocentrists insist that when we ignore the conditions or the systems 

required for the survival of a being, including humans, we fail to extend our “ethical 

sequence” to the environment (Leopold, 1949).  

We need a relational ethic–one that recognises how living beings and their 

relationships with non-living things in nature are necessary for the survival of the ecosystems. 

Such a line of environmental thought represents an ecocentric approach: it considers the 

moral worth of ecosystems as a whole, emphasises the intrinsic value of all beings, views 

them as interconnected and interdependent, and considers their ecological functions as 
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morally valuable. Three notable ecocentric theories are the Ecological Ethic (by Rolston III 

(1975)), the Land Ethic (by Leopold (1949)), and Deep Ecology36 (by Næss (2005)). 

An ecocentric position provides an adequate response to the question of whom do we 

value in assessing the best state of affairs. Such a position is scientifically astute37; we do not 

exist in isolation, and ecological functions are critical for the well-being of every living 

organism. Any beneficial consequences or state of affairs associated with an individual are 

not independent of the ecological systems that support their well-being. Such a position 

acknowledges the complexities in environmental systems. This means that any reference to 

maximising good consequences or the best state of affairs cannot adequately treat the effects 

of one's actions in isolation; actions have systemic consequences.  

A system consequentialist position is an attempt to frame ecocentric views, whether 

Deep Ecology or the Land Ethic, within a fully consequentialist framework. It culminates 

from a general theory about the good consequences of a system, of which environmental 

ethics can be a subset. In what follows, the main tenets of ESC are outlined.   

 
36 Deep Ecology, as Næss (2005) frames it, is a mode of questioning that seeks to shift our fundamental 
understanding of ourselves, including matters of life and death. We are not separate from nature: acknowledging 
this and acting upon it is possible only through “self-realisation”. In the process of self-realisation, Næss argues, 
we need to reject human domination over other life forms, increase our sensitivity towards the environment, 
promote eco-activism through art and culture, drive shifts in economic and policy reforms, and ultimately 
challenge the underlying value systems as we understand them. This is the strongest version of ecocentrism, and 
the rejection of ‘separateness’ between human and nature in deep ecology may challenge ESL on grounds that it 
prioritises/considers human goods over ecological goods.  
37 Rolston III (1975) argues that “Environmental sciences”, which provide a better understanding of how 
humans function in a natural environment, their interdependence with the other parts of nature, is central to an 
ecocentric ethic. An ethic that deals with man’s relationship to the land, according to Leopold (1949), must 
integrate individuals as community members with the land and the plants and animals inhabiting it. Callicott 
(1989) adapted Leopold’s (1949) ethics into a consequentialist framework, arguing that moral consideration 
must be extended to ecosystems as a whole, rather than each member of the community. He appeals to the 
pattern of ecological “communitarianism,” arguing that our moral concerns have expanded over time, from the 
self to family, to tribe, to communities, to countries, and so on. Such historical expansion of our moral concerns, 
he argues, can be extended to incorporate ecological systems. 
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2.4.4. A Newer Version: Environmental System Consequentialism: 

In what follows, a newer version of system consequentialism will be outlined. 

Although it is a type of ‘Rule-based Objective List System Consequentialism’, in the context 

of addressing the climate crisis, it will be referred to as ‘Environmental System 

Consequentialism (ESC)’. 

 Two modifications are introduced in Hiller’s (2013, 2016) theory. First, actions 

justified by ESC should be according to the rules that maximise good ecosystemic outcomes 

most of the time. This is an indirect consequentialist version of system consequentialism. 

Second, actions are justified by ESC insofar as they uphold certain objective values that are 

important for long-term ecosystemic flourishing, as well as for maintaining balance with 

other vital systems. This makes ESC a perfectionist consequentialist position.  

Hiller’s (2013) position is a direct form of consequentialism. In line with ecocentrists, 

system consequentialism holds that systems are valuable in their own right. Even though 

actions occurring within systems have non-instrumental goodness or badness (through the 

axiological premise), their ethical permissibility depends on how they contribute to the 

system (Hiller, 2016). 

An indirect consequentialist position requires us to act according to the rules that 

generally lead to the best possible outcomes. Addressing climate change and developing 

potential pathways to address human behaviour towards the ecosystem requires us to act, 

most of the time, in ways that maximise good outcomes for the environment. This is a 

stronger system consequentialist position because it emphasises the patterns of behaviour and 

is more compatible in the policy contexts, both of which are possible by following rules that 

maximise systemic well-being.  

Individuals can have patterns of behaviour that are environmentally harmful. Acting 

according to rules can minimise ecologically harmful behaviour by guiding consistent and 
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long-term actions. Recall from the previous chapter (1.5.3) that a consistent pattern of 

imposing climate harms through one’s actions makes the need for fulfilling the moral 

obligation stronger. Having rules about such actions works well because it promises 

widespread adoption of behaviour and improved pro-environmental behaviour patterns. This 

is more promising than assessing the systemic consequences of our actions each time. 

For policy scenarios, rule system consequentialism works because it requires 

individuals to engage in pro-environmental behaviour most of the time, while also placing 

constraints on policymakers to act according to the rules that maximise good outcomes for 

the environment. In the case of GN, it places requirements on the nudgers to follow a ‘good 

nudging practice’.  

This means that while we should focus on achieving behavioural transitions, nudgers 

ought to implement nudges in a manner that can be generalised. For instance, this would 

involve designing nudges in a way that respects values such as autonomy and fairness 

(outlined in Chapters 4 and 6). Ethically, following rules about trust also has long-term 

implications for achieving good ecosystemic outcomes, a proposal explored in Chapter 6.  

In practice, following the rules will involve nudgers acting according to a certain code 

of conduct while influencing behaviours. This will include sending feedback, engaging 

nudgees in the practice of designing nudges, and combining nudging with education 

campaigns. Moreover, another way to develop rules about GN is through Behavioural Self-

Governance, a proposal developed in Chapter 7.  All these ways of using nudges can be rules 

that maximise the long-term effectiveness of behaviour change, while upholding values 

necessary for other systems (social, economic, and democratic) to function well.  

In short, adopting rules that lead to good systemic consequences, maximising the 

long-term benefits and flourishing of ecosystems, is desirable. This means that GN should 
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embody rules that, when adopted on a large scale, can lead to climate change mitigation. 

Thus, in this sense, indirect consequentialism offers a stronger ethical position for 

maximising good ecosystemic consequences. Moreover, such a framework enables GN to 

integrate within legal contexts and become part of institutional strategies to address climate 

change, preserving other connected systems as well.   

ESC also requires actions to uphold, preserve, or at least not violate certain objective 

values. These conditions make the axiological premise by Hiller (2013, 2016) stronger as it 

restricts the compromise of some important human consequentialist values. So, instead of 

arguing that a system is better where humans are educated rather than mass-displaced, ESC 

can simply say that mass displacement is not an option because it violates the objective value 

of autonomy.  

Having some objective values is necessary to uphold long-term ecosystemic well-

being. This claim will be further explored in the next chapter, where it will be demonstrated 

how humans possess certain psychological traits that limit their understanding of the climate 

crisis and render their efforts to mitigate it short-sighted. While individual experiences of the 

system play a role in determining whether a system is flourishing or not, it is not the only 

basis for doing so. Since ecological systems comprise beings whose preferences are largely 

inaccessible or unknowable to us, preference satisfaction cannot be a sufficient basis for 

assessing systemic wellbeing. Therefore, there are epistemic limits to subjective measures of 

desire–they cannot capture what it means for a system (as a whole to flourish).  

There is a set of values fundamental to well-being. It is better that we recognise these 

values, but even when we cannot (due to limitations of our preferences or experiences of 

pleasure/pain), they exist as the objective consequentialist goods that are necessary for the 

best state of affairs. These values may not be directly perceivable through experiences but are 

important for climate-related well-being. Thus, we should have an objective list of values that 
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are necessary for any system to flourish. These values may involve trust, fairness, prudence, 

principled autonomy, and ecosystemic health. These values are required for ecosystemic 

well-being. Moreover, having an idea about objective goodness also allows us to make better 

rules about a system.  

Similarly, apart from ecosystems, there are other important systems that need to 

flourish because they are valuable in themselves. For instance, a social system or an 

economic system. These systems are valuable by themselves. Our actions occur within a 

complex, interlinked, and interdependent larger system, of which environmental systems are 

an integral part. Our actions must not undermine the goodness of other systems. Thus, 

starting with an objective set of values necessary for systemic flourishing can enable us to 

create rules and norms that preserve the long-term well-being of other systems, while seeking 

ecosystemic goods. 

 Thus, to summarise the newer version of this system consequentialist position: We 

must follow rules about a system that, when adopted, lead to systemic goodness, where 

systemic well-being also comprises some objective values. This means that the ecosystem has 

specific objective values that are essential for its long-term integrity, flourishing, and 

consistency with other systems. In other words, Environmental System Consequentialism 

prescribes that when given two possible actions, we must choose the one that follows a rule 

that prioritises the ecosystemic good, while upholding certain objective systemic values. 

Doing so is necessary to achieve good outcomes for the ecosystem, which is the ultimate 

consequentialist measure of value in this context.  

2.5. Conclusion:  

This chapter argues for a position in environmental ethics that provides a 

consequentialist basis for responding to the climate crisis. As this dissertation aims to 
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examine GN, which are essentially tools that address the climate crisis, this chapter has 

outlined the maxim according to which an action can be ethically justified in response to 

climate change. This means that we can now explore the consequentialist goods that ought to 

be aimed for by GN, as well as the objective values and rules that can make GN ethically 

justified. This endeavour is taken up in Chapter 5.  

 The next chapter shows how GN is an effective tool for responding to the climate 

crisis. This is important because, for GN to be justified from a consequentialist perspective, it 

ought to deliver the morally desirable outcomes. Two traits of human moral psychology that 

hinder pro-environmental outcomes, informed by Singer’s (1972) discussion on limitations of 

human morality and the moral enhancement debate, are outlined. Then, it is shown how GN 

can help individuals act in response to climate change (and fulfil their moral obligations), 

irrespective of these two hurdles.  
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Chapter 3. Can Green Nudges help us fulfil our Moral Obligations? 

As discussed in Chapter 1, behaviour changes are urgently required for addressing climate 

change–this is both a practical requirement38 and a moral obligation. Traditional strategies 

like scientific warnings, moral suasion, and classroom-based learning have achieved success 

to a limited degree because human cognitive systems are not equipped to understand climate 

change as a slow-moving process (Kaaronen, 2018; Savulescu & Persson, 2015). For 

instance, when people eat meat, drive more, or frequently travel by air, it is difficult for them 

to grasp how their behaviour contributes to climate-related harms. Green Nudging (GN), at 

this point, is effective in helping us act according to our moral obligations by working with 

human cognitive systems. This is the main argument of this chapter.  

 Peter Singer’s (1972) essay, Famine, Affluence, and Morality, considers a case similar 

to this one. Singer (1972) points out how people fail to act as their morality would prescribe 

when those who need our help are far away or unrelated to us. He also notes that we find it 

challenging to act with moral concerns towards a large number of people suffering in 

different parts of the world. These psychological traits have an evolutionary basis, as also 

illustrated in moral enhancement debates (Persson & Savulescu, 2015, 2008; Singer, 1981).  

As the theory of ESC from the previous chapter outlines, we ought to act in 

accordance with the rules that uphold ecosystemic wellbeing (amongst other things). Yet 

these traits: Epistemic Myopia and a Diffused Sense of Moral Obligation, underlie our 

insufficient response to climate change. Recognising these as both a practical and an ethical 

challenge, this chapter considers how GN can align human psychology and behaviour in the 

face of climate change by working with these traits of human cognitive systems. 

This chapter is structured as follows. The next section (Section 3.1) introduces 

nudging resulting from a shift in understanding of human psychology and behaviour. 

 
38 See: Nielsen et al., 2021b and Ewert, 2019.  
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Building on this, this dissertation introduces GN, mapping its functionalities, scope, and the 

parties involved, namely, the nudgee and the nudger (3.2). This step is critical as it provides a 

descriptive overview of GN and how it works, setting up the study for an ethical examination 

of GN.  

Following this, taking up the main argument of this chapter, the role of human moral 

psychology is considered from the moral enhancement debate. These psychological 

dispositions underlie our moral failure to act in response to climate change, thereby 

preventing us from fulfilling our moral obligations (3.3). Then, it is shown how GN can 

address these traits and help us fulfil our obligations, presenting an account of how green 

nudges are effective (3.4). 

3.1. What is Nudging? 

The term ‘nudge’ concept was popularised by Thaler and Sunstein (2008) in their 

book, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness. They define a 

nudge as “any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s behaviour in a predictable 

way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic incentives. To 

count as a mere nudge, the intervention must be easy and cheap to avoid.” (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2008, p.06). Policymakers implement nudges to encourage people to make better 

choices in areas such as public health39, finance40, and the environment41. 

 
39 Default sign-up option for organ donation on driver’s license forms can significantly increase the rate of sign-
up for organ donation (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Similarly, communicating social norms about hygienic 
behaviour also shows promise (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). 
40 Nudging through the default sign-up can significantly increase the sign-up rate for pension plans for the 
employees (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008; Sunstein & Thaler, 2003; Madrian & Shea, 2000). 
41 A study used social and cultural norms to nudge people to keep their surroundings clean. The “Don't mess 
with Texas” anti-littering campaign used targeted nudging to appeal to their collective identity. The campaign 
resulted in a 70 per cent reduction in littering (Nagatsu, 2015).  
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To understand what makes a ‘nudge’ distinct from traditional interventions42 targeted 

at changing behaviour, it is better to start with how human behaviour was historically 

perceived in academic scholarship, particularly prior to the rise of behavioural economics in 

the late 20th century (Congiu & Moscati, 2022). For a long time, economists used single 

economic theories to inform both normative and descriptive market mechanisms (Thaler, 

2016). For instance, it was assumed that market actors always act rationally in favour of 

maximising profits or utility. Real-world observations – showing that people act in much less 

rational ways across economic contexts – called into question the validity of such a 

perception of human behaviour. 

By the 1970s, robust experimental evidence demonstrated that human behaviour in 

the real world departed from traditional theories (Congiu & Moscati, 2022). The field of 

behavioural economics emerged from this paradigm shift in understanding human behaviour, 

notably marked by the introduction of prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979) and 

subsequently, the concept of nudges.  

Prospect theory laid the background on which the idea of ‘nudge’ was coined and 

popularised. According to this theory, several factors, such as the timing and the organisation 

of choices communicated to someone, can influence their decisions (Kahneman & Tversky, 

1979).  For instance, loss aversion refers to the cognitive state in which the pain of losing a 

sum of money is felt more intensely than the pleasure of gaining an equivalent amount 

(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). There also exists a tendency to resist any change, known as 

the status quo bias (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). 

 
42 There can be a number of approaches to changing behaviour. For instance, by imposing a legal requirement to 
do something or prohibiting certain behaviours. Thus, traditional interventions in this context refer to 
interventions like taxation, laws, or mandates, all of which are common practices to achieve desirable 
behavioural outcomes.  
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Kahneman later wrote a popular science book, Thinking Fast and Slow (2011) 

building on his work on prospect theory, which posits that humans exhibit two types of 

thinking processes: System 1, which is fast, automatic, and unconscious, and System 2, which 

is slow, deliberate, and conscious (Marchiori et al., 2017; Thaler, 2016; Thaler & Sunstein, 

2008).  Humans often rely on the use of System 1 to make decisions. In other words, a lot of 

choices made by an individual on a day-to-day basis involve automatic and unconscious 

systems, rather than deliberative processes.  For instance, an agent is more likely to choose a 

healthier food option if she notices it instinctively at eye level, even if her initial preference 

was to eat junk food (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008).  

The cognitive mechanisms noted in prospect theory were mobilised by Thaler and 

Sunstein (2008) to propose that it is possible to leverage System 1 processes43 of humans to 

“move people in directions that will make their lives better” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). From 

this insight, the idea of nudging emerged–intentionally changing the decision-making context 

of an individual to make their lives better. 

Nudging is generally understood as tapping into non-conscious processes. However, 

behaviour change can be introduced by combining both System 1 and System 2 processes. 

Even though the initial ideas of nudging involved leveraging System 1 processes, experts 

combine it with other strategies to improve behavioural outcomes and thus tap into System 2 

processes as well. This insight is reflected in advancing strategies in behavioural sciences, 

such as boosts44 and nudge plus45, to achieve long-term behavioural transitions. The common 

 
43 Another psychologically informed definition of nudging describes it as “an umbrella term for deliberate and 
predictable methods of changing people’s behavior…to activate nonconscious thought processes involved in 
human decision‐making”(Marchiori et al., 2017, p 03).  
44 Boosts aim to improve a person’s capabilities and knowledge about a particular behaviour by providing them 
with specialised feedback, motivation, and educational messages (DellaValle & Sareen, 2020). 
45 Banerjee and John (2021) introduced the concept of ‘Nudge Plus’. A Nudge Plus intervention adds an element 
of reflection through a feedback loop to help a nudgee perceive the implications of their behaviour effectively 
(Banerjee & John, 2021). 
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thread among all these behavioural strategies is that they operate on the foundational idea of 

nudging from a psychological point, changing the decision-making context to influence the 

cognitive systems of an individual.   

This thesis uses the term ‘nudging’ to examine the ethics of changing behaviour 

through strategies that leverage both System 1 and System 2 processes. This is because 

considering the potential of only System 1 processes is inadequate in addressing climate 

change, which is an urgent behavioural and moral crisis.  Oliver (2013) argues that, in pursuit 

of sustainable transitions, strategies that work with a nudgee (or the person being influenced 

via behavioural tools) without engaging them with other educational or moral deliberative 

strategies may be unwarranted. Such practices of nudging without education and engagement 

risk compromising the nudgee’s ability to form preferences and make well-informed 

decisions by themselves in light of a collective crisis (Bovens, 2009).  

Nonetheless, a behavioural expert may argue that calling such strategies ‘nudging’ is 

not theoretically and practically accurate. Different types of behavioural interventions 

leveraging System 1 and System 2 use specific terms, such as ‘budge’, ‘boosts’, and ‘sludge’ 

(DellaValle & Sareen, 2020; Nova & Lades, 2022). This practice, however, has not yet 

trickled into the discourse in the ethical literature in this context46. In other words, 

interdisciplinary engagements with the issue of behaviour change practices have held onto the 

term and its relationship with markets, governments, and citizenry (Gumbert, 2019; Hansen, 

2016).  

This thesis retains the term ‘nudging’ to engage with the ethical literature because 

excluding the term would disconnect this thesis from central ethical debates in behavioural 

 
46 See Malecka, 2023; Button, 2018. Małecka (2023) criticises the oversimplification of behavioural patterns 
and the misattribution of causality to cognitive mechanisms as a critique specific to nudging, rather than to the 
broader toolbox of behavioural science. Similarly, in conceptualising the role of the ‘nudging state’, Button 
(2018) argues that the behavioural turn in policy risks bypassing citizen capacities and democratic institutions.  
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ethics. Nonetheless, it is recognised that a better reference can be evoked through 

‘behavioural interventions’ or a similar term.  

The potential of using both System 1 and System 2 processes to improve pro-

environmental outcomes through GN is considered in the scope of this work. GN come under 

the category of pro-social nudging, which seeks collective goals.  

3.2. What is Green Nudging? 

Based on who benefits or should benefit from a nudging strategy, a nudge 

intervention can be classified as pro-self and pro-social (Congiu & Moscati, 2022). While 

pro-self47 nudges primarily benefit the nudgee, pro-social nudging48 is primarily aimed at 

improving the welfare of society (Congiu & Moscati, 2022). GN is categorised as pro-social 

nudges49 because it constitutes the class of nudges that aims to promote environmentally 

benign behaviour (Schubert, 2017b).  

Considering that a nudgee engaging in environmentally harmful behaviour imposes 

harm on others, GN is defined as, “... behavioural interventions that aim to reduce or 

eliminate environmentally mediated harms to a third party” (DesRoches et al., 2023).  Since 

the nudgee also benefits, albeit indirectly, from a green nudge, GN is also classified as all-

regarding nudges (Siipi & Koi, 2022).  

We are interested in the types of nudges that constitute a broad range of behavioural 

interventions that may not be specifically referred to as ‘GN’ in practice but ultimately aim at 

 
47 Examples of pro-self nudges involve promoting healthy food options, signing up for retirement saving plans, 
and warning labels on products like tobacco and alcohol. 
48 Pro-social nudges can be organ donation nudges, road-safety nudges, and hygiene-based nudges. While the 
nudgee may benefit from these to some extent (such as environmental benefits, hygiene-based, or road safety), 
the primary goal remains to improve the welfare of society. 
49 While green nudges in this instance impart benefit to the environment, their formulation as pro-social can be 
contested. For instance, green nudges encouraging reduced meat consumption may impact the cattle farmers. 
Thus, in considering the ethical permissibility of green nudges, we ought to consider their distributional effects  
(extent of fairness) on vulnerable groups. This theme is taken up in the ethical defence of green nudges from a 
system consequentialist view (Chapter 5).  
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reducing or preventing environmentally mediated harms. This ranges from energy nudges, 

which specifically target energy saving as well as saving money, to certain health nudges that 

promote vegan options as well as healthier food (Allcott, 2011; Allcott & Rogers, 2014; 

Nykänen et al., 2022; Reinholdsson et al., 2023).  

Nudges aimed at improving energy consumption can be seen as a subclass of GN. 

OPower’s “Home-energy reports” sharing personalised feedback through algorithmic 

processes is an example of GN. This is because saving energy has a pro-social element to it: 

reducing energy consumption means a healthier planet, and other parties (as compared to the 

nudgee) benefit most from this behaviour (Congiu & Moscati, 2022; Kasperbauer, 2017).  It 

is also driven by contemporary algorithmic technologies to drive sustainable behaviour, so it 

can also be seen as a subclass of smart nudges or digital nudges (Lembcke et al., 2020; 

Ranchordás, 2019).  

Similarly, nudging eco-friendly food options through the canteen menu has also 

caught the attention of researchers working in this area (Nykänen et al., 2022; Reinholdsson 

et al., 2023). A nudge can promote healthy eating as well as have a pro-social element to it, 

making it an example of GN. Various nudging strategies targeted at waste management, 

influencing shopping behaviour, and transport habits can be covered under the category of 

GN, although they may not be explicitly referred to as such in the studies (Andersen et al., 

2018; Daugbjerg et al., 2014; Loan & Balanay, 2023; Riggs, 2019).  

With human cognitive systems, GN functions in at least three ways. They tap into 

self-image, social-image, or use the inertial tendencies through default choices (Schubert, 

2017b). These three functions are largely seen as the main cognitive mechanisms underlying 

pro-environmental behaviour driven by nudges, as well as other behavioural insights 

(DesRoches et al., 2023; Schubert, 2017b).  



 87 

First, GN capitalise on the cognitive desire to maintain a positive self-image 

(Schubert, 2017b). Denmark has implemented a state-accredited procedure for ecolabelling 

the products sold in supermarkets (Daugbjerg et al., 2014). Ecolabels promote eco-friendly 

shopping behaviour by increasing the salience of product features, with an intention to make 

nudgees more aware of the environmental impact of their purchase (Daugbjerg et al., 2014; 

Schubert, 2017b).  They tap into self-image by appealing to one’s altruistic tendencies, and 

nudgees engaging in pro-environmental behaviour in this way derive cognitive pleasure 

(DesRoches et al., 2023).  

Second, since the desire to possess a positive social image in a group is an 

evolutionary feature, using social norms and peer comparison to tap into the social image is 

another way to promote eco-friendly behaviour (Nagatsu, 2015; Schubert, 2017b; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1985). For instance, GN works with the social image through the OPower reports, 

which share household energy data in comparison with other neighbours (Allcott, 2011). 

Third, GN also function through defaults.50 An effective example of this is signing up 

renewable energy suppliers as a default option when there is little or no difference in cost 

compared to conventional energy suppliers (Sunstein & Reisch, 2014).  

To summarise the discussion on GN so far, GN aims to reduce environmental harms 

imposed by an individual’s behaviour. By functioning in this way, GN have a pro-social 

element attached to it, rather than seeking only the nudgee’s benefit. Moreover, from a 

functional perspective, GN leverages self-image, social-image, and default mechanisms. GN 

 
50 There are at least three reasons why nudging through defaults works: inertia (the status quo bias), loss 
aversion, and implicit recommendation (Schubert, 2017b, p.18). Inertia factors in through defaults because 
people perceive default options as an established reference point, so they avoid changing it. Similarly, loss 
aversion works through this effect, as people think of changing default choices as losing something that they 
already have. Implicit recommendation frames a choice as viable: people being nudged may feel that their 
service provider, employer, government, or policymaker endorses the default choice, thus leveraging the 
implicit recommendation heuristic (Schubert, 2017b). 



 88 

is defined for the context of this research by adapting Saghai’s51 (2013) definition of nudges, 

which makes the role of nudger explicit, and is modified to propose a working definition: 

A green nudges B when A purposefully triggers B’s cognitive processes by using B’s 

self-image, social image, or uses default options to ultimately reduce the 

environmentally mediated harms caused due to B’s choices.  

Keeping a broad term ‘cognitive processes’ allows the scope for discussion about 

System 1 and System 2 processes, broadening the scope and applicability of this research. For 

theoretical precision, the term ‘shallow cognitive processes’ or ‘System 1’ can be used 

whenever suitable.  

3.2.1. Who is a Nudgee? 

A nudgee is the individual whose decisions or choices are influenced through GN. A 

nudgee could be an economic52 agent, a political53 agent, or a moral agent. As we are 

thinking through systems, there are different systems, like the ecological systems, social, 

economic, and political systems. These systems are interdependent and interconnected with 

one another. While the thesis primarily focuses on the nudgee’s role as a moral agent who 

ought to minimise climate harms, it is important to note that their role as a political or an 

economic agent is not exclusive of their role as a moral agent. Chapter 7 explores how green 

 
51 The role of the choice architect qua nudger in the definition needs to be clarified to emphasise the role of 
nudger in a good nudging practice. Saghai’s definition of nudges provides a template for this: “A nudges B 
when A makes it more likely that B will Φ, primarily by triggering B’s shallow cognitive processes, while A’s 
influence preserves B’s choice-set and is substantially non-controlling (i.e., preserves B’s freedom of choice).” 
(Saghai, 2013, p.491). The term ‘shallow cognitive processes’ refers to the use of System 1 processes.  
52 In the OPower example, the GN strategy may also work because of the economic incentives associated with 
saving energy.  
53 Such framing of nudgees finds use in policy contexts. For instance, while choosing between two competitive 
energy providers, the state often sets the renewable energy option as the default energy supplier (Sunstein & 
Reisch, 2014). In such cases, as costs are not a factor, a nudgee complies with a nudge because they consider 
their role as a civic agent whose decisions have a bearing on social good. So they function as political agent in 
this case.  
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nudging can be better integrated with self-governance through the participation of nudgees as 

deliberative political agents, as well as moral agents.  

3.2.2. Who is a Nudger? 
Any group, public or private, that nudges is a nudger. In the literature on GN, the 

government is usually referred to as the nudger, especially in the context of pro-social 

behaviour (Kuyer & Gordijn, 2023; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). For instance, in the study 

conducted on the Danish eco-labelling system discussed above, the government acted as the 

nudger by standardising the eco-labelling system to facilitate informed decision-making 

through nudges. Moreover, Ewert (2019) also argues that governments need to pursue their 

role actively as nudgers to encourage behaviour transitions.   

While governments are usually seen as the nudgers, private actors also play an 

important role in deploying GN, and they operate in a context where they are synchronised 

with each other (Lenzi, 2019). In such contexts, Lenzi (2019) argues that using GN ethically 

requires preventing the private entities from “out-nudging” the public nudges. Such nudges 

by private actors are consumptive nudges, which are driven by profit-seeking motives rather 

than environmentally favourable outcomes (Braganza & Kapeller, 2024). Even though the 

primary goal is to pursue public good through nudges, as is evident, there is also a 

competition between private actors to push their interests and gather traction through 

consumptive nudging in the same context (Braganza & Kapeller, 2024; Lenzi, 2019).  

This follows a need to introduce some form of regulation to prevent the effects of 

consumptive nudging from compromising the effects of genuine GN that target behavioural 

change for pro-environmental outcomes. While the next three chapters (4 to 6) do not much 

engage with this caveat, the recommendations in Chapter 7 are aimed at minimising the 

involvement of ‘consumptive’ nudges.   
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Irrespective of who deploys the nudge, the term nudger in the thesis refers to the 

agency that uses GN to ultimately reduce the environmentally mediated harms, restricting the 

scope of discussion about any other kind of nudges.  

3.3. Human Psychology, Nudging, and Moral Enhancement: 

Recall from Chapter 1 that climate change is, in part, a behavioural problem shaped 

by psychological dispositions which fail to recognise it as an urgent threat. This is not to 

discount the political and economic factors that play a massive role. As we are looking at 

climate change as a systemic issue driven by human-centred systems, human behaviours 

contributing to these human-centred systems play a crucial role in driving this crisis. 

Certain evolutionary traits underlie human cognitive systems that have restricted our 

ability to recognise our obligations in practice and improve our behavioural response to 

climate change (Persson & Savulescu, 2015, 2017a; Savulescu & Persson, 2012). These traits 

include prioritising near-term benefits over long-term benefits, caring more for people we 

know and those who are closer to us, being incapable of empathising with a large number of 

people, perceiving infliction of direct harm as morally worse than our failure to prevent harm 

and understanding our responsibilities in proportion to how we perceive imposition of harms 

(Persson & Savulescu, 2015). 

In light of such threats and technological advancements, moral enhancement debates 

argue that human nature is a ‘work-in-progress’ and improving human cognitive systems to 

address these factors is morally desirable54 (Persson & Savulescu, 2008, 2015; Bostrom, 

2009). Nudging can be seen as working with similar psychological factors, and the arguments 

 
54 Transhumanism advocates this view, arguing that we need to use our scientific and technological 
advancements responsibly to profoundly improve humans, physically, mentally, and morally, to deal with these 
threats (Bostrom, 2009). 
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from these debates are relevant here. In this context, GN works with System 1 and System 2 

processes, rather than only System 1 processes.  

Enhancement interventions attempt to improve specific human capacities rather than 

changing persons as a whole (Juengst & Moseley, 2019). Activities, such as drinking coffee, 

taking benzodiazepines for anxiety, or lifting weights, are performed to transform humans 

into a better version of themselves. While these are temporary enhancements, biomedical 

advancements also improve certain capabilities permanently, such as vision through laser eye 

surgeries or mobility by prosthetics. Applied to moral psychology, enhancement refers to 

modifying traits like empathy, trust, and altruism through biomedical, pharmacological, 

optogenetic, socio-cultural, or neurological interventions (Savulescu & Persson, 2012; 

Juengst & Moseley, 2019). Another definition states that “Moral enhancements aim to 

morally improve a person, for example, by increasing the frequency with which an individual 

does the right thing or acts from the right motives." (Forsberg & Douglas, 2021). Evidence 

shows, for example, that propranolol reduces implicit social bias by improving empathy 

levels in treatment groups (Savulescu & Persson, 2012). Similarly, the perceived degree of 

trustworthiness is positively associated with oxytocin levels (Savulescu & Persson, 2012). 

These debates take a consequentialist position: if enhancement reduces existential risks, then 

it is morally desirable, and indeed a moral obligation (Savulescu & Persson, 2015).  

It would be interesting to note that, from this view, if GN can be effective in enabling 

nudgees to overcome or act despite these psychological factors, such as shortermism, 

selective empathy and altruism, it would be a form of moral enhancement. Even though 

Savulescu and Persson (2012) present nudging as a proposal for human moral enhancement, 

they do not develop it.  

         If GN can increase the frequency of one acting according to their environmental 

obligation (outlined in Chapter 1) by addressing these psychological traits outlined above, 
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they would be a form of moral enhancement. Nonetheless, the changes in human psychology 

through GN, as it is, would be more temporary. If Kaaronen’s (2018) proposal for a cognitive 

shift in how we respond to and understand climate change is realised through GN, it would be 

closer to the notion of moral enhancement. 

Thus, GN has some interesting parallels with moral enhancement: nudging through 

informational messages and norms taps into the evolutionary psychological traits, such as 

short-term gratification, lack of empathy with the suffering of unknown and far-away 

individuals, and understanding of the indirect harms imposed by individual behaviour. As we 

will see in the next subsection, GN can address these traits through changing decision-making 

contexts and combining them with reflective elements, feedback, or rewards. 

From an ESC position, moral enhancement would be justified to reduce existential 

risks to an extent that it does not violate other systems. GN can, thus, be seen as a practical, 

temporary, and less restrictive form of moral enhancement for climate change. And if 

cognitive shifts are long-lasting and this can reshape human moral systems, then the 

obligation to use GN would be more interesting for the moral enhancement debate. 

The next section considers how GN is effective by helping us overcome certain 

evolutionary factors in our cognitive systems. These psychological factors frame our 

inadequate response to the issue of climate change on an individual scale and thus underlie 

our shortcomings in fulfilling our obligation. 

3.4. How are Green Nudges Effective?  

This subsection shows how GN helps us (or can potentially enable us over the long 

term) to overcome our evolutionary response towards climate change, which undermines our 

obligation to act. In exploring the ethics of GN, such a proposal can help us take a step 

further to show why GN is a morally effective avenue in light of human obligation to address 

climate change, cognitive systems, and human behaviour. 
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To develop this discussion, two psychological shortcomings of human psychology 

discussed in Peter Singer’s (1972) essay are considered as paradigmatic cases: Epistemic 

Myopia and Diffused Sense of Moral Obligation, discussed in subsections (3.4.1) and (3.4.2), 

respectively. These psychological limitations are explained in light of the human moral 

enhancement debate. Then, it is shown how these limitations undermine our obligation to 

address climate change. Following this, it is shown how GN can address these limitations in 

practice.  

3.4.1. Epistemic Myopia 
Epistemic Myopia refers to the psychological state of lacking moral concerns towards 

those who we do not know or are far away from us. Moral concerns like altruism55 and 

justice56 are observed to be more elevated towards those with whom one finds some kind of 

association–due to the culture, race, or geography (Tajfel & Turner, 1985; Singer, 1972; 

Schubert, 2017b; Persson & Savulescu, 2017a). One of the reasons why this state dominates 

human psychology is that we possess strong moral feelings towards the suffering of others 

when we directly observe their suffering or find some kind of connection with them (Singer, 

1972; Kollmus & Agyeman, 2002). It is apt to term it ‘Epistemic Myopia’ because much like 

the near-sightedness issue, we have a psychological limitation in possessing moral concerns 

for those whose suffering we do not observe or relate to.   

The evidence for this psychological trait is backed by research in evolutionary 

sciences and psychology. Studies in psychology suggest that it is easier for us to help those 

we know and those near us at geographical and temporal distances (Schubert et al., 2024). 

 
55 Altruism is a universal element of morality–we try to do what makes others happy, content, or free 
(Savulescu & Persson, 2008, 2012,  2017a).  Altruism is, “... a more sophisticated reaction which presupposes 
awareness that another party, who is like oneself in possessing a mind or consciousness, is experiencing pain or 
suffering that is expressed by overt behaviour.” (Savulescu & Persson, 2008, p.170).  
56 Similarly, a sense of justice involves an appeal to the tit-for-tat concept or refers to the idea that we wish to 
treat others fairly (Savulescu & Persson, 2008; Persson & Savulescu, 2017a).  
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Human moral psychology is limited to ‘group-based morality’, which is a conditional 

response for survival (Persson & Savulescu, 2017a; Tajfel & Turner, 1985). Group-based 

morality suggests that humans evolved to care for smaller groups because it gave them a 

competitive advantage during the hunter-gatherer phase by maximising cooperation in small 

groups (Persson & Savulescu, 2017b). Similarly, the “exposure effect” suggests that we 

exhibit greater moral concerns for people we regularly interact with (Persson & Savulescu, 

2017a, p.08). A sense of familiarity (kinship, geographical proximity, or relatability) plays a 

role in our moral concerns (including but not limited to the feelings of altruism, justice, 

empathy, and kindness) towards one another. Likewise, the suffering of a single person easily 

triggers our feelings of benevolence, sympathy, and justice compared to the suffering of a 

large group in which no individual stands out (Singer, 1980; Savulescu and Persson, 2017b).  

This effect can be observed in relation to our environmental behaviour. We lack the 

motivation to help those worst hit by the effects of climate change due to a lack of familiarity 

with them or the observation of their suffering (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). Thus, the 

result is that most of us have little motivation to address climate change despite being aware 

of the fact that changing our behaviours can help address the issue (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 

2002).  

While our psychological traits may limit the way we perceive our moral obligations, 

in reality, our moral obligation to address this crisis stands irrespective of whether we 

perceive it as an obligation or not. We think it is easier to help those who we know or who 

are near to us. But Singer writes, “It makes no moral difference whether the person I can help 

is a neighbour's child ten yards from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never know, ten 

thousand miles away” (Singer, 1972, pp. 231-2). Suffering caused by our environmental 

behaviour to someone far away or unknown is as bad as the suffering caused by us to 

someone near us. Causing harm is morally blameworthy irrespective of identity or distance. 
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Even if people in a position to significantly cut down emissions due to their behaviour do not 

witness climate-harm imposed due to their actions, they are still responsible for their actions 

as their actions form a link in the bigger system that causes suffering.  

And it is in our capacity to address this kind of suffering. The descriptive fact that we 

do not see the utility of our actions by ourselves does not change the moral fact that there is a 

scope to minimise the climate-related harm through our actions. There is evidence that direct 

and indirect effects of human behaviour can have far-reaching consequences for the 

environment (Nielsen et al., 2021a). This means our susceptibility to Epistemic Myopia 

undermines our obligation to uphold ecosystemic good, because this psychological trait 

decreases our chances of feeling morally concerned enough to change our behaviour to 

address climate change. GN is one of the candidates to address this.   

GN can drive eco-friendly actions by arranging the choices in a way that directs one’s 

attention to their environmental impact, and thus leads to morally enhanced outcomes, such 

as, by increasing information salience and providing feedback. GN frames the impact of our 

actions in a tangible way, circumventing the effect of Epistemic Myopia in situ. Simply put, 

GN make it easier for us to fulfil our environmental obligations in practice, even when it is 

not possible for us to fully comprehend how our actions are contributing to climate change.  

One practical reason why this is necessary is that environmentally relevant 

information is often organised in a way that comes across as complex to the nudgee, who is 

functioning with limited cognitive and temporal resources, as observed by Lehner et al. 

(2016). Being overloaded with information or choices leads one to rely on their heuristics. As 

a result, one acts in ways that undermine their obligations. To address this issue, GN can 

simplify complex information and make it easier for the nudgee to access environmentally-

friendly options. Three examples of GN illustrate this possibility.  



 96 

The first way is by increasing information salience and minimising cognitive 

dissonance through eco-labels. As noted previously, in Denmark, a standard eco-labelling 

system informs the nudgees whether products are eco-friendly, ethically-sourced, healthier, 

and better tasting (Daugbjerg et al., 2014).  By aligning one’s choices with one’s 

environmental values, eco-labels help reduce cognitive dissonance and encourage behaviours 

that contribute to environmental goals.  

The second way is visualising one’s environmental impacts with the help of digital 

environments, which creates awareness about environmental goals and culminates in a better 

understanding of how personal actions contribute to climate change. Such initiatives may 

involve installing artificially intelligent smart meters or grids, which can provide insight into 

one’s consumption habits (Sunstein and Reisch, 2014). Smart meters can examine nudgee’s 

data and provide tailored recommendations to cut down energy usage. The third way is to use 

goal-setting nudges, which prompt individuals to commit towards eco-friendly behaviour in 

the future and track their progress according to their plans and commitment (Carlsson et al., 

2021). An integration of digital environments to drive eco-friendly behaviour in daily aspects 

of one’s life and goal setting within societal contexts can generate long-lasting habits and 

increase the awareness of how our actions can have a climate-impact.  

These examples illustrate how GN can make the impacts of one’s actions visible to 

them, ultimately making it easier for the nudgees to do the right action. They can also, over 

time, help us change our perceived understanding of our contribution to climate change, 

transcending the cognitive framing that underlies our failure to respond to this collective 

crisis effectively. This functionality of GN, in line with the definition of moral enhancement 

by Forsberg & Douglas (2021), attempts to increase the frequency with which nudgees fulfil 

their environmental obligations.  
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3.4.2. Diffused Sense of Moral Obligation  

Another hurdle, Diffused Sense of Moral Obligation, refers to the psychological 

disposition of feeling that one's moral obligation lessens in the case of a collective action 

problem like climate change. There are two reasons why this psychological state is prevalent 

in humans.  

 First, we understand our obligation to address climate change only to the extent of our 

understanding of our contribution to the problem. This is to say, our conception of 

responsibility is causally informed, a tendency known as ‘act-omission doctrine’ (Persson & 

Savulescu, 2017a, p.10). When there is no visible causal link between the individual's 

behaviour and the environmental harm that occurs, it diminishes the guilt for not acting. 

Moreover, this effect is elevated when others around us evade their obligations (Singer, 

1972).  

 Second, near-term bias–the cognitive tendency to prioritise short-term benefits over 

future consequences. This feeling is motivated by “a bias towards the near future”, the bias to 

take care of immediate interests, and overlooking the benefit of acting in the remote future 

(Persson & Savulescu 2017b, p.231). Near-term bias in humans suggests that we are more 

concerned with immediate (or near-term) gains or losses over long-term consequences. Thus, 

when it comes to environmental actions, we carry the psychological trait of seeking short-

term goals over long-term benefits.  

Savulescu and Persson (2017b) observe that this bias is hard-wired into human 

psychology. While these psychological traits allowed the primates to tackle immediate threats 

in a brutal environment, they act as hurdles in addressing long-term issues like global 

warming and poverty. Together, these two factors lead to a psychological state of 

understanding our obligation to address climate change as diffused or weakened. 
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Although we feel that our moral obligation to act in the face of collective action 

problems is diffused or we feel less guilty, our obligation to address climate change still 

stands. In reference to individual behaviour in light of climate change, Garvey (2011) writes, 

“Given the enormity and complexity of the planet's climate system, it's hard to see how a 

single green choice, even a whole green life, could make the slightest difference to the 

suffering ahead.” (p.161).  

Our actions, however small, are scientifically linked to climate change. When we 

overlook the demand to act in eco-friendly ways, we become complicit in a lifestyle or a 

series of actions that cause harm or suffering to others. Thus, each contribution is valuable in 

its own sense, even if, as it appears to us, those actions do not seem to do much to address the 

problem. This is because the psychological state of feeling less guilty does not make us less 

guilty. As Chapter 1 outlined, we have a moral obligation to address it as our actions are 

causal links to climate change. So our obligation requires us to act to uphold ecosystemic 

goods, even though traits embedded in our cognitive systems prevent us from acting.  

If GN can help us feel accountable for harm imposed due to our behaviour, point out 

the ways in which we can reduce our carbon emissions, and make us more aware of our 

actions, it can subdue the effects of the psychological state of Diffused Sense of Moral 

Obligation. In practice, GN can subdue the effects of this psychological trait by emphasising 

individual impact within the collective impact. To do so, GN can offer peer comparisons and 

personalise one’s environmental impact to evoke moral concerns. Two strategies of GN are 

notable in this context. The first is “social proofing”, which explicates one’s environmental 

behaviour in comparison to others. The second one is “personalisation”, which improves the 

perceived effectiveness of one’s environmental actions.  

GN that compares one’s environmental impact with neighbouring households can 

significantly influence consumption patterns (Schultz et al., 2007). Described as “one of the 
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most notable non-price energy conservation programs”, the nudging strategy, in this instance, 

presented data to consumers in a way that made them see their consumption with others, 

triggering peer competition (Allcott, 2011, p.1082; Schultz et al., 2007). This study uses 

social proofing–the psychological fact that people are influenced by the behaviour of others 

around them (or possess herd tendencies). By making individual behaviour visible in a 

collective context57, the following experiment demonstrates how social proofing reduces a 

diffused sense of responsibility by emphasising individual responsibility to address climate 

change.  

Similarly, on digital platforms, GN can help the nudgees see the impact of their 

actions by personalising it. For instance, a study conducted on Canadian participants used 

personalised recommendations in two avenues: driving and flying (Luo et al., 2023). 

Randomised controlled trials conducted on about a thousand participants showed that giving 

personalised recommendations and framing them in a comprehensive way for the nudgees, 

irrespective of the nudgee’s background, gives promising results in reducing carbon 

emissions (with initial reports indicating 12 per cent reduced emissions within one year) (Luo 

et al., 2023). The study noted that influencing attentiveness about their choices and giving 

reminders about goals (memory boosting) has a positive potential for long-term change, as 

the nudgees can help them identify and understand the main causal drivers of carbon 

emissions in their lifestyle.  

When effective, such personalised nudges can appeal to the self-image of the nudgee, 

driving them to strive for consistency between their perceived environmental obligations and 

actions. Similarly, on social media platforms, personalisation can drive the nudgees to see 

 
57 People have a diminished sense of environmental obligation because they see individuals around them 
evading their obligations. This makes it easier for one to not feel guilty for not acting in an eco-friendly manner.  
A nudging program like this allows one to see how their behaviour stands with the behaviour of others, helping 
them see how others around them are fulfilling their obligations.  
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how others around them are acting in climate-conscious ways, inducing a mechanism similar 

to social proofing.  

Over time, this may have the potential to elevate one’s environmental concerns and 

improve the capacity to make better moral judgements related to climate change over time. 

Thus, by specifying and communicating one’s impact through social proofing and 

personalisation, GN can elevate the sense of environmental obligation and work like moral 

enhancement interventions.  

 There is some overlap between these two psychological traits. For instance, if 

individuals fail to see results from their environmentally conscious actions (Epistemic 

Myopia), they may believe their efforts are insignificant in addressing climate change 

(Diffused Sense of Moral Obligation). Similarly, when people empathise with those affected 

by climate change, they are less likely to feel that their environmental responsibility is 

diffused. Accordingly, certain GN strategies can play a role in addressing both issues. For 

instance, GN can help one learn about their actions through feedback and monitoring by 

drawing a relation between one’s actions and collective impact (Allcott, 2011; Schultz et al., 

2007). This overlap is not a problem. The goal is to show how GN can overcome the two 

psychological limitations, for which they show promise.  

3.5. Conclusion: 

This chapter outlined the descriptive framework of nudging and green nudging to 

supplement an examination of GN. It also made a case for GN as an effective strategy for 

mitigating climate change. This is because they promise a shift in behaviour, and (as we will 

see) in our attitudes, and our perceived understanding of our relationship with the 

environment. In other words, it was illustrated how GN can help us fulfil our obligations by 

working with evolutionary traits embedded in human cognitive systems.  
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Chapter 4. A Review of Ethical Debates on Green Nudging 

This chapter focuses on the ethical issues and themes surrounding GN. Nudging is framed as 

a form of libertarian paternalism (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). It is ‘libertarian’ in the sense 

that nudges respect the autonomy of the person being nudged. As people are free to opt out of 

choices promoted by nudges, nudging strategies retain freedom of choice and therefore 

respect autonomy. The claim for ‘paternalism’ holds that it is legitimate for policymakers to 

influence individual behaviour for improving personally and socially valuable outcomes. 

Thus, in being libertarian paternalistic, nudges influence the choices or behaviour of the 

person being nudged, while keeping the option to ignore the nudge open for the person being 

nudged. 

This dissertation sets aside Thaler and Sunstein’s political and philosophical framing 

of libertarian paternalism for two reasons. First, the use of the term has been theoretically 

contested in the literature on the ethics of nudges (Viale, 2019). Viale (2019) argues that this 

libertarian tag on nudges, even though it works theoretically, is less realistic. He writes, “The 

possibility of deliberative choice exists in abstract terms, but the choice architecture is 

biased…due to the prevalence of our System 1 over System 2” (Viale, 2019, p. 146). While it 

is true that people can decide to move away from default and fulfil their autonomy (which is 

the freedom to choose, from this view), in practice, they don’t. This caveat, also pointed out 

by Małecka (2023), makes the applicability of the term ‘libertarian paternalism’ 

contentious.58  

Second, conceptualising autonomy as freedom of choice is insufficient in the case of 

climate change. In dealing with the ecological crisis, individual freedom of choice should not 

 
58 Malecka (2023) has an interesting take on how System 1 and System 2 processes, defined by Kahneman 
(1972), are actually not separate mechanisms. They posit that such cognitive processes work in conjunction with 
one another.  
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be the main priority.59 This point is expanded in Subsection (4.3.4) and then in (5.3.2), where 

it is argued that a different conceptualisation of autonomy, principled autonomy, is better 

suited in the context of climate change. Drawing on Onora O’Neill’s (2002c, 2002d) work, 

principled autonomy requires individuals not only to have rights but also to fulfil universal 

obligations. From this view, when one’s personal choices interfere with the well-being and 

rights of others (such as by contributing to climate harm), these choices are not fully 

autonomous. Therefore, in contexts where individual behaviour has collective consequences, 

we must prioritise moral obligation over freedom of choice.60 

As the libertarian paternalism framing of nudging is both theoretically contested and 

ethically insufficient in the case of climate change, this dissertation focuses on the 

psychological functionality of GN, as has already been done in the previous chapter.  

The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, to review the existing ethical debates 

and questions surrounding GN. Second, to sketch the ethical concerns associated with GN 

against their potential to drive a meaningful change in our behavioural response towards 

climate change. This analysis helps to contextualise the main questions that this thesis seeks 

to address. Third, to consider whether certain ethical trade-offs can be considered insofar as 

GN helps us to fulfil individual obligations.  

In the following section, a systematic review of the literature outlines the existing 

ethical concerns and themes associated with GN (Section 4.1). Following this, analysing the 

 
59The reasoning for rejecting the view of autonomy as freedom of choice is threefold: First, climate-related 
harms imposed by individual behaviour is bad. Second, if autonomy is framed as “freedom of choice”, then it 
allows people to keep making choices that contribute to climate harm. Then, it follows that autonomy as 
freedom to choose is not the moral positioning we ought to take in the case of climate change.   
60 Moreover, addressing climate change justifies some degree of paternalism. At least nudges aimed at pro-
social behaviour (socially optimal behaviour outcomes) can be actively paternalistic and need not safeguard 
freedom to choose when one’s behaviour imposes harm on others, a proposition that is already found in the 
literature on nudges, and is enunciated by Thaler and Sunstein themselves (DesRoches et al., 2023; Hilton et al., 
2018; Oliver, 2013; Schubert, 2017b; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). This point is also revisited in (4.3.1).  
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ethical permissibility of GN using a ‘pro-tanto model’ proposed by DesRoches et al. (2023) 

contextualises the main questions that provide the basis for a consequentialist defence of GN 

(Section 4.2). Lastly, it is considered whether certain trade-offs are justified considering the 

effectiveness of green nudges (Section 4.3).  

4.1. A Review of the Literature on Ethics of Green Nudging: 

The discussion around the ethics of GN is nascent, with only a small subset of the 

literature on the ethics of nudges exploring the topic. By illustrating the ethical concerns 

associated with GN, the following section places the challenges and concerns underlying GN 

in perspective. Through PRISMA-Methodology combined with Wohlin’s backward 

snowballing method, this chapter identifies nine ethical themes that emerge in the literature 

on GN ethics (Kahrass (Knüppel) et al., 2021; Wohlin, 2014).  Based on a thematic analysis 

of journal articles and book chapters obtained through the PRISMA search, nine ethical 

themes and issues related to GN are drawn from the literature. The systematic methodology 

of the literature search is available in Appendix A. Several ethical issues arise, many of 

which overlap with ethical issues with nudging more generally.  

4.1.1.  Third-Party Harm 

The ethical themes and issues related to GN are seen in the light of their aim to 

mitigate harm to third parties. Climate change is a problem caused by externalities, which 

generates a rationale for economic interventions such as nudges (Kasperbauer, 2017). GN 

belongs to a separate category of nudges that use cognitive biases or moral concerns of 

citizens to influence actions that create negative externalities (Carlsson et al., 2021) or a 

market failure (Hilton et al., 2018; Schubert, 2017b).  By encouraging individuals to engage 

in pro-environmental behaviour, “..they (GN) aim at encouraging people to voluntarily 

contribute to a public good, namely environmental protection” (Schubert, 2017b, p.331).  

GN, then, are targeted at reducing the third-party harm arising from climate change.  
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4.1.2. Paternalism61 

As GN addresses the negative impact of one’s actions on the environment, they also 

allow choice architects to decide what options benefit others, making ‘paternalism’ a 

significant concern. There is a spectrum of viewpoints regarding paternalism in GN. 

Paternalism is generally defined as “the interference of a state or an individual with another 

person, against their will, and defended or motivated by a claim that the person interfered 

with will be better off or protected from harm” (Dworkin, 2020).  

On one end, GN is considered to be paternalistic due to their functionality (Hall, 

2016; Hilton et al., 2018; Kasperbauer, 2017). The other side views them as non-paternalistic 

based on the goals (environmental protection) pursued by them (Santos Silva, 2022; 

Schubert, 2017b; Siipi & Koi, 2022).  

Kasperbauer (2017) and Hilton et al. (2018) argue that, although GN is paternalistic 

like all other kinds of nudges, it is permissible because it addresses negative externalities and 

serves the collective welfare. GN aims to deter an individual from acting in a way that can 

potentially harm everyone dependent on the environment (Hilton et al., 2018; Ouvrard & 

Stenger, 2019). Moreover, some form of nudging is inevitable in energy regulation 

(Kasperbauer, 2017). This is to say that energy governance is an inherently paternalistic 

endeavour, and some degree of external regulation with nudges is required (Kasperbauer, 

2017).  

Hall agrees that GN is paternalistic (Hall, 2016) but suggests that this is in part the 

result of a narrow view of the self.  She suggests that if one adopts a larger conception of self 

(viewing a community or a society as a self), the combined choices of a community harm the 

community itself.   

 
61 As discussed before, in the view of Thaler and Sunstein (2008), nudges are a form of soft paternalism. Choice 
architects do not block the available choice-set of the people being nudged. Instead, nudges attempt to make 
people better off by promoting choices that benefit them.  
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Siipi and Koi (2022) argue that GN is paternalistic if they promote an individual's 

welfare and non-paternalistic if they aim at social welfare62 (Santos Silva, 2022; Schubert, 

2017b). For instance, while energy-saving nudges benefit the person being nudged by saving 

them energy-related costs, they are still non-paternalistic because they primarily target 

environmental protection and energy saving. They argue that the justification of GN must be 

“categorically different from the libertarian paternalist justification of most nudges” (Siipi & 

Koi, 2022).  

One major question is left open regarding paternalism in green nudges. It is about 

people who implement nudges or the choice architects. The obvious question is whether the 

choice architects have the necessary knowledge and integrity to nudge people (Hall, 2016; 

Lenzi, 2019). A potential response is that the presumption that policymakers are ‘well-placed 

to make beneficent decisions’ is common in public policy and is not specific to nudges 

(Hilton et al., 2018).  Irrespectively, this presumption challenges us to consider the 

trustworthiness of the nudgers, such as their competencies and commitment to use GN 

ethically. This proposal is developed in Chapter 6.  

4.1.3 Green Nudges in Markets and the Role of the State:  

In analysing nudges as a sustainable market approach, Knoll (2019) notes five aspects 

of GN that are distinct from other sustainable market mechanisms, such as, Pay-for-success, 

cap-and-trade, and taxation63: (i) The loci of control can be a private or a public designer of a 

 
62  Siipi and Koi (2022) refer to ‘climate nudges’, the type of nudges that drive citizen behaviour towards 
climate-friendly alternatives. This is a terminological difference. Siipi and Koi (2022) talk of what I refer as 
green nudges.  
 
 
63 Pay-for-success refers to the state engaging with private actors, and allowing them to fund and manage a 
program aimed at achieving climate goals. The private actors are paid by the state only if the program is 
(assessed) successful. Cap-and-trade is another environmental policy tool that limits the extent to which a 
private entity can contribute to GHG emissions, and allows private parties to buy and sell (or trade) their 
emissions. Taxation or Pigouvian tax involves the state imposing penalties or fines on the polluters to 
discourage them from emitting and using the money for social costs (green initiatives and social programs). In 
contrast to all these, nudging, theoretically, does not involve any monetary aspect (Knoll, 2019).  



 106 

nudge (which is referred to as the nudger in the dissertation); (ii) The facilitating agency of 

nudging interventions is a psychological and a paternalist state; (iii) There is no monetary 

control on the person being nudged (the nudgee); (iv) Nudgee is seen as an agent acting upon 

unconscious mechanisms and emotions; (v) Nudges are a result of post-liberal era, 

characterised by a shift away from fully market-based and regulatory governance toward 

behavioural governance (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008),  powered by increasing digitisation 

(Knoll, 2019). These aspects of nudging have invited criticism on the role of the state in 

nudging and the perceived understanding of the cognitive heuristics and the capabilities of 

the nudgees. 

The underlying idea behind nudges is that agents are emotionally driven individuals 

whose demands from the environment must be altered to fit with sustainable market 

mechanisms (Knoll, 2019). Nudging aims to transform individuals into better market 

participants through interventions by both states and corporations (Knoll, 2019). Like Knoll’s 

view, Gumbert (2019a) points out that nudges for food consumption understand sustainability 

as a concept associated with the conduct of individual citizens. However, such an approach 

overlooks the public's susceptibility to corporate interests and behaviour regulation by market 

policies (Gumbert, 2019a).  

Moreover, nudging might come across as off-putting to citizens, who are assumed to 

be making decisions on the basis of cognitive heuristics and covertness of nudges, leading to 

a decline in faith in the state (Lenzi, 2019). Lack of deliberation and persuasion on the part of 

the government and the use of GN might make the public feel alienated (Siipi & Koi, 2022; 

Kasperbauer, 2017).  
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The ethical implications of an intervention like an energy nudge for the state and the 

citizens can be assessed through three64 criteria: information problem, multidimensional 

problem, and political economy problem (DellaValle & Sareen, 2020). Nudging can help 

address the information problem by providing individual and household feedback to the 

energy suppliers. Similarly, to address the multidimensional problem in the energy sector, 

nudging can help individuals overcome cognitive barriers by communicating norms and 

reminders to individuals or households about their energy use. Policymakers can overcome 

single-action biases and acquire the required information on energy behaviour using nudges 

to address the problem of political economy (DellaValle & Sareen, 2020).   

4.1.4  Sustainability goals of Green Nudges 

Several authors raise concerns about the sustainability goals associated with GN. 

Bornemann and Burger (2019) remark that the approaches facilitated by GN overlook the 

normative implications of sustainability. In their view, different conceptions of sustainability, 

namely, justice-based, resilience-based, and procedural concepts, are at play in the case of 

environmental regulation65.  

The relationship between nudging and sustainability is not a straightforward one 

because different ideas of sustainability challenge GN in various ways (Borneman & Burger, 

2019). For instance, the procedural-concept might view nudging as technocratic and justice-

based conception challenges issues of equity (DellaValle & Sareen, 2020; Hoberg & Strunz, 

 
64  Information problem refers to the idea that nudgees have limited knowledge about needs and problems 
associated with their energy behaviours. Multidimensional problem refers to the limited cognitive potential and 
motivation of individuals to use energy efficiently. The problem of political economy highlights the structural 
inequality between individual energy users and energy providers, where the nudgees have little to no ability to 
influence policy decisions (DellaValle and Sareen, 2020).    
65 Three conceptions of sustainability discussed by Bornemann and Burger (2019) are summarised: 

a) Justice-Based Sustainability: Such a conception is based on ethical and moral investments that serve 
intra and intergenerational justice effectively.  

b) Resilience-based conception of Sustainability: This group includes the conceptions of sustainability 
that involve maintenance and well-being of local and global ecosystems. 

c) Procedural-conceptions: Unlike the former two conceptions of sustainability, procedural conception 
understands ‘Sustainability’ as a political concept that continuously evolves in societal discourse.  
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2018). Similarly, the resilience-based conception raises concerns about whether individual 

rationality can lead to collective rationality. 

DellaValle and Sareen (2020) look at nudging as an intervention to address the 

problem of Energy Poverty66. If one looks at GN as a means to achieve justice-based goals 

(such as merit goods67) in the future, then it would be ethical to override the short-term 

preferences of individuals to satisfy their long-term preferences (Hoberg & Strunz, 2018). 

Further, Dobson (2014) contends that the ideas of ‘sustainability citizenship’ cannot get the 

required attention in the public contexts amidst the short-term policy-making strategies of the 

states. In his view, nudging eschews the normative debate and hides the goal of creating a 

“sustainable citizen” from view, and thus escapes accountability (Dobson, 2014, p.03). While 

governments are responsive bodies in debates surrounding sustainability, the discussions fall 

short of outlining their roles as responsible entities68 while only focusing on improving the 

role of citizens as consumers (Dobson, 2014).  

One way to address this issue is by bring nudgees at the forefront of designing, 

implementing, and regulating GN. This is possible through a bottom-up approach for 

assessing and receiving feedback on GN, an approach developed in Chapter 7.  

 
66  Energy Poverty is a condition where individuals are unable to secure adequate home energy services, a state 
that violates the principles of Energy Justice (DellaValle & Sareen, 2020).  
67  A justice-based idea of sustainability would consider intra and intergenerational justice as a merit good. 
Hoberg and Strunz (2018) define merit goods as the goods for which the social planner chooses to prescribe 
choices that are different from individual preferences. From such a view, one could take GN as a means for 
achieving environmental goals such as climate protection. A person cutting down her consumption due to GN 
would save fossil fuel for future generations.  
68 Dobson (2014) further argues for an Aristotelian sphere of politics where the public gains understanding by 
debating and enacting rather than avoiding deliberation and engagement. In the words of Dobson (2014), 
‘sustainability citizenship’ requires that a citizen: (A) Believes sustainability to be a common good that is not 
achievable by merely seeking self-interests. It should be driven by public engagement, public participation, and 
fair distribution of environmental resources. (B) Driven by other-regarding interests along with self-interests. 
(C) Believes ethical and moral knowledge is necessary along with the pursuit of techno-scientific knowledge. 
(D) Believes that a sustainability right obliges citizens to carry a responsibility to behave sustainably. A way to 
introduce this concept into governance is through self-governance, taken up in Chapter 7.  
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4.1.5  Autonomy69   

Individual autonomy is a common theme regarding the ethics of nudges. 

Unsurprisingly, autonomy emerged as a prominent topic in the literature on GN. There are 

three views regarding autonomy in GN. First, GN affect autonomy, but is justified 

considering the climate crisis. Second, a compromise on autonomy is unjustified as it leads to 

a fragmented preferential structure. Third, whether GN undermines autonomy depends on the 

conceptualisation of autonomy and the types of nudging techniques employed. 

The first view suggests that a compromise on autonomy is inevitable and necessary to 

address climate change. According to Ouvrard and Stenger (2019), the argument that nudges 

do not respect the freedom of individuals ‘holds no water’ in the case of climate nudges. 

They contend that if an agent becomes incapable of living where he wishes to due to lack of 

environmental reasons, he will lose his freedom anyway (Ouvrard & Stenger, 2019). 

Moreover, individuals are already acting within a framework established by the government 

for energy consumption. Therefore, autonomy is always compromised while using energy 

(Kasperbauer, 2017).  

Tobias Gumbert (2019b) holds a contrasting view, in which people choosing in the 

presence of a nudge do not make an autonomous decision on their own; instead, they conform 

to ‘implicit external expectations’ (Gumbert, 2019b, p.114). Furthermore, Gumbert (2019b) 

worries that non-autonomous decisions made in the presence of nudges can lead to incoherent 

preference structures in individuals, leading to long-term implications on prudence (Gumbert, 

2019b).  

The third perspective on autonomy in nudges raises two points. One can infer whether 

nudges compromise autonomy depending on the conceptualisation of autonomy adopted and 

 
69 The conception of autonomy as freedom of choice is by far the most adopted idea of autonomy in nudges. In 
the view of Hoven et al. (2020), autonomy as freedom of choice is compatible with Mill’s idea (On Liberty) of 
individual liberty and harm principle. According to it, the liberty of individuals should not be constrained unless 
it is important to restrict their actions to protect others.  
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the type of nudge strategy used. While some conceptualisations view autonomy as an 

absolute concept (Hausman and Welch 2010; Bovens 2009), authors like Buss (2012) 

contend that as long as nudges enable someone to ‘act per their character or conditions of 

minimal human flourishing, ’ people act autonomously. According to Schubert (2017b), this 

view is promising. In short, GN preserves autonomy when people lack clear environmental 

preferences, helping them act according to their true preferences (Schubert, 2017b; Siipi & 

Koi, 2022). On this view, however, GN challenges the autonomy of climate change deniers 

(Siipi & Koi, 2022). 

Furthermore, different kinds of nudging techniques challenge autonomy on various 

levels. Santos Silva (2022) compares nudging with self-nudging interventions or boosts, 

where the latter requires the active involvement of the recipient of the nudge. As they require 

cooperation and are explicit, self-nudges and boosts do not challenge the autonomy of people 

(Santos Silva, 2022).  

Similarly, default GN challenges autonomy because they impose an implicitly 

endorsed choice rather than fostering the competence of the nudgee to make eco-friendly 

decisions by themselves in future (Schubert, 2017b). The concerns regarding autonomy in 

nudges overlap with the issues regarding transparency and manipulation. We will discuss 

them in the next section.  

4.1.6.  Manipulation due to lack of Transparency 

There are also concerns over covert forms of GN (Santos Silva, 2022; Ouvrard & 

Stenger, 2019; Gumbert, 2019b). Nudges encourage an intentional change in the 

‘autonomous decision-making process’, often in non-transparent ways, resulting in 

manipulation (Gumbert, 2019b; Santos Silva, 2022). There are at least two reasons why 

manipulation due to lack of transparency is concerning in nudging: status quo bias and 

sharing incorrect information.  
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Nudges that use status quo bias are manipulative because nudgee are unaware while 

being nudged (Ouvrard & Stenger, 2019). GN, such as the diffusion of information (carbon 

footprint of a product), does not manipulate agents as much as subliminal advertising 

manipulates them (nudges that use stimuli or olfactory senses). Explicit nudges do not 

compromise an individual’s autonomy on the same level as other subliminal nudges (Ouvrard 

& Stenger, 2019).  

Nudges that share false information are arguably manipulative. Hilton et al. (2018) 

give an example of a study (Schultz et al., 2008) in which incorrect information was 

communicated to the public through social norm nudges to influence their behaviours. If 

implemented, sharing false information through nudges could threaten to mislead the public 

and create a feeling of distrust against the authorities in charge of nudging (Hilton et al., 

2018). While taxes and mandates are transparent, interventions like GN can be used 

cunningly in non-transparent ways, leading to deception (Siipi & Koi, 2022). Furthermore, 

non-transparent GN can lead citizens to believe that the state views them as agents prone to 

manipulation and persuasion (Siipi & Koi, 2022). Gumbert (2019b) recommends that choice 

architects must ensure that individuals willingly conform to nudges.  

4.1.7.  Privacy Issues 

Use of GN in digital environments gives rise to privacy concerns. For instance, 

Sunstein & Reisch (2014) suggest that the kind of nudges that uses default options to nudge 

individuals should be personalised. Personalising GN that influences pro-environmental 

behaviour requires a high volume of statistical data on behavioural patterns. The need for 

data to personalise nudges generates an insatiable thirst for information on people’s 

behaviour; this is why digitisation comes across as a natural ally of nudging (Knoll, 2019, 

p.250). In the current scenario, digital platforms are crucial in implementing nudges and other 

behavioural interventions.  
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Hilton et al. (2018) argue that privacy concerns associated with informational GN 

(that work by making options more salient or available than others) are less pressing. In 

contrast, GN that uses the personal data of individuals (goal setting, personalised defaults, 

monitoring consumption) raise concerns regarding privacy as they risk exposing personal 

information to third parties without consent (Hilton et al., 2018).  

4.1.8.  Fairness 

There are also fairness concerns regarding GN. Nudging policies run the risk of 

allowing a minority to free-ride on the efforts of the majority (Lehner et al., 2016; Ouvrard & 

Spaeter, 2015). Like all policy interventions, different citizens respond to nudges depending 

on their social, cultural, economic, and personal backgrounds. “Political sensitivity, 

environmental vulnerability, and educational characteristics play an important role in the 

efficiency of policies based on nudges.” (Ouvrard & Spaeter, 2015, p.54). For instance, using 

nudges such as green defaults in a trivial way can impose unfair distribution costs on the 

population (Sunstein and Reisch, 2014).  

Schubert (2017b) argues that we can judge the extent of fairness of GN through its (1) 

redistributive impacts and (2) the risk posed by them in diverting attention from ‘socio-

institutional problems” that are at the heart of many societal problems, such as climate 

change. The problem of redistributive impacts concerns the heterogeneous response from the 

citizens (Ouvrard & Spaeter, 2015; Schubert, 2017b).  

One of the most common examples of the heterogeneous effects of GN is moral 

licensing. Moral licensing involves people deviating from pro-environmental behaviour in 

certain areas because they are already exhibiting eco-friendly behaviour in some other aspect 

of their lives (Hilton et al. 2018). For instance, a person buying biodegradable detergent may 

no longer feel obligated to cut down her electricity consumption because she feels morally 

fulfilled by making pro-environmental choices in the supermarket. It is also possible that 
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some sub-populations can perceive nudges (feedback, social norm nudges) as a form of moral 

licensing and, as a result, they might end up showing contrasting behaviour (DellaValle & 

Sareen, 2020; Hilton et al., 2018). 

4.1.9.  Using Nudges for long-term behaviour change 

Over the long term, GN can hamper the decision-making abilities of people being 

nudged (Hall, 2016). Contrary to this view, some authors see a radical potential in nudging to 

transform people into eco-citizens. They suggest that nudging should be used to develop 

moral motivation in citizens by changing the way people look at environmental issues. Given 

the urgency of the climate crisis, there are good reasons to take nudging seriously to address 

climate change since using behavioural influences is inevitable in environmental policy-

making (Hukkinen, 2016). Moreover, nudging can free up one's mind to achieve more 

significant goals of societal transformations and collective action (Borneman & Burger, 

2019).   

An interesting perspective on the “philosophy of nudging” emerges in Kaaronen’s 

(2018) work. Nudging is a potential tool to address the human-nature dichotomy–the 

perspective that humans are separate entities from the natural world. A ‘processual approach’ 

to the environment can help us understand slow-moving processes like climate change in a 

different light (Kaaronen, 2018, p.11) and help citizens transform their relationship with the 

environment. An example of this is receiving real-time impact on energy behaviour, allowing 

one to observe the “interconnectedness” of one’s actions with the ecological consequences 

(Kaaronen, 2018).  

Kaaronen interprets nudging as a “political means of designing cognitively attractive 

and empirically sound mental models that can alter people’s behaviour towards socio-

ecologically sustainable transitions” (Hukkinen, 2012, 02, as cited in Kaaronen, 2018). They 

suggest that nudging on a deeper cognitive level can help people recognise their 
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responsibility towards the environment, perceive the effects of behaviour changes in real-

time, and see themselves as a part of the system that needs to be changed to mitigate the 

climate crisis.  

Having reviewed the nine ethical themes identified in the literature, it is worth 

addressing a more structural critique of GN that contextualises these themes within a broader 

debate about individual versus systemic approaches to climate change. Chater and 

Lowenstein (2023) raise concerns about GN as category of interventions that focus on i-

frames, working with individual behaviour, cognitive processes, and habits. Their argument 

is that GN targeting individuals rather than the systems within which individuals operate is 

insufficient and perhaps counterproductive. GN diverts focus from the s-frames, which 

incorporate systems of rules, norms, and institutional reforms (also see: Schubert, 2017b). 

They worry that i-frame interventions serve the interests of corporations seeking to resist 

systemic reforms by framing collective action issues as matter of individual responsibility. 

From this view, GN may be counterproductive.  

 This argument raises a more serious concern: GN targeting i-frames focus on narrow 

and concentrated outcomes. They also pose a hindrance to effective climate transition by 

affecting possibilities for systemic changes.  

 There is, however, a caveat to this situation. Chater and Lowenstein (2023) present 

economic and regulatory interventions as primary examples of s-frame interventions. Yet 

their definition of s-frames includes systems of norms, rules and institutions. Even though 

they acknowledge the intertwining of s-frame and i-frame interventions, they do not develop 

the idea. The norms that policymakers incorporate within top-down policies are driven by i-

frame factors such as self-image and social signalling. Along with the norms, traditional 

regulatory interventions like carbon taxation are also driven by i-frame factors like social-

comparison (Gravert & Shreedhar, 2022). This indicates that the boundary between the i-
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frame and the s-frames is not just unclear, but that s-frame changes are also dependent on i-

frame changes.  

GN justified by ESC substantially address the concerns raised by Chater and 

Lowenstein (2023). ESC guided GN is justified through a normative framework that focuses 

on improving outcomes, but also the systems within which these outcomes are embedded. In 

assessing GN by this position, we are focusing on not only driving behavioural changes, but 

also virtuous circles and cognitive alignment (See 5.1.). Instead of assuming norms (which 

are s-frame changes) forming from top-down approaches, GN assessed through ESC works 

with the processes of norm formation– by cultivating improved habits, awareness, 

behavioural shifts in individuals. Such i-frame driven interventions that cultivate improved 

understanding of nudgees as eco-conscious citizens, as well as a better understanding of how 

one’s actions contribute to climate change, underlie desired s-frame changes70.  

Chater and Lowenstein (2023) also worry that the current pattern of applying GN 

(which focuses on i-frames) risks crowding out s-frame considerations in policy contexts. 

However, the crowd-out issue is applicable to any policy measure. This is an implementation 

issue rather than an issue inherent with driving individual behaviour changes. GN justified 

through ESC, which are implemented through bottom-up governance mechanisms (See 7.3. 

and 7.4.) can support s-frame changes rather than undermining them.  

4.2. How does Green Nudging raise Ethical Issues? 

While GN aims to improve behaviours in response to climate change, which is a 

morally desirable end, it also imposes some unaccounted negative effects on the nudgee, as 

discussed above. However, like any intervention capable of bringing a positive change, 

 
70 Moreover, the i-frame and s-frame distinction is not as clear as Chater and Lowenstein (2023) suggest. 
Individual behaviour is embedded in systems and systems emerge from complex cumulative individual 
behaviour. The leverage for addressing climate change through s-frame changes lies at the interface of s-frame 
and i-frames, a position where GN can be advantageous.  
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potential negative consequences are unavoidable. Thus, it becomes necessary to weigh the 

benefits of GN against the harm imposed by it on the nudgee (DesRoches et al., 2023).  

DesRoches et al. (2023)71 examine the benefits of effective GN against its adverse 

effects on the nudgee through a ‘pro-tanto’ model to provide a “high-level normative 

guidance” to policymakers72.  They write, “...a GN is ethically permissible when the 

intervention is efficacious, cost-effective, and has advantages (i.e., reducing the 

environmental harm to others) that are not outweighed by countervailing costs or harms for 

nudgees.” (DesRoches et al., 2023, p. 1). They argue that in designing nudges, the nudgers 

must consider the welfare effects of a nudge through the model given below. 

 

            Figure 1: The Pro tanto Model by DesRoches et al. (2023). 

This model maps the level of harm (Ordinary and Catastrophic) against the net 

welfare effect on the nudged person (or the nudgee) and the third party.  The horizontal slots 

in the diagram show that an efficacious nudge can prevent ordinary or catastrophic harm, and 

impact a nudgee positively, negatively, or have no net welfare effect on the nudgee (shown 

by signs ‘+’, ‘-’, ‘0’). If a nudge impacts a nudgee negatively, their ethical permissibility 

must be examined (represented as red and a ‘-’ sign).  

 
71 As this journal article was published after the systematic literature review of GN in April 2022 (See Appendix 
A), the discussions from this study are taken up in a separate subsection.  
72 In explaining the use of the term pro tanto in this context, the harm caused by individual actions provides a 
nudger with a reason to intervene and improve behavioural outcomes, unless there are other reasons that 
outweigh the benefits of preventing that harm. 
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Whether or not GN is permissible depends on whether it prevents a non-negligible or 

a moderate damage (ordinary harm), or severe, large-scale, and irreversible damage 

(catastrophic harm). So in cases where GN is preventing ordinary harm, its justification may 

require respecting ethical values like fairness and autonomy. Simply put, based on this model, 

the ethical permissibility of GN hinges on the seriousness of the harm it targets and the 

countervailing costs to the nudgee.   

There are two reasons why anticipating ordinary or catastrophic harms due to the 

nudgee’s actions is not unfounded. First, there is a possibility that our actions have cascading 

effects. There are certain thresholds to climate change, which if crossed, can lead to dramatic 

effects, causing extreme vulnerabilities, and a series of climate change-induced disasters 

driven through interdependencies between different ecosystems (Bowen et al., 2022; 

Lawrence et al., 2020). To avoid the risk of crossing such threshold points, individual actions 

play a valuable role (Broome, 2019).  

Second, our climate impact does not occur in isolation and cannot be characterised 

only by individual carbon footprints. By engaging in certain behaviours, such as purchasing 

products that have adverse environmental impacts during production, taking flights more 

frequently, using personal transportation, and heating or cooling our homes excessively, we 

initiate a series of actions that inspire others and contribute to the global infrastructure that 

imposes climate stressors. This observation is supported by a study conducted by 

psychologists in Denmark, who note that individuals from a higher socioeconomic class not 

only function as consumers but also serve as role models and investors (Nielsen et al., 2021). 

Thus, by limiting such behaviours on an individual scale, GN plays a role in preventing 

ordinary or catastrophic harm73 due to the nudgee’s behaviour. 

 
73 Moreover, anticipation of such an extent of harm that can be ordinary or catastrophic is rational. By 
Precautionary Principle, if there is evidence that an activity may lead to harm, precautionary actions are 
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In short, for GN to be permissible, it needs to be (a) efficacious and cost-effective, 

and (b) the benefits of the GN (reducing third-party harm) are not outweighed by 

countervailing reasons (significant harms for nudgees) (DesRoches et al., 2023). For (a), 

ineffective nudges are considered to be unethical as they burden the resources (Schubert, 

2017b; DesRoches et al., 2023). Ineffective nudges involve the nudges that lead to no 

positive effects for third parties. Similarly, although the authors do not specify what ‘cost-

effective’ entails, it can be interpreted as the economic and social costs of implementing, 

designing, and regulating GN. This model provides a basis for exploring the ethical 

permissibility of GN by probing (b) through four questions: 

I. What sort of harm is the nudgee susceptible to due to GN? 

II. How does GN prevent harm? 

III. How to weigh environmental benefits against the countervailing harms on the 

nudgee? 

IV. How do we minimise the overall harm to the nudgee? 

The review of ethical themes and issues associated with GN in Section (4.1) responds to 

(I) by outlining the countervailing ethical burdens on the nudgee, such as, loss of autonomy, 

paternalism, fairness, and so on. To address (II), an account of the ethics of GN, then, needs 

to illustrate whether and how GN is effective. The previous chapter responds to (II) by 

showing how GN works with the cognitive systems of the nudgees. A worry is that i-frame 

 
necessary. This principle is often employed to guide decisions in risky and uncertain situations in law and policy 
(Christiansen, 2019). Andreas Christiansen (2019) lays out an argument defending Precautionary Principle (PP), 
arguing PP is as rational as Expected Utility Theory (EUT) when considering the possibility of high stakes 
environments, like a public health crisis, rise of Artificial General Intelligence, or Climate Change. The 
principle states that if we know a serious risk and a recommended precaution, then a demand for precautionary 
action is triggered (Christiansen, 2019). In the case of climate change, we possess sufficient evidence that 
individual behaviour has an environmental impact, and a well-weighed possibility that extensive carbon 
emissions can trigger catastrophic harm. Thus, using GN to prevent such harms due to individual behaviour can 
be reasonably justified through this principle. 
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interventions are perhaps insufficient to deal with the collective action problems because they 

yield “small or null results” (Chater and Lowenstein, 2023, p.06). However, a potential 

response is that the poor performance of GN is a reflection of design and implementation 

flaws, rather than an underlying limitation of behavioural interventions as a category. When 

justified through an ESC-based framework, GN can be integrated as s-frames interventions, 

to deal with the climate crisis.  

Moreover, a study by DesRoches et al. (2026) also provides support for the ethical 

permissibility of GN via a decision-making framework rather than a consequentialist 

direction. The authors use a Lexical Precautionary Principle (LPP) to view GN in a much 

more serious light: as tools to address climate change as a catastrophic event. This 

positioning of GN allows even libertarian-leaning positions to acknowledge the importance 

of GN and other behaviourally-mediated interventions (DesRoches et al., 2026). There is 

convergence between this approach and ESC. While DesRoches et al. (2026) argue for 

justification of GN through the LPP approach, ESC arrives at a compatible judgement 

through a normative framework focusing on systemic values. The fact that different 

theoretical approaches support ethical use of GN supports the case for pursuing behavioural 

changes more actively in response to climate change.   

Considering the positive consequences associated with GN, a comparison requires us 

to consider whether a trade-off on some ethical concerns associated with GN is possible in 

light of the urgency to address climate change (III). So in the next subsection, some ethical 

trade-offs are considered. Finally, to weigh the benefits against the harms due to GN through 

a systemic view, the next chapter (Chapter 5) applies the ESC developed in Chapter 2 to 

outline the ethical permissibility of GN.  

Following this, Chapter 6 considers trust as a condition to minimise countervailing 

burdens on the nudgee (to address IV). Moreover, institutional trust in nudges can also lead to 
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a better state/citizen relationship between the nudgee and the nudger, leading to a better 

system of GN. In making this argument, Chapter 6 appeals to the ubiquity of trust using 

Annette Baier’s (1986) scholarship, and then proposes an account of institutional trust 

between the nudgee and the nudger using Onora O’Neill’s (2002f, 2018) theory on trust and 

trustworthiness. 

4.3. Can we consider some ethical trade-offs if Green Nudging is promising?  

 

This subsection explores whether the severity of the climate crisis suggests that we 

should overlook some of the ethical issues of GN discussed previously, if it means they are 

effective in minimising climate-related harms imposed due to one’s behaviour.  

4.3.1. Paternalism and Green Nudging 

It is difficult to argue that GN is not paternalistic (at least to some degree), but this 

does not mean they cannot be ethically justified. Climate change is a problem, and the 

broadest justification of paternalism is simply consequentialist; paternalism is justifiable to 

prevent more harm (Dworkin, 2020). Some views discussed in (4.1.2) indicate that a trade-off 

regarding paternalism can be considered if it means climate harms can be minimised (Hilton 

et al., 2019; Siipi & Koi 2019; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008).  

When examining the climate-harming tendencies of an individual, various 

paternalistic interventions, such as taxes, bans, or mandates, are actively implemented. This 

precedent suggests that the use of paternalistic interventions to address climate-harming 

tendencies is common in cases where one’s behaviour has negative implications for others. 

Thus, given this context, paternalism is not a strong enough reason to refrain from using GN 

to improve environmental outcomes. Even if GN is paternalistic, it can be permissible when 

effective and shows promise for addressing the environmental crisis. 
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4.3.2. Fairness and Green Nudges 

Nudges are targeted at heuristics and psychological processes; different types of GN 

strategies would be required to nudge a heterogeneous group of people with diverse social, 

cultural, and economic backgrounds. In the absence of this tailoring, different levels of 

awareness, knowledge, and background result in varying responses to nudges. This results in 

redistributive effects, that is, unfair distribution of benefits and harms administered by GN 

(Schubert, 2017b).  With the technological means to tailor GN based on one’s background, 

the issue of fairness of burdens and benefits of nudging is more closely tied to the way GN is 

implemented, rather than something inherently unfair about GN.  

If nudging is implemented in a way that imposes little to no redistributive burdens on 

the nudgees, GN would be fair. Institutional trust can provide a way to address this, taken up 

in Chapter 6. 

Another way in which nudges can be unfair is by distracting from structural problems 

that underlie climate change (Schubert, 2017b). If nudging can lead to the mental shift that 

helps us become more aware of our role in climate-related harms, we can identify the 

institutional changes necessary to mitigate climate change and advocate for them in 

democratic settings (see Chapter 5). By appealing to certain moral traits in us, such as 

altruism, a sense of justice, and empathy towards the suffering caused by climate change, GN 

can help us identify institutional barriers at the heart of climate change. If this is achievable in 

practice, then GN is not unfair.  

4.3.3.   Privacy and Green Nudging: 

The use of GN poses a risk to privacy because informational data about our choices, 

behaviour patterns, and backgrounds is accessible to the nudgers. A trade-off needs to be 

made: If informational data are being used to improve behavioural outcomes and seek 
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collectively desirable solutions, do we value data about our behavioural patterns and 

preferences more than reducing environmentally mediated harms due to our behaviour? 

Such a trade-off also needs to consider the possibility that informational data about 

nudgee’s behaviour can be leveraged to develop long-term habits and attitude shifts required 

to mitigate climate change. If our informational data can be used efficiently to drive 

behavioural change and is handled by nudgers who are trustworthy, then privacy concerns 

associated with GN can be subdued. This proposition is developed in Chapter 6. 

However, there is an exception. There is a risk to privacy if informational data are 

used otherwise, such as sold to third parties or stolen (Ranchordas, 2020). It is a practical 

concern if our information is used by untrustworthy parties for purposes other than 

environmental benefits. This point is revisited in Chapter 7.  

4.3.4. Autonomy and Green Nudging 

As already pointed out, autonomy as ‘freedom of choice’, as proposed by Thaler and 

Sunstein (2008), is disputable for GN. Holding onto this understanding of autonomy will not 

take us far in addressing climate change. If we continue to preserve one’s freedom to choose, 

behavioural shifts towards a healthy planet will be unlikely. However, this does not mean that 

autonomy is not a consideration for GN to be ethically justified.  

Two points about GN and autonomy are notable in this regard. First, whether nudges 

challenge autonomy or not depends on what we understand by individual autonomy in the 

context of climate change74 (Silva, 2022; Siipi & Koi, 2020; Schubert, 2017b). In the context 

 
74 Bovens (2009) presents two major lines of criticism regarding nudges being in violation of autonomy. First, 
there is “something less than fully autonomous about the patterns of decision-making that Nudge taps into” 
(Bovens, 2009, 04).  Second, when a nudge influences our preferences, we do not know if that influence is a 
long-term, stable influence, thereby bringing a genuine change in our preferences. By “genuine change”, Bovens 
(2009) seems to imply a coherence between the thought, the reason, and the action of the nudgee. Bovens’ 
(2009) first criticism does not take into account the nature of one’s autonomy as it stands concerning the 
autonomy of others, so it does not contribute to an account of GN. Similarly, the second criticism does not 
allude to this context because the understanding of ‘GN’ in this context considers the possibility of influencing 
deeper cognitive systems. This suggests that nudgees form a coherent set of preferences, develop a moral 
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of climate change, we need to understand one’s autonomy as related to the autonomy of 

others.  To this end, Principled Autonomy, which is O’Neill’s (2002c, 2002d) version of 

autonomy, is more appropriate.  

The modern understanding of autonomy, which views autonomy as an individual 

having complete control over their life and choices, is worthy of some criticism (O’Neill, 

2002d).  In the context of environmental decisions, O’Neill writes, “If the literature on 

rational choice has shown anything, they have shown the disjunction between individual 

choice and collective choice is deeper than once it seemed.” (2002c, p.46).  She argues for a 

view of autonomy that recognises individuals as interdependent, and being autonomous 

means acting within certain obligations or frameworks that make that autonomy and the 

choices made meaningful (O’Neill, 2002c). From this view, autonomy is understood as acting 

on principles that can be universal laws. Thus, broadly speaking, for a society to be 

autonomous, its members must fulfil their obligations and expect others to do the same75.  

Principled autonomy requires the nudgees to fulfil their obligations, thereby 

respecting the autonomy of others, and acting autonomously as a result. Recall that the 

individual obligation to address climate change was outlined in Chapter 1: Our individual 

obligation requires us to be aware of and act with consideration about our behaviour as a link 

in a series of actions that impose climate-harm. If GN can help us recognise this obligation 

and act accordingly, then they do not compromise principled autonomy, but help us act in 

accordance with it. Trust can play a role in upholding such kind of autonomy. This is taken 

up in Chapters 5 and 6.  

 
willingness to act in an eco-friendly way, and learn to reason about environmentally succinct choices, thereby 
indicating the possibility of a ‘genuine change’. 
75  This conception of autonomy is in contrast to individual autonomy, which modern philosophers misinterpret 
in the term “self-legislation” (O’Neill, 2002b). Self-legislation is not concerned with making one’s choices and 
decisions by oneself. By referring to self-legislation, O’Neill (2002b) emphasises that self-legislation means the 
legislation (or principles) that can be principles for all. 
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The second notable point is that autonomy is compromised when one conforms to the 

expectations of the nudger (Gumbert, 2019b). This means that the nudgee does not act out of 

sufficient information, cognitive awareness, or moral concerns (Gumbert, 2019b). This 

objection can be addressed by using nudges beyond System 1 processes to improve nudgee’s 

ability to practice their autonomy. This is to say that instead of merely changing behaviour, 

we can use GN to influence the existing environmental preferences of the nudgee, not only by 

providing them with knowledge about the right behaviour, but also by developing the skill-set 

and moral virtues required in an eco-friendly actor.  

4.4. Conclusion:  

This chapter reviewed the existing ethical literature surrounding green nudges. There 

is an urgent need for transitions towards eco-friendly behaviour. For this reason, it was 

suggested that some of the ethical issues can either be traded off in light of climate change, 

reformulated, or addressed through an account of institutional trust.  

 So far, the thesis has responded to two gaps about GN. First, GN is effective with 

human moral psychology, and therefore, plays a valuable role in addressing climate change. 

Second, despite their efficacy and promise, green nudges pose ethical burdens. Responding to 

the two gaps presents an interesting situation–how to balance the promise of GN against the 

ethical risks imposed by it. To make sure GN has more benefits than potential harms, they 

ought to be justified from a consequentialist position. To do so, Chapter 5 uses the theoretical 

apparatus developed in Chapter 2, Environmental System Consequentialism (ESC), to 

explore why and under which conditions GN can be ethically justified.  
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Chapter 5. Green Nudging and Environmental System Consequentialism 

Chapter 3 demonstrated how GNs are effective in helping nudgees fulfil their moral 

obligations and act in ways that maximise ecosystemic well-being, despite the evolutionary 

psychological traits. Chapter 4 then showed how, despite their effectiveness, GN 

compromises certain objective human values, such as autonomy and fairness, through 

manipulatively changing behaviours or posing privacy threats. This illustration of 

effectiveness and countervailing burdens places us in a position to examine whether and 

under what conditions GN is ethically justified from a consequentialist perspective. The 

theoretical apparatus developed in Chapter 2, Environmental System Consequentialism 

(ESC), will be used to do so.  

The maxim from ESC prescribes that: An action is justified if it generally maximises 

ecosystemic well-being, while upholding certain objective systemic values. So for GN to be 

justified from this position, they ought to be in accordance with the rules that can generally 

maximise the good outcomes for the ecosystems while upholding the objective values that are 

(a) important for ecosystems and (b) maintain consistency with other vital human systems. In 

other words, rather than evaluating whether an action, in this case, the use of GN, leads to 

good outcomes for an individual, state, or reduces one-time harm, this position requires us to 

assess GN based on rules and objective values. These rules and objective values are 

fundamental for ensuring the long-term flourishing of the environmental systems through 

GN.  

Broadly, this chapter frames GN (and other behavioural interventions) in a new light: 

The cognitive shift associated with GN is justified if the outcome maintains/realigns our 

interconnectedness with the ecological systems–a reality our current ‘autonomous’ 

psychological systems misapprehend. It is worth noting that this use of the term GN moves 

beyond the conventional literature on nudging, which typically focuses on System 1 
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processes and choice architecture, to include the broader sense employed by Kaaronen 

(2018), which encompasses interventions that engage both automatic and reflective cognitive 

processes. This cognitive shift is necessary. Moreover, such outcomes are not in violation of 

principled autonomy (introduced in the previous chapter), but are required to uphold it in 

relation to ecosystemic flourishing.  

This chapter presents the argument in the following order. The next section (5.1) 

reframes the role of GN in light of ESC, summarising its main functions. Following this, 

(5.2) illustrates what the use of GN, if it follows the principles laid out by ESC, entails for 

ecosystems and human moral systems. Subsection (5.3) then outlines the rules that GN 

generally follow or ought to follow to be justified according to ESC. Subsection (5.4) 

considers the objective ecosystemic goods and the objective goods that need to be upheld to 

maintain consistency with (or be acceptable within) other systems. 

5.1. Reframing the Role of Green Nudging:  

As we have seen, from the ESC position, the problem of global climate change is 

driven through interconnected systems that not only contribute to, but are also threatened by, 

this crisis. Human psychology and actions underlying these systems have not evolved to deal 

with this collective crisis; they remain anthropocentric, short-sighted and selfish. Human 

behaviour, then, pushes the environment and all the systems that are inherently linked to the 

ecological systems, or more broadly, the Earth system, to the precipice of a catastrophic 

threat.  

 Since ESC views the environmental systems as the locus of the moral good, actions 

are justified if they correct the behaviours, attitudes, and psychological dispositions that 

mitigate the systemic threat of climate change. It is also morally desirable to consider the 

possibility of recalibration of human moral psychology, making it equipped to understand 
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and adequately respond to collective action threats by keeping ecosystems (and not human 

goods) as a focus.  

 GN is positioned to drive such corrective mechanisms. GN is justified through ESC 

not only through correction of discrete behaviours that impose climate-harms, but through 

three systemic functions: behaviour alignment, formation of virtuous circles, and cognitive 

shifts. 

First, the immediate justification of GN lies in its ability to bring human behaviour 

into alignment with the conditions of ecosystemic well-being. ESC is concerned with the 

rules of action. Doing so will involve driving human behaviour in ways that uphold the 

balance between different tokens of the ecosystem and preserving the long-term relationships 

valuable for the ecosystem to flourish. So from this view, aligning behaviours through GN 

involves the formation of habits and thus generating patterns of behaviour. GNs alter 

behaviour patterns like energy-consumption habits, mobility patterns, and eating habits, 

amongst other things. If these habits and behaviour patterns are adopted by large groups of 

people, it can lead to a systemic behavioural shift (Nielsen et al., 2024). In this sense, GN can 

act as a corrective mechanism or tool for behavioural alignment (Kaaronen, 2018). 

However, we may take a step further and see whether GN can generate behavioural 

traits that humans may not yet (arguably) possess. This is the kind of proposal that would 

fascinate transhumanists. As we do not possess the level of empathy, altruism, and justice to 

see our actions as morally blameworthy because they compromise ecosysemic well-being 

(and not just humans in it), a behavioural alignment resulting from the generation of such 

moral traits would make GN a generative mechanism as well. This generative function of GN 

may lead to the emergence of a different set of socially acceptable norms, activism to change 

institutional structures, and a greater level of cooperation. 
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Although GN can have considerable appeal in the context of climate change, its 

permissibility as a generative mechanism requires careful consideration. It may allow 

artificially creating a psychological state of empathy or altruism regarding climate change 

and other (arguably) moral avenues. Moreover, if being deployed through artificial 

intelligence systems and their risks, such a generative alignment ought to consider other risks 

about explainability, trust, and fairness of AI systems. 

The conditions of ESC can tackle such risks by appealing to the rules and objective 

values that are non-negotiable for the justification of an action. So, from such a view, the 

generation of certain psychological states in human cognitive systems is permissible only if it 

accords with the rules that maximise good ecosystemic consequences and uphold certain 

objective values that also intersect with AI systems. For instance, in light of integrating 

behaviour change with AI systems to generate these states, the objective value of principled 

autonomy (discussed in the previous chapter and we will see in this chapter) ought not to be 

compromised. Thus, for behavioural alignment, GN can serve as corrective mechanisms, and 

possibly as generative mechanisms, as long as the conditions of ESC are met. 

Second, the use of GN can create virtuous circles by increasing awareness of one’s 

environmental impact. If habits and behavioural patterns are adopted on a large scale, it will 

lead to increased awareness of how one’s actions influence ecological well-being. Awareness 

in nudgees will lead to more eco-conscious citizens, economic agents, and political agents. 

The use of GN and other similar interventions will become less necessary due to increased 

awareness, and it will lead to the formation of virtuous circles–groups of nudgees who can 

drive other necessary systemic shifts to address the collective crisis of climate change. 

A large number of individuals forming virtuous circles due to increased awareness 

about their actions may have a profound impact on societies, both political and economic 

systems. This has the potential to correct human-centric systems, such as better economic and 
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political systems, in light of climate change. Doing so would mean that nudgees not only 

become better moral agents, but also better political and economic agents, driving a virtuous 

change within human-centric systems. Such a systemic change will be desirable for ESC. 

However, in light of technological powers being misused by certain actors, objections 

may be raised against the potential pitfalls of creating such circles. For example, 

misinformation on fast AI-driven platforms could lead to manipulation and loss of autonomy. 

Nonetheless, ESC may address this objection by appealing to the objective value of trust (see 

5.4.2) that GN ought to uphold in being effective. This means that creating fear or using 

deception in the creation of such circles would compromise a morally-justified account of 

trust that is ethical requirement for GN. This account of trust is outlined in the next chapter. 

Moreover, an effective example of creating such virtuous circles driven through increased 

awareness is exemplified in the proposal of Behavioural Self-Governance in Chapter 7. 

Third, the most profound change possible through GN, as predicted by Kaaronen 

(2018), will be a shift in the cognitive systems of human beings. Reshaping cognitive systems 

would involve making nudgees equipped to perceive how indirect effects of their actions 

trickle through the ecosystem. This involves a long-term shift in the way people perceive 

their relationship with the environment, looking at their actions as processes within a bigger, 

interconnected complex ecosystem. This will be desirable from ESC because it can 

fundamentally change how human systems stand in relation to the ecosystems, creating a 

balance between human interests and conditions for ecosystemic flourishing. This can be a 

shift towards ecocentrism that environmental philosophers have long argued for and may 

prepare us to deal with climate change and other issues of our time. 

A proposal of cognitive shifting or shifting of mental models, as Kaaronen (2018) 

calls them, must also look into the large-scale implementation of such cognitive shifts. This 

may mean developing a collective intelligence/virtuous circle that can perceive indirect 
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effects of climate change, and being able to reliably predict future events or catastrophes in 

this context. This may happen, especially in light of technological progress. However, despite 

the moral desirability of such a proposal, from ESC, we are compelled to consider the 

preservation of objective values that are necessary for other human-centric systems to 

flourish. So, from this view, the cognitive shift may be permissible only to the extent that the 

objective values of prudence, autonomy, and fairness may be upheld. 

Cognitive shifting is a common occurrence–we learn new skills, arts, and often learn 

to navigate new technologies. This shifting, however, is ethical only to the extent that it does 

not compromise the cognitive capabilities of an individual to prudently choose to undergo 

such a shift. Similarly, the nudgee being autonomous in engaging with this change and 

fairness are important. In the absence of such willingness from the nudgee, such a cognitive 

shift cannot be a rule that generally maximises the good outcomes for the ecosystem. Thus, 

from this perspective, a cognitive shift is desirable from ESC only to the extent that it can be 

a rule and uphold some intrinsic objective values. 

5.2. Green Nudging and Systems: 

GN enables nudgees to engage in pro-environmental behaviour, improving the 

behavioural outcomes in a way that is beneficial for the ecological systems. Repeated 

behaviours can be promising in improving behavioural patterns and can lead to the formation 

of habits. Developing habits76 as a result of being nudged depends on how well nudgees 

understand and respond to the climate crisis. This depends on combining nudging with the 

strategies of deliberation, education, and participation, an observation not gone unnoticed in 

the literature on nudging (DellaValle & Sareen, 2020; Lenzi, 2019; Button, 2018). Moreover, 

 
76 Using GN in this way may also have interesting implications as a method for improving value judgements 
when examined through Dewey’s lens of moral philosophy.  
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someone who develops a pattern of eco-friendly behaviour, as outlined in (1.5.3), or habits, 

means that they fulfil their individual moral obligations. 

Broadly speaking, this has implications for altering an individual’s moral psychology. 

On an individual level, changes in behaviours leading up to patterns and developing habits in 

the nudgees are possible when one is aware of their environmental impact. Awareness about 

one’s ecological impact is a signifier of someone who fulfils their obligation to maintain the 

well-being of the ecological systems, but also has a transformed moral psychology. 

While a change in individual moral systems is interesting, a shift in collective moral 

systems can also be explored through behavioural change and GN. Just like our actions have 

far-reaching consequences as a result of interconnectedness and interrelationships shared 

between the components (or tokens) of the ecosystems, one’s own behaviour is not isolated or 

disconnected from how others behave/act. This insight is explored in recent behavioural 

psychology.  

Behavioural experts77 now extensively focus on identifying effective behaviour 

change strategies by tapping into the mechanisms of how people understand their behaviour 

in social settings (Nielsen, Clayton, et al., 2021; Nielsen et al., 2024; Nielsen, Nicholas, et al., 

2021). This means that changes in behaviour on an individual scale by certain groups/people 

can signal to others to adapt more pro-environmental behaviours. A collective adoption of 

such attitudes holds potential for a collective shift in human moral systems to address the 

climate crisis.  

This shift in human moral systems offers an interesting insight for environmental 

philosophers and similar thinkers. Aside from the use and potential of GN, a change in 

human moral systems in this context suggests that a shift away from anthropocentrism is 

 
77 Kristian S. Nielsen’s research on behaviour change in mitigating climate change and conserving biodiversity 
through environmental psychology was found to be notable in this regard. His experiments and insights 
(published with other experts) on changing behaviour may have the potential to drive collective behaviour shifts 
through individual behaviour changes.  
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indeed possible for humans. This is also the kind of expansion of the moral circle that Singer 

(1981) talks about. Our moral systems and, therefore, our moral judgements are limited in 

scope (due to factors outlined in Chapter 3). Dealing with the urgent problems of our age, 

such as climate change, poverty, and animal cruelty, requires us to acknowledge a more non-

anthropocentric (or ecocentric, as this dissertation argues) worldview to expand our moral 

circle. A moral disposition focusing on systems in making moral judgements can help us 

embrace such a worldview.  

Focusing on systems as a moral good, in the case of climate change, means that we 

will understand how moral judgements are more than a calculation of maximising utility or 

satisfying preferences. This approach is not only ethically justified but also feasible 

considering the scientific facts about the systemic nature of the climate issue. Broadly 

speaking, this motivates the idea that making informed moral judgements means 

acknowledging the complexity, interdependencies, and relatedness between various 

stakeholders who are concerned with the effects of our actions. This dissertation aims to 

highlight this aspect of morality by focusing on the nature of systemic goods, particularly 

their significance in the context of climate change.  

In the context of GN, establishing rules about seeking ecosystemic goods is crucial for 

developing long-term behavioural patterns. Moreover, making rules about the ethical use of 

GN can generalise ‘ethical nudging practices’ which can serve as a template for the design, 

implementation and regulation of GN strategies. This will be an important insight for 

nudgers, as the ethicality of GN hinges on how nudgers understand, use, and implement this 

strategy.  

Upholding certain objective goods through GN is also critical in this context. On a 

practical scale, such a promise of GN will not be possible without combining it with 

technological and scientific advancements. This means that behaviour change towards pro-
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environmental outcomes will be possible through carbon footprint calculators, mobile 

applications, and Internet of Things (IoT) systems.  

This, as Chapter 4 has outlined, raises ethical concerns about human autonomy, 

fairness, and human prudence (or the ability to make well-informed good decisions on one's 

own). This suggests that the conditions under which GN can be ethically permissible will 

require consideration of these aspects in relation to other important human values. Thus, it is 

both timely and practical to outline these objective goods/values.  

From the position of ESC developed in this thesis, GN may be justified depending on 

whether it maximises the good outcomes for ecosystems through its influence on human 

behaviour, patterns of behaviour, habits, and moral shifts. Its ethical permissibility, as we will 

see in the following subsections, also depends on whether it preserves/upholds certain 

objective goods for the ecosystems and the other existing human systems.  

The next two subsections justify GN from ESC in the following order. Subsection 

(5.3) outlines how GN leads to /shows promise in leading to actions that are in accordance 

with the rules that maximise good ecosystemic outcomes. Following this, Subsection (5.4) 

considers the objective goods that GN ought to uphold to be ethically permissible.  

5.3. When are Green Nudges Ethically Justifiable?: The Rules 

The subsection outlines three ways in which GN helps nudgees act according to the 

rules that maximise good ecosystemic outcomes. Overall, GN leads to good ecosystemic 

outcomes by improving behaviour, increasing one’s awareness about their behaviour and its 

relationship to climate change (which leads to virtuous circles), and reconfiguring our 

cognitive systems to better perceive our relationship and role in contributing to climate-

related harms.   

Additionally, in a recent piece, DesRoches et al. (2026) recommend a ‘Variable 

Nudging Model’, which considers nudging as a matter of degree, rather than as a simple 
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binary choice (p.38). This resonates with the idea that GN needs to be calibrated and adjusted 

for the context, reflecting the conditions for ethically justifiable GN through ESC: 

behavioural alignment, virtuous circles, and cognitive shifting.  



5.3.1. Behavioural Alignment 
Nudges are successfully applied by government units and by private and public actors 

to promote a broad range of sustainable behavioural outcomes (Sunstein & Reisch, 2014). 

Since human ends are morally justified to the extent that they promote systemic well-being, 

GN directs nudgees toward behaviours that align with ecosystemic outcomes. In doing so, 

GN follows the rules of ESC.  

The first reason why GN improves systemic outcomes is that it addresses the harm 

inflicted by a nudgee’s actions on other tokens in the ecosystem. As emphasised in Chapter 4, 

GN addresses (to some degree) third-party harm to other humans. For a policymaker, the 

justification for using GN to influence a nudgee's choice flows from their duty to optimise 

pro-environmental outcomes. Therefore, GN that (1) prevents the nudgee from inflicting 

harm on others due to their behaviour, (2) reduces third-party spillover effects, (3) increases 

social welfare without compromising the well-being of the nudgee is permissible according to 

the ‘harm principle’ ingrained in liberal theories (DesRoches et al., 2023). Another condition 

can be added to the third-party justification of GN offered by DesRoches et al. (2023). GN 

also prevents third-party harm by (4) preserving the relationships between various 

components of the ecosystems, which are critical for protecting overall ecosystemic well-

being.  

Adding this factor in evaluating third-party harm is crucial because embedded 

anthropocentrism in human psychology has overlooked the long-term value of other 

components of the ecological systems (Singer, 2011). Our actions are primarily directed 

towards improving human-centric outcomes. The moral imperative to address climate change 

requires us to shift the focus from human benefits to environmental outcomes. Thus, in 

addressing the third-party harm, GN not only optimises well-being from a human-centric 

perspective, but also from an ecocentric point of view. For instance, our current ends, through 
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nudges, such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions, frugality in lifestyle, reuse and recycling, 

can have future implications in preserving biodiversity (and other tokens) on the planet. 

 Second, GN leads to the formation of eco-friendly habits, ultimately developing eco-

conscious citizens who contribute to environmental goodness over the long term (Hukkinen, 

2016; Kaaronen, 2018). This can be a rule for maximising good outcomes in the context of 

climate change. Certain nudges send prompts to the user at specific times of the day. Such 

prompts range from reminders to turning off lights and closing windows during heating 

times, which can effectively reduce energy consumption (Bonini et al., 2017). When such 

well-integrated nudges within one's lifestyle can result in the formation of eco-friendly habits, 

they also contribute to ecosystemic well-being. 

Using default choices to make nudgees accustomed to specific options can also 

contribute to habit formation. For instance, when choosing energy operators, placing green 

energy as a default option increased the sign-up for renewable energy in the Black Forest 

region in Germany (Pichert & Katsikopoulos, 2011). Similarly, double-sided default printing 

saved over five hundred trees in a single semester at Rutgers University (Schubert, 2017b). 

Such nudges habituate one to engage in an eco-friendly behaviour, ensuring that an individual 

upholds the well-being of environmental systems even without a nudge. Moreover, habit 

formation is also desirable from a virtue-ethics perspective, which Hiller (2013) 

acknowledges can align with the theory of system consequentialism.  

Third, until the habits are developed and patterns of behaviour emerge, GNs can 

reduce the cognitive effort required to engage in pro-environmental behaviour.78 This can 

lead to immediate outcomes. This is possible by communicating information about eco-

 
78 It can be debatable whether this can be a rule that generally maximises pro-environmental outcomes. An 
interesting debate in this context is offered by Lily Eva Frank (2020), who explores whether moral struggle is a 
requirement for moral progress. Nonetheless, making it easier to engage in eco-friendly behaviour can be a 
temporary rule, as it leads to immediate positive outcomes for the ecosystems (which is urgent considering the 
climate crisis). 
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friendly alternatives or by using default options. For instance, environmentally related 

information is often presented to people without taking into account their cognitive 

processing capabilities at a given point in time (Lehner et al., 2016). GN can restructure the 

way environmentally relevant information is presented to the nudgees. For instance, 

Kallbekken and Sælen (2013) show how changing the decision-making environments, such 

as changing dish shapes or encouraging posters to take multiple servings of food to avoid 

food waste, significantly changes the behaviour of buffet guests.  

Similarly, using ‘Desktop Orbs’, a ball that changes colours based on the energy 

efficiency of households, shows promise in signalling consumers when to reduce energy 

consumption (Selinger & Whyte, 2011; Hausman & Welch, 2010).  Default options are the 

automatic options pre-selected by the nudger for the nudgee. In the absence of an active 

choice, a default option can help nudgee people to make the right decisions.  Some examples 

of default options, such as signing up for renewable energy or vegetarian menus, can make 

this possible (Pichert & Katsikopoulos, 2012; Schubert, 2017b). These examples illustrate 

how GN can make it easier for nudgees to engage in pro-environmental behaviour.  

5.3.2. Awareness 

Apart from achieving behavioural outcomes, GN can make us much more aware of 

how our actions have an environmental impact. These actions can be rules about promoting 

eco-friendly behaviour. GN can do so by appealing to social norms and self-image for moral 

motivation, and providing cognitive assistance when one lacks information about the right 

environmental choices. Increased awareness can lead to long-term change in environmental 

attitudes, habits, and behaviours, forming virtuous circles of nudgees who are capable of 

driving systemic shifts necessary to address climate change.  

 GN can influence the social norms surrounding pro-environmental behaviours. Recall 

from Chapter 3 that humans desire a positive social image, which is an evolutionary feature 
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(Tajfel & Turner, 1985). To generate awareness about climate change, it is possible to appeal 

to social image and shape the social norms surrounding pro-environmental behaviour. A 

previously discussed example of this is Nagatsu’s (2015) study on the “Don’t mess with 

Texas” campaign, which significantly reduced littering behaviour (Footnote 42).  

Li et al. (2024) show that social media platforms offer a promising avenue for shaping 

social norms related to pro-environmental behaviours. These norms can be understood as the 

acceptance and expression of shared values that emerge from collective knowledge about 

what people ought to do in response to the climate crisis (Li et al., 2024). Another way to 

frame social norms is by linking GN and similar behaviour change strategies with models of 

self-governance, proposed in Chapter 7. 

An effective way to shape social norms through GN is by leveraging social media 

connectivity. An example of this is PeakApp79, an energy conservation program, which aims 

to drive long-term energy-saving behaviour in households by nudging users to maintain 

consistent energy habits through continuous engagement on social media platforms. 

Social media platforms accelerate norm shaping in three ways: incentivising moral 

outrage, allowing context collapse, and increased social learning (Brady & Crockett, 2023).  

Moral outrage is amplified because social media platforms benefit from increased user 

engagement. As a result, content with moral and emotional appeal is more frequently shared 

and interacted with. Such content leads to “context collapse”, where imaginary groups 

emerge irrespective of their individual identities. Additionally, in such groups, the speed of 

normative signalling is higher, leading to increased social learning as the ideas of right and 

wrong are quickly acknowledged on social media platforms (Brady & Crockett, 2023). The 

example of PeakApp suggests that these mechanisms may absorb pro-environmental 

 
79 PeakApp is community-based energy conservation program that aims to serve the EU’s target for smart-meter 
roll out to transition energy efficient citizens consumers.  https://www.peakapp.eu/project-overview/ 

https://www.peakapp.eu/project-overview/
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behaviours as social norms. While ethical concerns around user manipulation on digital 

platforms remain, combining the potential of social media with behavioural change through 

GN can have long-term implications in shaping social norms. 

Another way to increase awareness about pro-environmental behaviour is by 

appealing to the self-image of the nudgee. A positive self-image is psychologically desirable 

(Schubert, 2017b). By associating self-image with good environmental outcomes, GN 

improves awareness of one’s environmental behaviour. One way to achieve this is by 

increasing the information salience. For instance, a field study by Bolderdijk et al. (2013a) 

shows that appealing to a positive self-image as an environmentally conscious citizen leads to 

improved behaviour in personal transport choices. Prompting users about environmental 

concerns to get regular tyre pressure checks was more effective than appealing to financial 

savings.  

However, such appeals to self-image through information salience are observed to be 

effective only to the extent that the nudgee is driven by personal values. In the absence of 

environmental concerns, GN via self-image provides mixed evidence (Bolderdijk et al., 

2013b). Thus, it indicates the need for a cognitive shift to internalise environmental values in 

the nudgee for better ecosystemic outcomes.  

5.3.3. Cognitive Shifts 

Recall that Chapter 3 argued that GN helps us act despite the psychological traits that 

limit our ability to make well-informed and ethically sound decisions in the context of 

climate change. Beyond behaviour change and awareness, there is also a potential for GN to 

influence our understanding of the ecological crisis and our relationship with nature 

(Kaaronen, 2018). Rules about such a cognitive shift, if possible, can have long-term positive 

outcomes for the human-nature relationship and the well-being of the ecosystems. This would 

be the most profound shift possible through GN.  
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 First, it is possible to perceive human actions as processes through GN. The 

ecological crisis results from complex and interconnected processes. However, our cognitive 

systems do not yet understand climate change80 as a slow-moving process (Hukkinen, 2016). 

For instance, landslides result from a series of environmental processes. Extreme rainfall, 

caused by temperature changes, washes the soil into the rivers. As a result, the rocks, trees, 

and other debris that were held together by the mountain soil get destabilised. This material is 

pulled down the slopes of the mountain due to gravity. It results in landslides, which bring 

about serious consequences. To see outcomes in such a way is to recognise that all 

consequences result from processes constituting interactions between different tokens of 

nature (Kaarnoen, 2018).  

Human cognition is not yet equipped to perceive climate change in this way. To 

address this limitation, we need a shift in our cognitive systems so that we perceive our 

interconnectedness in the environmental processes and understand our contribution to climate 

change.  

GN can achieve this shift. Kaaronen (2018) focuses on the role of GN in developing a 

new environmental consciousness. They argue that it is possible to nudge the mental models 

of nudgees (or, in other words, achieve the cognitive shift) by helping them understand the 

interconnectedness between themselves and nature, and how their actions contribute to the 

processes that result in harm (Kaaronen, 2018).  

GN can show us how our ends are not separate from the ecosystem, but they are a part 

of it and contribute to its well-being. It is possible to do so by emphasising how our actions 

are taking place in a bigger system. For example, Hilton et al. (2018) suggest that GN can 

 
80 Despite having a long history of thought that humans experience the world through changes, dating from pre-
Socratic philosophers like Heraclitus, almost all human endeavours have focused on substantive or measurable 
outcomes. This is a substance-based approach embedded in our mental models (Kaaronen, 2018). A substance-
based approach also underlies the way we perceive climate change.  
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reduce electricity consumption by showing images of polar bears on a floe, where the health 

of polar bears and the size of the floe depend on one’s energy behaviour. By doing so, GN 

can tap into moral traits like altruism and empathy. It extends our moral concerns towards 

other beings in the ecosystem.  

Another way to do so is by emphasising the cumulative effects of one’s actions on the 

ecosystems. Recall the example of taking a drive in a gas-guzzling SUV. GN, through GPS 

trackers, can show how the combined effects of people speeding SUVs for a Sunday drive 

impact rainforests. 

Moreover, GN can also appeal to the future consequences of our actions. For 

example, smart energy-saving applications can monitor electricity usage and project the long-

term environmental impact of one’s consumption patterns. Such future-related visualisations 

framed in an accessible manner can invite the nudgee to adopt habits that reframe the way we 

perceive climate change, and our relationship with it.  

Second, while this is an instance of changes on an individual level, a large number of 

people experiencing such cognitive shifts can be transformative. When we start looking at our 

actions as processes, it reframes our decision-making and leads to the cultivation of certain 

habits. Such habits may involve a forethought about the environmental consequences of one’s 

actions, an increased sense of justice towards those suffering due to the effects of climate 

change, and a sense of empathy for other human and non-human beings. When cultivated in 

large numbers of people, such habits can drive large changes in economic and political 

systems.   

Thus, the possibility of achieving large-scale cognitive shifts can mark a moral 

transformation–something that has long been desired by philosophers, environmentalists, and 

visionaries. For instance, a cognitive shift towards understanding our actions as participatory 

in climate harm can develop ‘respect for nature’ that Taylor (1981) argued. By making us 
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equipped to see ourselves as part of the ecosystemic processes, GN can help us achieve 

‘oneness’ with the environment that Naess (2005) desires. Similarly, for Singer (1975), this 

would be imperative because it will preserve the well-being of sentient creatures, a moral 

requirement in his theory of sentientism. Lastly, from a system consequentialist position, 

such cognitive shifts can result in lasting ecosystemic outcomes that preserve its conditions 

for flourishing.  

Thirdly, this cognitive shift also means that GN can not only help us achieve our 

moral obligations, but also make us better equipped to fulfil these obligations81 on our own.  

Cognitive shifts can be made possible by making these processes psychologically accessible 

to us. As a result, they provide an opportunity to internalise our obligations.  

When we act to maximise the ecosystemic wellbeing, we also act in our own interest, 

as we are not separate from the best state of affairs for the systems. GN can frame our actions 

as part of broader ecological processes. When this framing enables us to act, we fulfil our 

moral obligations on an individual level.  Moreover, once this cognitive shift82 occurs, we 

become more accustomed to making decisions that preserve systemic goodness, even in the 

absence of nudging.  

ESC also holds that in acting according to rules, some objective values ought to be 

upheld. This is important because these objective values/states/goods are intrinsic to the long-

term well-being of other valuable systems (that are also connected to the ecosystems). These 

objective values can be seen on two levels. First, the ecosystemic objective values that are 

 
81 Recall from Chapter 1 that we have a collective obligation to address climate change. There are various 
reasons why this obligation exists. As climate change affects ecosystems, and our actions contribute to it, we 
ought not act in ways that harm the ecosystem. A justification for such an obligation results from the idea of 
systemic goodness, which is argued as the supreme consequentialist good.  This obligation also applies on an 
individual level, as outlined in Chapter 1. Because our actions occur within systems and affect ecosystemic 
well-being, the moral obligation is both collective and individual.  
 
82 This shift is a process as well, which will evolve as we become better environmental actors. 
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necessary for the ecosystem/environmental systems to flourish. Second, values intrinsic to 

human-centric systems–economic and political systems. If GN is to be accepted as a 

legitimate and pragmatic strategy for achieving ecosystemic goods, certain objective values, 

like trust, principled autonomy, fairness, and prudence, must be defended.  

5.4. Objective Values that Green Nudging ought to Uphold: 

While GN improves systemic outcomes, certain objective values should not be 

compromised, as these values achieve long-term systemic benefits and prevent spillover 

effects to other systems.  This means that, as ecological systems are interconnected with other 

systems, such as economic, social, and political systems (as discussed in Chapter 1), 

upholding some objective values enables us to maximise the ecosystemic consequences while 

ensuring the functioning of these other systems. The following section outlines systemic 

objective values, including ecosystemic objective values and those that are universal and 

necessary for any system to flourish. 

5.4.1. Ecosystemic Objective Goods 

This dissertation has focused on upholding ecosystemic good as the consequentialist 

value. Ecocentric philosophers, such as Aldo Leopold (1949), Holmes Rolston III (1975), and 

Arne Næss (2005), have outlined, to a great extent, the conditions and state required for the 

goodness of these systems.  

 In the context of climate change and GN (and behaviour change), a position informed 

by ESC ought to consider the ecological health and well-being. Broadly construed, we are 

concerned with the objective values that can ensure good outcomes for ecosystems. Three 

objective goods /values83 are outlined in this context.  

 
83 In using the terms ‘goods’ and ‘values’ interchangeably, I am essentially implying the objective values that 
generate states/outcomes that are desirable by ESC, and objective goods that are necessary for these objective 
values or outcomes to be realised. For instance, the discussions here do not explicitly outline the objective value 
of ‘ecological integrity’, a theme that recurs in Leopold’s (1949) scholarship. Nonetheless, the resulting 
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 First, ecological flourishing is necessary for ecological health. To flourish is a non-

negotiable component of a good life. Our ethical sequence, as Leopold (1949) argues, has 

focused on the relationships between humans. Extending this ethical sequence to ecological 

systems means that we ought to consider ecological flourishing as a morally desirable state. 

Just as ethical judgement involves ensuring what is good for other individuals concerned with 

an action, in the case of ESC, a judgement requires considering what makes ecosystemic 

flourishing possible.  

 So in considering human actions possible through GN, one of the main objective 

goods is ensuring that GN actually contributes to actions that make ecological flourishing 

possible.  

 Second, as system consequentialism prescribes, we ought to consider maintaining the 

relationships and networks that are necessary for systemic goods. Chapter 2 has argued for 

such an understanding of a system, where different tokens and the relationships between them 

comprise the system. Thus, such relationships are important for ecosystemic flourishing. GN 

can encourage actions that sustain and improve these relationships.  

 Third, as ecosystems are vital to the Earth system’s well-being and existence, 

maintaining ecosystemic balance is critical. As climate change is an issue that generates 

vulnerability, suffering, and adverse consequences across various components of the planet, it 

disrupts the balance of ecological systems. This means that the outcomes of GN should be 

such that it preserves the long-term balance of the Earth’s ecosystems. 

 
objective goods are implied in this context. This is to say that ecological balance or flourishing is not possible 
without upholding ecological integrity.  
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5.4.2. Objective Values for Acceptability in Human-centric Systems 

The following section considers the objective values that GN ought to uphold to 

ensure that existing human-made systems, which are nonetheless critical for the well-being of 

humans (who are components of ecosystems), are not disrupted.

 

Prudence. GN can improve ecosystemic outcomes if it fosters prudence in the 

nudgees. Prudence involves possessing foresight, deliberating about one’s environmental 

impact, and taking into account the effects of one’s actions on the future. When nudgees are 

prudent, they contribute to long-term behavioural shifts that improve ecosystemic outcomes 

even in the absence of nudges. 

 For ecosystemic flourishing, nudgees should internalise their obligations and continue 

to engage in eco-friendly behaviour. This can lead to a large-scale cognitive shift where 

environmental concerns are reflected on a behavioural level, but are also manifested on a 

collective scale to drive systemic changes, such as social and political changes, to better 

address climate-harms. 

Some studies provide evidence of such potential in GN. For instance, nudging for 

charitable giving enhances altruistic tendencies in nudgees that last beyond the presence of a 

nudge (Capraro et al., 2019). Similarly, combining nudging with carbon taxes increases the 

salience of taxes, exemplifies pro-environmental concerns in public, and improves public 

acceptance of carbon taxes (Gravert & Shreedhar, 2022). This suggests GN can foster 

prudence in nudgees regarding their environmental behaviour. 

However, nudging may have adverse effects in this context. For instance, the 

implications of using GN is negative when people are left with a fragmented self, which can 

leave them unclear about their environmental preferences (Bovens, 2009).  
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To avoid such cases, nudging can be combined with effective framing of narratives 

around climate change by local governments and the media, mostly based on local values and 

norms (Romsdahl et al., 2018). Lenzi (2019) also notes that, “Combining deliberation with 

such nudging strategies promises to be timelier than relying on deliberation alone and can be 

done in democratically legitimate ways.” (p 326). In other words, reforming media systems, 

strategising communications, framing debates, and incentivising pro-environmental 

behaviour are some of the strategies that can be combined with nudges (Lenzi, 2019). Doing 

so can minimise the risk of distortion of the preferences of nudgees. To further develop this 

proposal, Chapter 7 explores whether GN should be combined with participatory governance, 

and can preserve and develop the quality of prudence in the nudgees.   

Fairness.  Moreover, to consistently uphold ecosystemic goodness, GN should be fair 

in distributing the benefits and burdens among nudgees. A similar argument suggests that the 

urgency of climate action does not justify imposing disproportionate burdens on 

disadvantaged groups (Steel et al., 2025). 

 Recall that the cost-benefit assessment of GN takes into consideration whether or not 

the benefits of GN to third parties outweigh any harm imposed on the nudgee (DesRoches et 

al., 2023). To be fair, nudges should promote behaviour that does not disproportionately 

target or make certain groups of people vulnerable.  

Suppose the design and implementation of GN is not perceived as fair. In that case, 

GN risks spill-over effects, such as reduced voluntary public support for behavioural change, 

increased economic and social vulnerability, and loss of autonomy. These effects harm 

nudgees directly, but also compromise the goal of ecosystemic well-being. 

ESC considers the rules that can maximise long-term good systemic well-being. Rules 

that ensure nudging is fair to the nudgees, secure the conditions for the ecosystem to flourish, 

and thereby maximise good outcomes for a system. This is important because the 
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ecosystemic well-being depends on the nudgee as well. When nudgees are lied to, 

manipulated, or exploited, it also impacts the system.  

There can be several ways to argue that the well-being of the nudgee is required from 

ESC. The first way is to argue that nudgees are tokens of the system. Any harm to the nudgee 

disrupts the systemic goodness. The second way is that, as nudging is a non-coercive 

intervention, unlike taxation or mandates, it is important for the nudgee to be convinced by 

the goal of behavioural change. In the absence of fair nudging processes, the nudgees can 

refuse to cooperate. The third way is to appeal to the better/worse system premise by Hiller 

(2011, 2013). There can be two possible worlds, one in which GN is fair and leads to pro-

environmental behavioural shifts, and the other in which GN is unfair but still leads to 

equally good environmental outcomes. The system where nudgees are treated fairly is still 

better than the other one because the nudgees are valuable parts of the ecosystems. Hence, 

being fair is important while pursuing good systemic outcomes.  

This logic can be applied to all the objective values discussed above. A system with 

prudent nudgees, fair nudging procedures, autonomous nudgees and nudgers, and a morally 

justifiable kind of trust between the nudgees and the nudgers is a better system than one 

where these values are absent84. 

To ensure fair GN practices, three concepts of institutional justice can play a crucial 

role: distributive justice, procedural justice, and recognitive justice. Distributive justice 

requires fair distribution of benefits, burdens, opportunities, and responsibilities (Miller, 

2021). Procedural justice demands that all participants affected by an environmental outcome 

have a role in shaping the strategies that lead to those outcomes (Sustainability Directory, 

2025). Recognitive justice involves being adequately and appropriately recognised as 

 
84 There can be rare instances where these objective values clash with systemic goods. In such cases, we should 
still preserve objective values as there can be epistemic limitations of our foresight about the valuable systemic 
outcomes.This reveals a potential drawback of a system consequentialist position.  
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possessing a moral value (Miller, 2021). A proposal of behavioural self-governance and trust 

between the nudgee and the nudger provides a way to maintain fairness in the pursuit of 

ecosystemic goodness. Chapter 7 takes this into account.  

 

Principled Autonomy. Principled autonomy, as outlined in Chapter 4 and based on 

O’Neill’s (2002b, 2002c, 2002d, 2002e) conception, involves acting in ways that are 

universalisable. This type of autonomy requires our rights to be protected, such as the right to 

live in a healthier environment, but also requires us to act in ways that uphold the rights of 

others to do the same. 

Principled autonomy is instrumental for upholding ecosystemic well-being. When our 

actions cause harm to third parties, we violate the autonomy of those who deserve the right to 

live and flourish within healthier ecosystems. O’Neill (2002a, 2002b) argues that it is not 

possible for one to have their rights upheld when others do not protect them. As long as 

humans fail to reduce their carbon footprint, the possibilities for the ecosystems to exist and 

flourish will be violated, and the well-being and rights of the beings dependent on those 

systems will be compromised. Thus, there is a need for nudgee to protect the rights of other 

systemic tokens by changing their behaviour.  

When nudgees have reduced their environmental impact, are aware, and possess 

cognitive capabilities to understand the impact of their environmental actions, they ensure the 

conditions for other tokens in the ecosystems to flourish. This means that in doing so, 

nudgees act in ways that protect the rights of others affected by their behaviour, thereby 

satisfying principled autonomy.  

However, we must also ask whether the nudger protects the rights of the nudgee. Such 

rights involve being nudged fairly, truthful feedback about one’s behaviour, and being 

provided with the right knowledge about environmental outcomes and the ways to achieve 
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them. In other words, the nudger must act in ways that can generate the conditions for the 

nudgee to truly fulfil their (principled) autonomy. This means that the nudger should fulfil 

their duties to protect the rights of the nudgees.  

As discussed in the review of ethical themes and issues surrounding GN, there remain 

concerns about manipulation and unfairness. In the context of GN, a nudgee’s autonomy 

cannot be preserved if the nudgers do not fulfil their obligations. One of those obligations is 

to be trustworthy towards the nudgee, a proposal developed in the next chapter. 

Trust. We cannot have rights if others do not fulfil their obligations (O’Neill, 2002a). 

Principled autonomy requires us to have universal rights, but also requires fulfilling one’s 

obligations so that others can have rights. For instance, we have a right to health because 

doctors fulfil their obligations as medical practitioners. For patients to have rights, doctors 

should have their rights85 upheld. In short, O’Neill (2002a) argues that in demanding rights, 

we must also ensure that we uphold our obligations towards others.  

Trust offers the basis for principled autonomy (O’Neill, 2002d, 2002f). Principled 

autonomy requires us to act according to principles that can be applied to all. This entails 

rejecting coercion, fear, and deception, as these cannot be universal principles. For instance, 

if coercion were allowed by a universal principle, it would allow mistreatment of all beings, 

posing harm to them, which would ultimately compromise the ecosystemic well-being.  

Trust in the right places and to the right extent can avoid the risk of being deceived or 

coerced. This means that trust can preserve conditions for principled autonomy to flourish. 

Placing trust carefully means we avoid trusting people who can take advantage of us. 

 
85The issue of the safety of the medical community during late working hours in India sparked massive outrage 
in the state of West Bengal last year (Raj, 2024). It exposed shortcomings of India's health infrastructure, 
including a lack of security protocols for doctors, political pressure under which doctors operate, inadequate 
emergency response systems, and insufficient legal protection for healthcare workers. Such vulnerabilities 
endanger the lives and rights of medical staff and also have long-term adverse consequences for patient rights, 
trust, and the overall health infrastructure in the country. 
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However, we need morally justifiable trust. Too much trust or too little trust can destabilise 

society or increase the chances of being deceived or generate excessive fear, respectively86. 

In what follows, Chapter 6 will explore what constitutes a morally desirable type of trust and 

what is required to uphold it in the context of GN. The chapter argues that two rules are 

required to have the right kind of trust: the trustor (the nudgee) assesses trustworthiness, and 

the trustee (the nudger) demonstrates trustworthiness. 

Trust is also a functional value necessary for other objective values, such as prudence 

and fairness. A nudgee can practice prudence when they are able to assess the trustworthiness 

of behavioural change strategies suggested by the nudger. Similarly, when a trustee (or 

nudger) demonstrates trustworthiness, and a trustor (a nudgee) is active in examining the 

extent of trustworthiness, they can call out if the practice of nudging is unfair. The next 

chapter justifies such an account of trust and shows how these objective values can be 

preserved by building trust between the nudger and the nudgee.  

5.5. Conclusion:  

The theoretical framework developed in Chapter 2, Environmental System 

Consequentialism (ESC), was applied to GN. This provided a new understanding of what GN 

can achieve from a systemic perspective: behavioural alignment, virtuous circles, and 

cognitive shifts. The rules that can ethically justify green nudges were illustrated. The 

ecosystemic objective values and the objective values required to maintain consistency of 

green nudges with other vital human systems are also considered.  

 
86 For instance, if people are too trusting, they will allow others to treat them as they wish. This would lead to a 
society where deception becomes a universal practice. Without sufficient trust, it would be chaotic, no one 
would cooperate, and everyone would rebel and resist. Society will break down. This is also a state where GN 
may not be able to maximise ecosystemic flourishing. 
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Within the objective values that are necessary for GN to maintain consistency (and thus, 

acceptability) with human-centric systems, trust is the fundamental objective value that 

makes it possible for other objective values to exist, rules to be followed, and GN to be 

effective. In other words, as we will see in the next chapter, trust is the functional criterion 

that makes it possible for GN to be ethical and effective. In the next chapter, O’Neill’s (2018, 

2002a) scholarship on trust and trustworthiness provides a basis to outline the main principles 

for placing trust in an ethically justified manner. Potential signifiers of trustworthiness in the 

context of nudging are also considered.   
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Chapter 6. An Account of Trust in Green Nudges 

The previous chapter argued that GN is ethically justified from ESC when it follows 

rules that uphold systemic goodness and preserve certain objective values. Trust is a 

functional objective value in this context. In other words, rules governing morally justifiable 

trust are required in GN to maximise ecosystemic goodness.  

The goal of this chapter is to explore the role of trust in GN. In doing so, the rules 

about trust that justify GN from an ESC position are outlined. The chapter also shows how 

other objective values are upheld by building a morally justified form of trust between the 

nudgee and the nudger.  

To sketch an account of trust in GN, this chapter draws on Baier’s (1986) perspective 

to examine how trust is the basis of moral relationships. However, Baier’s account has limits. 

It lacks applicability to institutional trust. O’Neill’s (2002a, 2002f, 2018) account of trust and 

trustworthiness fills this gap by outlining the moral grounds for placing institutional trust. 

The chapter illustrates trustworthiness and trust in GN by adapting O’Neill’s approach. The 

features of trustworthiness presented here are preliminary. They can be adapted or modified 

based on the social, cultural, and economic contexts in which GN operate. 

To achieve the objectives set above, the chapter is structured as follows: The next 

section outlines why trust is important from an ESC position and the applicability of Baier’s 

(1986) and O’Neill’s (2002a, 2018) accounts of trust and trustworthiness for nudging 

(Section 6.1). Subsequently, the nature of the trust relationship between two parties and the 

rules about trustworthiness in institutional contexts are outlined (Section 6.2). Lastly, this 

framework is adapted for GN (Section 6.3) through two rules: the nudger demonstrates 

trustworthiness and the nudgee assesses trustworthiness.
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6.1. The Basis for Trust in Green Nudges: 

This section argues that institutional trust between the nudgee and the nudger are 

necessary for GN to contribute to the systemic good. The following two subsections develop 

this position. First, rules about trust are ubiquitous and are important for upholding principled 

autonomy (6.1.1 and 6.1.2). Second, institutional trust between the nudgee and the nudger 

can increase the chances of effective GN. Moreover, building institutional trust increases the 

extent of perceived fairness and promotes prudence in trustors (6.1.3).  

6.1.1 The Need for Trust: 

Humans are familiar with the attitude of trust. We exhibit trust towards family 

members, friends, peers, strangers, and enemies (such as, to follow the ceasefire) as well. 

Trusting another being is a universal activity, observed in humans and in animals 

(Whitehouse, 2024). From an evolutionary perspective, an attitude of trust towards 

predecessors enabled humans to survive (Whitehouse, 2024). Humans have learned survival 

mechanisms by trusting and conforming to the rules and rituals set by their groups, without 

relying exclusively on shared reasoning and evidence (Whitehouse, 2024). Noting the 

ubiquity of trust, Baier (1986) writes, “We inhabit a climate of trust as we inhabit an 

atmosphere and notice it as we notice air, only when it becomes scarce or polluted.” (p. 234).  

Trust is pivotal for a functional society. At least in formal relationships where 

personal interactions are limited, we must trust others due to our vulnerability to things or 

events beyond our control (Baier, 1986). We trust doctors to look after our injuries and 

ailments, teachers to look after the education and safety of our kids when they are in school, 

and our employers to pay us at the end of the month. One’s vulnerability towards another is a 

brute fact; trusting others to take care of some matters is inevitable. We trust others when we 

are vulnerable, aware of our vulnerability, or expect to be vulnerable due to the actions of 

others that can have implications for us. 
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There are at least two parties involved in the activity of trusting. The person or party 

who places trust in another, in the technical jargon, is called the trustor. The person or party 

in whom one places trust can be called the trustee. The matters for which the trustor engages 

with the trustee are called entrustment or entrusted matters (Baier, 1986). 

Trust is an attitude; it has a psychological element to it. In trusting another person, the 

trustor places reasonable belief or confidence (i.e., maintains such an attitude) that the trustee 

is capable of/willing to/committed to taking care of the entrusted matters, or the domains in 

which one is vulnerable (McLeod, 2023).  

Since trust is an attitude, it can be misplaced by the trustor in a manner that exposes 

them to risk of deception, coercion, and manipulation (Baier, 1986; O'Neill, 2002a). Placing 

trust in criminals and cheaters is an example of such trust. Such malicious actors understand 

the vulnerability of trustors and invite trust only to break it to their advantage. The common 

occurrences of deception on digital platforms, such as Ponzi schemes and fraud, are examples 

of misplaced trust.   

To avoid such dangers, placing trust rightly is important because it lets us count on 

others, safeguard our entrusted matters, and prevent harm (Baier, 1986). Trust is the 

foundation of any moral relationship and is essential for a well-functioning society, as it 

protects one’s vulnerabilities (Baier, 1986). 

The role of trust in GN and its impact on systemic well-being is significant due to the 

functional value of trust. Trust between the nudgee and the nudger is required in GN, just as 

it is foundational in any moral relationship. For ESC, activities that lead to better ecosystemic 

outcomes are morally justified, and trust plays a crucial role in achieving such outcomes. 

In the context of nudging, a nudgee is the trustor and the nudger is the trustee. The 

nudgee is a trustor because they are exposed to countervailing risks, such as loss of autonomy 
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and unfairness. As the nudger is in a position to address such harms, such as by using GN 

legitimately to improve environmental preferences of the nudgee, incorporating the nudgee in 

the process of environmental governance, and minimising the scope of deceptive actors to 

leverage behavioural insights87, they are in a trustee’s position.   

Rules for placing trust carefully are essential in this context, as the absence or excess 

of trust has implications for the outcomes of GN. When trust is misplaced, nudgees may, for 

instance, interpret misinformation as a scientific insight commonly perpetuated by other 

market actors (Braganza & Kapeller, 2025). Alternatively, if trust is withheld when needed, 

nudgees may assume that the social norm information provided by nudgers on energy 

consumption is patronising or insulting (Allcott, 2011). Or, in another scenario, too much 

trust can lead one to agree to coercive practices. In all three cases, the outcomes aimed for by 

GN are compromised. 

6.1.2. Trust and principled autonomy: 

By trusting according to certain rules that lead to better outcomes, we can minimise 

the possibility of these practices and thus create the conditions for nudgees to be 

autonomous88. In other words, placing trust in a justified manner can be a universal rule and 

makes room for principled autonomy to flourish.   

Recall that principled autonomy also requires us to fulfil our universalisable 

obligations. In referring to the principled autonomy in this thesis, two notions of obligations 

are referred. One that requires us to act in accordance with our individual obligations to 

 
87 The theme of consumptive nudging is not an ethical concern associated with GN per se, but the use of such 
practices has implications for the outcomes of GN. A focused discussion of this problem is considered in 
Chapter 6.  
88 To revisit the argument outlined in the previous chapter: Trust provides conditions for principled autonomy to 
flourish (O’Neill, 2002d, 2002e, 2002f). Recall that principled autonomy requires acting in ways that can be 
universalised. Misplacing trust cannot be a universal rule. If they were, the outcomes for society would be 
catastrophic due to deception and coercion.  
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address climate change. GN helps us fulfil such individual obligations and make us 

autonomous.  

The other type of obligation requires us to avoid, flag, and resist deception and 

manipulation in GN. Doing so is desirable for nudgers and nudgees. In the absence of this, 

deceptive or manipulative GN practices compromise the long-term goodness of the 

ecosystem and its consistency with other systems of value, for example, a system of 

democratic governance or a system of the state. These obligations are fulfilled when nudgers 

and nudgees act according to universalisable rules about placing and inviting trust based on 

evidence of trustworthiness. In summary, morally justifiable trust is essential for principled 

autonomy. The next section explores how trust enables practical, fair, and GN practices with 

prudent nudgees.



6.1.3.  Practical Advantages of Trust for Effectiveness, Prudence, and Fairness: 

Trust also has practical advantages in terms of effectiveness, fairness in nudging 

practices, and fostering prudence in nudgees. There is empirical evidence demonstrating the 

potential of trust between the nudger and the nudgee for effective GN. In examining the 

success of nudging through eco-labels, Daugbjerg et al. (2014) observed that the extent of 

trust in the government (i.e., the nudger) was directly proportional to the effectiveness89 of 

the labels.  

Similarly, a weighted regression analysis strategy demonstrates in high confidence 

that trust in nudgers is positively correlated with the approval of nudges by the nudgee 

(Sunstein et al., 2019, p 83). The study shows that citizen perception and judgement of 

nudges and other behavioural strategies in diverse contexts, such as Ireland, Germany, 

Mexico, China, and the USA, finds trust as a key factor for the effectiveness of nudging 

(Sunstein et al., 2019). Thus, this suggests that fostering trust can play a role in achieving 

behavioural outcomes that are effective in encouraging sustainable behaviours.  

 Similarly, GN can be unfair in terms of its redistribution effects and tendencies to 

divert attention from the institutional problems underlying climate change (Schubert, 2017b). 

Redistributive effects of nudges involve nudgees feeling morally licensed to engage in 

environmentally harmful behaviours or showing boomerang effects. A potential consequence 

of this issue is that GN do not deliver expected outcomes in diverse contexts (Hilton et al., 

2018). For instance, studies often report a ‘boomerang effect’; households that initially 

consume low energy or water tend to increase their consumption after being nudged through 

social norms (Allcott, 2011; Demarque et al., 2015; Schubert, 2017b). Boomerang effects are 

 
89  One reason for this success may be that countries with a marked concern regarding climate change 
demonstrate strong support for GN and other similar interventions (Sunstein et al., 2019).  
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observable when nudgees disprove a nudger’s involvement in their choice contexts, thereby 

acting opposite to how the nudger expects them to.  

Lack of trust in nudgers underlies redistributive response from nudgees. Schubert 

(2017b, 2014) notes that the perception of fairness of GN depends on how nudgees 

understand the intentions of the nudger in a democratic setting and whether they approve of 

it. Practices like enhancing transparency, accountability mechanisms, feedback, and engaging 

nudgees in the design of behavioural strategies, can build trust and subsequently minimise the 

instances of redistributive effects (and thus, unfair GN practices).  

Another way in which GN can be unfair is by distracting nudgees from 

socioeconomic issues in institutions that contribute to climate change (Schubert, 2017b). This 

has implications for nudgee’s prudence. In democratic set-ups, when nudgers, qua 

governments, exclude nudgees from the process of designing strategies for addressing climate 

change, a collective action problem, it takes away the opportunity for nudgees to learn about 

how their actions, opinions, and participation can influence environmental outcomes. For 

instance, GN using defaults are prone to such a charge. Ewert (2020) also observes, “...(to) be 

effective and acceptable, such approaches (to behaviour change) need to be built around co-

production and a sense of partnership between state, individuals, and communities” (p. 555).  

The risk of unfairness can be minimised, and prudence can be fostered in nudgees by 

making them more aware of the environmental impact of their actions (which is also a 

desirable systemic outcome). Moreover, nudgees can become more prudent by being able to 

assess the role and responsibility of nudgers in driving behavioural changes. This is also 

possible by introducing GN in a model of self-governance, a proposal considered in Chapter 

7. 

Focusing on trust provides the groundwork for understanding how GN systems can be 

better–one where nudges are effective and countervailing burdens experienced by the nudgee 
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can be minimised. Baier’s (1986) view of trust being ubiquitous is useful for looking at how 

trust is fundamental for the smooth functioning of societies. However, since Baier (1986) 

focuses more on trust in moral interpersonal relationships as a way to protect vulnerability, 

her account does not extend to institutional systems, within which nudging operates.  

Moreover, she acknowledges that her account of trust does not take into account trust 

between strangers and networks of trust (Baier, 1986). A network of trust encompasses 

multiple parties in a given context who share common expectations, overlapping domains of 

vulnerability, and responsibilities (Hardin, 2002, 2006). An interpersonal account of trust by 

Baier (1986), then, does not tell us much about how to develop trust in GN, which takes place 

in an institutional context.  

Nudging involves networks, constituting a collective of nudgees and nudgers, and 

formal structures rather than individual trustees. To accommodate this, O’Neill’s (2002f, 

2018) account of trust in institutions is considered as a basis for an account of trust in GN. 

Such an account of trust, along with the two rules for building trust, is explored in Section 

6.2.2. The next section outlines an account of institutional trust. 

6.2. Trust and Trustworthiness: A Theoretical Framework:   

In trusting nudgers, one does not trust a single individual, but a network and a 

hierarchical structure which is functional due to many individuals performing distinct roles in 

different capacities. In referring to GN, we are not concerned with placing trust in a person; 

we place trust in an institution, where different nudgers play roles that concern the design and 

deployment of GN. For instance, a social norm nudge being received through an energy 

provider will incorporate a data analyst who organises the information of thousands of 

households, a statistician or a researcher who interprets the data and designs a nudge, an 

administrative officer who approves the communication of a norm to a group of people. This 
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implies that nudgers can be individual actors who act as a part of an institution or a 

government, thus requiring an institutional account of trust, rather than interpersonal trust.  

O’Neill (2002f) focuses on institutional trust, which is more complex than an account 

of interpersonal trust. It is easier to trust friends, family, or peers because we can easily find 

reasons to trust them (the evidence of their trustworthiness). The reasons to trust them could 

involve our past experiences with them, their commitment to us, their competence, or simply 

their honesty towards us. However, placing trust in others becomes complicated when we 

have to trust institutions that are formalised, or where our interaction has been remote or brief 

(O’Neill, 2002f, 2018). Thus, a theoretical framework for building and maintaining trust in 

institutions, as proposed by O’Neill (2002a, 2002f, 2018), is used to illustrate an account of 

trust in GN.  

So far, two points are noteworthy. First, a morally justified form of trust between the 

nudgee and the nudger is required for GN to be justified from an ESC view. Second, as an 

account of institutional trust is necessary for nudging, O'Neill's account (2002a, 2018) offers 

a framework for evaluating institutional trust.   

There is, however, a caveat: O’Neill is a deontologist. According to her account, 

within institutional contexts, placing trust based on the evidence of trustworthiness is 

necessary to uphold and protect the rights (or principled autonomy) of those who are 

vulnerable due to the actions of others (O’Neill, 2018, 2002e). O’Neill’s (2018) normative 

account of trust is used in this thesis because, from both a deontological position and a 

system consequentialist point of view, trust is a functional resource necessary for the smooth 

functioning of societies.  

Since trust has a functional value in leading to better systems, the sort of trust that 

upholds principled autonomy and fairness, and leads to better behavioural outcomes, is 

valuable. Hence, O’Neill’s account of trust also holds value from a system consequentialist 
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standpoint by telling us how to place trust. This account, therefore, can guide us on how to 

build trust between the nudgee and the nudger within institutional contexts.   

In what follows, the next two subsections explicate the nature of trustworthiness and a 

normative account of trust, outlining the two rules about trusting that will subsequently 

inform an account of trustworthiness and trust in GN.  

6.2.1. Trustworthiness:  

The question of when trust is justified inevitably leads to three concerns: who should 

we trust, in what ways, and why? According to O’Neill (2002a, 2018), trust necessitates 

trustworthiness. Placing trust in untrustworthy agents is risky; for it makes us vulnerable to 

deception or fear. Thus, it follows that we should only trust people who are trustworthy by 

assessing whether they are trustworthy or not to protect our entrusted matters. 

Trustworthiness, when perceived by the trustor, demonstrates to them that it is safe 

for them to place trust in the trustee. Since trust is an attitude held by the trustor, certain 

properties, which are the properties of trustworthiness, justify that the trust is well-placed. 

For instance, in institutional contexts, one finds doctors trustworthy because our experience 

with them demonstrates that they are competent and committed to treating our health 

problems. Such aspects of the medical community lead to higher levels of public trust in 

doctors and physicians than in journalists and politicians, who are infamous for exaggerating 

claims and being involved in scandals. Simply put, trustworthiness involves the properties 

that can signal to trustors that a trustee is capable and willing to safeguard what has been 

entrusted.  

There is a range of properties that are speculated to be signs of trustworthiness. For 

instance, researchers suggest that a symmetrical face appears to be more trustworthy than 

others (Todorov et al., 2008). Such traits cannot be a morally acceptable way of assessing 
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trustworthiness, for they focus on physical features, diverting attention from morally 

relevant properties in institutions like reliability and performance. We need a well-grounded 

approach to assess trustworthiness. The following subsection outlines different forms of 

institutional trustworthiness that are important in judging whether someone is trustworthy or 

not.  

Truthfulness as Trustworthiness. As far as we expect someone to tell the truth, 

truthfulness is one of the ways to assess trustworthiness. Truthfulness is an empirical 

criterion for assessing trustworthiness (O’Neill, 2018). Within institutional contexts, being 

truthful can involve some extent of transparency, independent evaluations, and 

responsiveness. However, taking truthfulness as the sole criterion for determining 

trustworthiness is challenging in institutional contexts for two reasons.  

First, placing trust based on truth claims is complex because evidence is often difficult 

to verify and open to falsification. In scientific enquiry, initial results and observations are 

rejected, reinterpreted, or refined so that scientific knowledge attains coherence, explanatory 

power, and simplicity (O’Neill, 2002f, 2018). This implies that an institution can be 

trustworthy even if it is challenging to verify truth claims.  

Second, assessing the truthfulness of claims gets further complicated when we 

consider that distrust is often deliberately sown through conflicting claims. For instance, 

tobacco companies funded independent organisations to frame scientific evidence for 

smoking as an insignificant health risk (Drope & Chapman, 2001). Such examples show that 

it is difficult to verify truth claims in institutional contexts that are a part of politically and 

economically complex systems.  

Thus, there must be other ways to assess trustworthiness, apart from truthfulness. 

O'Neill (2018) observes, “... to be trustworthy is to be trustworthy both in word and in deed, 

both in truth claims and in action.” (p.295). Thus, O’Neill (2018) points out that speaking the 
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truth is not always enough for one to be trustworthy. For a trustee to protect the matters for 

which a trustor is vulnerable, one needs something apart from truthfulness as a feature of 

trustworthiness.  

As a normative criterion for assessing trustworthiness, Competence and Commitment 

provide a feasible way to determine trustworthiness beyond the truthfulness of claims 

(O’Neill, 2018).    

Competence as Trustworthiness. The trustee's competence in institutional settings is 

another way to assess trustworthiness. We trust others when we possess confidence that they 

are capable of protecting us in matters in which we are vulnerable. Competence can be 

interpreted in multiple ways: as an ability, as a skill set, as an expertise (Bennett, 2022; 

Mayer et al., 1995). However, for remote and distant interactions within institutional set-ups 

where we must place trust in people we do not know through personal interactions, we 

exhibit a domain-based form of trust (Holland & Stocks, 2017). 

By exhibiting domain-based trust, we trust an institution, such as legal bodies, 

governments, and healthcare systems, for their area of competence. Since institutions involve 

a collective expertise, constituting a group of people where each is an expert in a field 

(medicine, education, finance), we trust with the expectation that a trustee, as a part of an 

institution, represents a collective that is competent regarding entrusted matters.  

A domain-based account of trust more effectively captures how competence operates 

within collective and institutional contexts. There are two reasons for this. First, domain-

based trust focuses on the competence of the trustee rather than their actions (Jones, 2019). 

We may continue to trust others due to their competence, even if they sometimes fail to 

deliver what is expected. Second, domain-based trust allows the trustee to make decisions 

that concern their expertise, even if our interactions with the trustee are remote. This implies 

that even if other forms of trustworthiness, such as truthfulness, are difficult to uphold, taking 
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competence as a sign of trustworthiness allows one to continue trusting despite the occasional 

setbacks (Holland & Stocks, 2017).   

The primary consideration in expecting competence as a form of trustworthiness in 

the trustee is the credibility of the competence. Sporadic deception is prevalent, especially 

with the widespread use of digital communication (O’Neill, 2002a). Scammers and schemers 

like Harshad Mehta and Bernie Madoff use their skills and expertise to exploit or cheat 

people. O’Neill (2018) writes, “Those who trusted the well-known Mr Madoff with their 

savings could not console themselves for their losses…thinking that at least they had been 

trusting: far better if they had not been trusting…” (p.293). People can be experts in various 

domains, but some use their expertise to exploit people. We need to be wary of placing trust 

in them. 

As truth claims are often difficult to verify and competence can be used at the expense 

of harm to a trustor (instead of benefiting them), another form of trustworthiness is needed to 

ensure that the trustee is trustworthy by being committed or willing to protect the matters of 

emtrustment.   

Commitment as Trustworthiness. Commitment is a sign of trustworthiness, 

referring to the trustee's reliability regarding entrusted matters (O’Neill, 2018). By trusting 

the trustee's commitment, the trustor is confident that the trustee will consistently uphold the 

trust, despite changing circumstances. For a trustee to be trustworthy in one’s commitment is 

to recognise and respond to the trustor’s needs and expectations.   

Commitment shows that the trustee is willing to, for whatever reason, uphold the trust 

that the trustor has placed in them. For instance, one might expect commitment from a 

physician because of professional standards or regulations that bind them. Similarly, a court 

shows commitment to the rule of law by upholding the rules of law even when there is 

pressure from political parties.   
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There are several ways in which commitment can be perceived as a form of 

trustworthiness. Within different theories of trust, commitment as a form of trustworthiness 

has been framed as responsiveness, accountability, or virtue of the trustee (McLeod, 2023; 

Potter, 2002; Holton, 1994).  

Trust-responsive theory suggests that being trustworthy means that the trustee is 

responsive to the reason they must do something–all things being equal, they do it because 

the trustor is counting on them (Holton, 1994). Trustworthiness, as a commitment, may also 

mean that the trustee shares concerns or cares about the entrusted matters (McLeod, 2023). 

Moreover, one could also be committed to entrusted matters because of their “encapsulated 

interests” in the trust relationship (Hardin, 2006). Commitment could also result from one’s 

virtue of being loyal to their profession, employer, or religious or non-religious ideologies 

(Potter, 2002).  

For whatever reason one is committed, trustworthiness as a form of commitment 

requires the trustor to perceive the trustee as motivated or willing to take care of the entrusted 

matters. In being committed to the trustor’s entrusted matters, the trustee puts forth the 

demand to deliver one’s duties and secure institutional performance, irrespective of the 

reason why one is committed.   

When viewed in the context of GN, these three types of trustworthiness, truthfulness, 

competence, and commitment, can provide ideas about how to build trust between the nudgee 

and the nudger, thereby justifying GN from an ESC perspective. The next subsection outlines 

the normative framework for building trust between two parties based on O’Neill’s 

scholarship (2002a, 2002f, 2018).   

6.2.2. Normative basis for trust:   

While trust improves the outcomes of GN, it must be ethically justified because 

misplaced trust is dangerous. Trust placed by the nudgee must be reasonable; without trust, a 
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nudgee is prone to the risk of deception, loss of autonomy, and perceived unfairness. 

O’Neill’s (2002a) normative framework of trust holds value from a system consequentialist 

standpoint because it tells us how to place trust carefully. If we appeal to the ubiquity of trust, 

then, much like any system that benefits from good trust practices, a system with GN would 

be better with the right kind of trust between the nudger and the nudgee.   

Noting the need for rules about trust between the nudgee and the nudger, the two 

conditions from O’Neill’s (2002a, 2002f, 2018) account of trust are explicated in the next two 

subsections. From her view, for trust between two parties to be morally justified, (1) the 

trustee must demonstrate trustworthiness, and (2) the trustor must possess the ability to assess 

trustworthiness.   

Demonstration of Trustworthiness by the Trustee. Untrustworthy actors coexist 

alongside trustworthy actors in a particular domain, necessitating that institutions 

communicate their evidence of trustworthiness to the trustor. The trustee must demonstrate 

trustworthiness to the trustor, helping them identify trustworthy avenues. Signalling or 

showing trustworthiness can help the trustor to avoid deception by inviting trust in the right 

places (O’Neill, 2002a; Jones, 2012).  

Information overload often makes it difficult for the public to perceive the truth. To 

demonstrate truthfulness90, it is necessary to share knowledge and information in a manner 

that is “accessible to those for whom it might be valuable, intelligible to them if they find it, 

or assessable by them if they find and understand it." (O’Neill, 2018, pp. 298-299).    

Similarly, demonstrating domain-related competence through good performance 

communicates the idea that the trustee can meet the trustor's expectations in a specific 

domain (Jones, 2012). To be trustworthy in one's commitment to the trustor is to recognise 

 
90 This point is revisited in Chapter 7. Accessibility and honesty in communicating GN are crucial for better 
integration of GN as legitimate tools for behaviour change.  



 167 

and act according to the idea that the trustor is counting on one for specific reasons. Jones 

(2012) writes, “Trustworthiness is expressed in action when activated by being counted on” 

(p.72). To achieve this, a trustee can demonstrate commitment by being responsive, 

accountable, and forthcoming in matters entrusted to them.   

 Assessment of Trustworthiness by the Trustor. O'Neill (2018) writes, “Placing and 

refusing trust intelligently is demanding, and leaves opportunities for those who seek to push 

false claims, to fail in their commitments, or to pretend to competence and expertise that they 

lack.” (p. 295). Thus, the trustor must assess the trustworthiness of the trustee to minimise the 

chance of trusting in untrustworthy avenues.  It is morally justified for a trustor to place trust 

in a particular party (or an institution) if they can assess whether the trustor is trustworthy in 

their truth claims, commitment, or competence.   

One way to assess trustworthiness is to examine whether truthful claims are being 

made. Similarly, placing trust based on the evidence of credibility of competence allows the 

trustor to avoid the scope of deception and exploitation in trust relationships, especially in a 

time when recent technologies (digital platforms, social media) are positioned to bypass our 

capacities to judge standard competence through manipulation and exaggeration. 

Although it is hard to judge commitment without past experiences with the trustee, 

O’Neill (2018) observes that, “...we need to focus not on generic attitudes but on ways to 

secure expert, professional and institutional performance without imposing ‘safeguards’ that 

distort that performance.” (p. 298). Judging commitment as a form of trustworthiness then 

involves looking for indicators of performance not based on attitudes, but through a history of 

performance, accountability measures, and responsiveness towards entrusted matters. 
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6.3. Trust in Green Nudges: 

Recall from Section 6.1 that trust between the nudger and the nudgee is preferable for 

GN to be morally justified. While trust is important, misplaced trust can be dangerous. Thus, 

we must have a reasonable basis to trust nudgers qua institutions in charge of nudging.   

As noted in Section 6.2, for trust between two parties to be justified in institutional 

contexts, the trustee must demonstrate trustworthiness. The trustor, in turn, must be able to 

assess it. Three forms of trustworthiness are acceptable in these contexts: truthfulness, 

commitment, and competence. 

Given that trust is the basis for improving systemic outcomes and we have two rules 

for placing trust in a morally justified manner. The next question then is: What are the rules 

for placing trust in GN?  To respond to the question, the section posits that two rules about 

trust are required: the nudger must demonstrate trustworthiness, and the nudgee must assess 

the nudger's trustworthiness. To support this argument, the next two subsections illustrate the 

normative criteria for placing trust in nudges. Moreover, potential ways in which 

trustworthiness can be demonstrated are also outlined.   

6.3.1. Nudger demonstrates trustworthiness:  

Why is a trustworthiness demonstration needed in GN? Since trust is an attitude (or a 

mental state), it is well-placed to the extent that the trustor perceives trustworthiness. To put 

it simply, trust is not only justified because the trustee is trustworthy and interested in the 

trustor’s good, but it is well-placed when the trustor sees good reasons for placing trust. Thus, 

for trust to be reasonable between two parties, the trustee not only has to be trustworthy but 

also must come across as trustworthy to the trustor. For nudging, then, the institutions qua 

nudgers not only have to be trustworthy, but they also need to demonstrate their 

trustworthiness to the nudgee.   
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 What happens when trustworthiness is not demonstrated?: In the absence of 

demonstration of trustworthiness by the nudger, it is possible that: (a) all the nudges, even the 

ones aiming to gain monetary ends, would come across as trustworthy to the nudge. Some 

agents leveraging behavioural insights may use brand value, advertisement, social media 

virality, or recognition. This can affect perceived trustworthiness (See Consumption Nudging 

(Braganza & Kapeller, 2024)), (b) the nudgees would not infer the value of eco-friendly 

actions, or (c) nudgees will not support the agenda of behaviour change at all.  

In contrast to these three possibilities, from a system consequentialist perspective, it is 

desirable that a prosocial green nudge is identifiable and comes across as trustworthy for the 

nudgee who decides to cooperate with the nudgers by trusting them, and the nudgee 

recognises eco-friendly actions, thereby improving perceived legitimacy of nudges.   

How to demonstrate trustworthiness?: While there can be intrinsic features of 

trustworthiness in a nudger, such as considering the mission of the institution as one’s duty or 

being respectful towards the public opinion or feedback, the aspects of trustworthiness that the 

nudgee can perceive as signifiers of trustworthiness are interesting in this context. Thus, in 

what follows, the following subsections sketch how Truthfulness, Competence, and 

Commitment can be signalled to the nudgees.   

Truthfulness and Green Nudging. There are several ways to argue that truthfulness 

is a criterion for judging a trustee's trustworthiness in institutional contexts. Truthfulness can 

be seen as a sign of personal or professional integrity and as possessing character. One of the 

obvious ways for a nudger to be truthful in institutional contexts is by sharing the right 

information openly. The upside of making truthfulness a requirement is that it reduces the 

tendencies and the inclination to deceive or to cheat (O’Neill, 2002f). O’Neill (2002a, 2002f) 

argues that the fear of being scrutinised or held accountable due to mandatory openness keeps 

public authorities and institutions in check. The downside of truthfulness is that the 
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perception of honesty or openness depends on how the trustor perceives it. Subsequently, for 

the nudgee to perceive the information as truthful, truthfulness can be demonstrated in 

nudging by maintaining transparency.  

Transparency.  The debate on transparency91 in nudges has gathered traction in the 

literature. The level of transparency refers to the extent to which information can be openly 

shared with the public. In the context of nudges, a satisfactory level of transparency requires 

that the nudger make a reasonable effort to inform the nudgee that their behaviour is being 

influenced (Santos Silva, 2025).  

 Transparency in decision-making processes and the outcomes pursued are perceived 

as indicators of trust within institutional and policy contexts (Brezzi et al., 2021). According 

to Thaler and Sunstein (2008), the requirement for transparency satisfies Rawls’ Publicity 

Principle, which suggests that policies should be defensible in public.  

In considering the extent of transparency, it is suggested that a nudge is sufficiently 

transparent if the target groups of nudgees can identify the goals (type interference 

transparency) and the mechanisms of nudging (token interference transparency). Otherwise, it 

is a non-transparent nudge (Hansen & Jespersen, 2013; Ivankovic & Engelen, 2019; Bovens, 

2009). 

A more nuanced view suggests that nudges must be transparent to the extent that their 

goal and mechanisms can be detected by a ‘watchful’ nudgee who can blow the whistle on 

intrusive nudges (Bovens, 2009; Ivankovic & Engelen, 2019). It is important to consider the 

 
91 Transparency has implications for the nudgee’s autonomy. Santos Silva (2025) suggests that transparency is 
important because it triggers nudgee’s engagement with System 2, the reflective, deliberate, and analytic 
cognitive processes. As this allows nudgee the opportunity to engage more critically with nudges, transparency 
preserves their autonomy (Santos Silva, 2025). This also means that nudgee can engage with the proposal of 
behaviour change, be critical about the methods of nudging, all of which is desirable for upholding principled 
autonomy.  
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extent of ‘watchfulness,’ which corresponds to alertness or awareness of a nudgee, because 

increasing transparency of the nudges fails its purpose if a nudgee cannot detect a nudge. 

There are three reasons why transparency is necessary for establishing trust. First, 

openness in practices that seek desired collective outcomes promotes trust. It makes intuitive 

sense that transparency increases the perceived legitimacy and acceptance of an intervention 

that promotes a desired goal. For instance, in a country with a strong consensus about climate 

action, implementing GN is seen as a welcome move (Sunstein et al., 2019). Moreover, in 

recent years, the focus on communicating information openly or transparently to the public, 

interest groups, and campaigning organisations for social goals has become a part of the 

openness agenda (O’Neill, 2002f). 

Second, transparency is crucial for truthfulness and trust, as it demonstrates the 

congruence between the trustor’s values and the trustee’s values, consistency, and fairness 

(Mayer et al., 1995). If a nudgee trusts the nudger, they will not only follow the direction of a 

nudge but also see how nudges support their goals (Ivankovic & Engelen, 2019). 

Third, transparency is needed for nudgees to identify the nudges that pursue collective 

goals. Given that both private and public actors use nudges to influence behaviour, it is 

reasonable to assume that transparency can help nudgees identify illegitimate nudges (those 

seeking monetary ends) (Lenzi, 2019). Transparency is required to distinguish GN from 

illegitimate practices, such as ‘green washing’ and ‘green dark patterns’, which seek to 

mislead individuals92. Santos Silva (2025) outlines the two concepts in this context: The 

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights defines ‘green washing’ as misleading and 

false environmental claims about products having no harmful environmental impacts. 'Dark 

green patterns’ refer to the deceptive behavioural design practices on digital interfaces that 

 
92 Another such concept is ‘Consumptive nudging’, which can be seen as an umbrella term for all these practices 
(Braganza & Kapeller, 2025).  



 172 

make it difficult for one to avoid behaviour change by imposing additional fees, false claims, 

or confusing UX (User Experience) design. As GN operate in the same context as these 

deceptive practices, nudgers have a reason to make GN transparent so that nudgees can 

identify and avoid greenwashing and dark patterns (Santos Silva, 2025). 

The goal of making GN transparent is so that a nudgee perceives the presence of a 

nudge and understands the pro-environmental behaviour promoted by it. It is better if a 

transparency GN creates awareness and encourages nudgee to engage with System 2 to 

understand their behaviour. Due to these three reasons, from a system consequentialist 

perspective, a nudge that is transparent and considered truthful by the nudgee is better than a 

nudge that is non-transparent or has an insufficient level of transparency. 

An objection is that nudges may work adequately because of their covertness and, 

therefore, a lack of transparency (Bovens, 2009). It is, however, contested in evidence 

whether increasing transparency compromises the efficiency of nudges (Santos Silva, 2025). 

The extent to which transparency compromises the performance of a GN is open to further 

research and discussion, which may be an issue with this feature. Noting this limitation, two 

other bases for assessing the trustworthiness of nudges are considered, namely, competence 

and commitment. 

Competence and Green Nudging. Nudgers should be competent because their 

competence influences our trust in them. From a philosophical perspective, in being 

competent, one seeks to be free of errors in delivering what is expected of them. From a 

psychological standpoint, evidence of competence allows our trust in others to flourish and 

increases the extent of cooperation (Mayer et al., 1995). Moreover, institutional trust results 

in a higher level of cooperation from the public (Brown, 2020), a property that can further 

improve the effectiveness of GN. 
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Demonstrating evidence of competence is critical for building an attitude of trust, as 

the trustor requires evidence of a trustee's competence to evaluate their trustworthiness. 

Selinger and Whyte (2011) argue that the “moral acceptability of nudges hinges in part on 

whether they can provide an account of the competence required to offer nudges, an account 

that would serve to warrant our general trust in choice architects.”  (p.461).  Considering this, 

the following signifiers of competence and trustworthiness in nudgers can be outlined. 

Performance. For a nudger to be competent, designing and implementing nudges 

effectively and efficiently is needed. To evaluate the performance of public policy systems 

properly, efficiency and effectiveness are two essential factors (Mergoni & De Witte, 2022). 

Efficiency assesses a system's ability to achieve its stated outcomes. Effectiveness refers to 

the output of the system in terms of the intended outcomes (Mergoni & De Witte, 2022). 

These two categories for performance evaluation can be extended for assessing the 

competence of nudgers. 

In the context of GN, efficiency typically refers to how GN perform in terms of the 

traditional cost-benefit analysis (Santos Silva, 2025). It involves analysing quantitative data 

to assess and predict whether a GN strategy can reduce resource and time-related costs 

associated with behaviour change. The efficiency of GN is not a sufficient measure to ensure 

performance. For instance, an efficient green nudge may save resource costs in the short 

term, but it may not lead to long-term behavioural shifts. Thus, considering qualitative 

aspects related to performance, i.e., effectiveness, is an important basis for nudgers to design 

GN competently. 

Santos Silva (2025) notes that effectiveness, in the context of GN, is a spectrum. To 

say that effectiveness is a spectrum means that “ an intervention will be effective if it is better 

than the previous state of affairs” (Santos Silva, 2025). It questions whether GN leads to pro-

environmental behavioural outcomes, while considering the qualitative costs (Santos Silva, 
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2025). This means that the effectiveness of GN is concerned with whether they can bring 

about a behaviour change, while also justifiably reducing countervailing costs, such as the 

costs of autonomy, privacy, and spillover effects (the boomerang effect (6.1.3) and moral 

licensing (4.1.8)), in the long term. 

In other words, from a cost-benefit analysis perspective, GN must lead to pro-

environmental outcomes without posing undue social, cultural, psychological, and ethical 

burdens on the nudgee. Undue burdens are posed in situations where the benefits of GN on 

third parties outweigh the costs (such as inducing guilt, social pressure, or loss of autonomy) 

on the nudgee (DesRoches et al., 2023). 

Additionally, moral intent is not necessary for GN to be effective. This suggests that 

GN can be considered adequately effective even when they improve behavioural outcomes 

due to unintended or unrelated reasons. Santos Silva (2025) provides an example of an 

energy company that nudges consumers to reduce energy consumption during peak hours. 

Although the nudge can offer financial incentives to reduce energy usage, it still qualifies as a 

green nudge due to its pro-environmental and socially beneficial effects. 

Privacy Measures. The ease of technological advancements in GN comes at the cost 

of users’ informational privacy93 (data related to race, age, income, gender), patterns of 

behaviour, and preferences being accessible to those who may intend to exploit this 

information for various purposes (monetary or political interests). Such data are used in 

 
93  The information about one’s work, health, and relationships has become critical for self-management, social 
interaction, and communication through technology. Datafication involves using such information gathered 
through smartphones and wearable devices for monitoring, processing, performance, and often monetization. 
With the assistance of datafication through new technologies, nudges are deployed more on digital platforms, 
which are privacy-sensitive contexts. This is to say that user data acquired on such platforms is often threatened 
by the interests of third parties or big-data barons (data companies like Meta and Google) for monetary ends 
(Yeung, 2019).  
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nudges to create personalised defaults, tailor social norms, or appeal to the nudgee's self-

image, thereby challenging informational privacy as a result. 

A common example of this is nudges, which fix a default choice by learning from 

users’ previous preferences, or smart meters storing and analysing user history to send social 

norms (Hilton et al., 2018; Sunstein & Reisch, 2014). A trade-off needs to be made: to nudge 

better, we need more data about the nudgee, but access to more user data for different 

nudgers raises concerns about privacy protection. A threat to privacy compromises the 

principled autonomy of the user (qua nudgee) and challenges the ethical permissibility of GN. 

There may be an ethical trade-off between effectiveness and informational privacy. However, 

we must consider effectiveness in terms of long-term behavioural outcomes, improved 

environmental preferences, and reduced ethical risks to the nudgee. The ethical justification 

of GN, in this case, requires us to look beyond the short-term gains possible by risking 

privacy. 

There are three approaches to addressing privacy concerns in nudges. One way to 

safeguard user privacy is to improve informed consent practices, establish robust information 

regulatory mechanisms, and carefully set up default nudges. A second approach is to design 

GN for preventing environmentally mediated harms, as well as improving privacy practices, 

something like ‘green-privacy nudges’. The use of nudges to raise awareness about user 

privacy is a much-discussed topic in the literature. For instance, it is possible to learn from 

visual nudges, which have shown promise in encouraging people to avoid privacy-invasive 

practices (Choe et al., 2013). 

A third approach is to establish robust legal mechanisms to ensure that there are 

‘legitimate interests’ in storing the personal data of the nudgees, particularly in the private 

sector (Santos Silva, 2025). For instance, GN can be used to collect and process information, 

such as the number of people in a household, energy/water consumption, age, and 
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demographic factors. However, if these data are either published or sold to third parties, the 

use of GN would no longer be considered legitimate (Santos Silva, 2025; Ranchordas, 2019). 

Such instances would involve violations of data protection laws (or GDPR in the context of 

the European Union). 

In summary, one of the measures to design GN competently involves GN upholding 

informational privacy, which may involve ensuring legitimacy and raising awareness about 

privacy-sensitive contexts. 

Adaptability. Adaptability is a signifier of competence. Being adaptable means 

responding to changes by adjusting one’s approach to accomplish the required outcome. This 

skill is especially needed when GN operate within heterogeneous or diverse environments. 

Adaptiveness involves understanding individual reactions to the GN and the direct 

and indirect effects of a nudge on a particular group. Understanding such factors is important 

for securing public support in favour of behaviour change. Various studies corroborate this 

insight. A recent study demonstrates that the effect of social norm nudge on the pro-

environmental decisions of some nudgees depends on their existing preferences (Picard & 

Banerjee, 2025). For instance, the effects of the nudge varied among individuals who were 

transitioning to vegetarianism, those who were already vegetarian, and those who 

occasionally preferred a vegetarian diet (Picard & Banerjee, 2025). 

In nudging political liberals and conservatives in the USA, the framing of nudges 

affects whether a particular group responds positively or negatively to them. Tannenbaum et 

al. (2017) found that designing nudges around liberal or conservative policy goals has a 

bearing on the success of nudges. Nudges are considered more ethical by nudgee qua 

respondents when they align with their political views. In the study, the authors recommend 

that the nudges pursuing collectively desirable outcomes should not be implemented, 
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considering their face value, because nudgees tend to conflate their attitudes about politics 

with their attitudes about policy methods94 (Tannenbaum et al., 2017).  

To design a more adaptable GN, an efficient strategy would be to tailor it based on the 

user profiles, as the impact of a nudge varies depending on the group being nudged. To avoid 

compromising the effectiveness of nudges in the heterogeneous groups, Picard and Banerjee 

(2025) recommend designing GN in a way that does not crowd out further engagement with 

other nudges. Additionally, to achieve adaptability, nudges must be implemented considering 

contextual factors, such as semantic variance95 and behavioural biases96 within subgroups. 

 
94A counterargument in this context may question the possibility of a cognitive shift in such instances, a 
systemic goal outlined in Chapter 5. A cognitive shift, constituting the shaping of social norms and the 
internalization of moral obligations, may appeal differently across social and political groups. Since nudges and 
behaviour interventions require voluntary participation, fundamental political differences in how individuals 
perceive nudges are often unavoidable. This is not to say that GN cannot lead to cognitive shifts. Rather the 
method of nudging, and therefore the core values it appeals to in each group, can be different. So, for a 
conservative, the reason to follow their moral obligation through GN can be different from that of a liberal. 
Nevertheless, in each of these cases, GN can support the objective policy goal that maximizes positive systemic 
outcomes. 
95  To use nudges successfully, the nudger ought to understand the meanings that are embedded in the daily 
experiences of the nudgee. They must attend to the diverse perceptions of meaning, tied to differences in 
identity and context, that influence how users interpret nudges, what is also called semantic variance  (Selinger 
& Whyte, 2010, p 436).   
96  Similarly, biases are observed differently across cultures (Bovens, 2009). He proposes, “Biases may interact 
with culturally variable features and hence will meet with different cultural implementations (in nudges)” 
(Bovens, 2010, p.483). Two types of biases influenced by the cultural context are Cognitive and Behavioural 
biases (Bovens, 2010). Cognitive biases refer to the idea that certain norms and attitudes are embedded in one’s 
cultural experiences. Similarly, behavioural biases refer to cognitive traits such as the endowment effect or loss 
aversion, which are shown differently across cultures. The presence of these biases and their varied effects on 
different population groups suggests that nudgers must take into account these biases before designing nudging 
strategies.  
 



Explainability. Another way to demonstrate competence and invite trust from 

nudgees is by explainability. Santos Silva (2025) writes, “A nudge is explainable if the policy 

objective it pursues and the means by which it operates are known, or reasonably ought to be 

known, to the person being nudged.” (p.20). Transparency complements explainability 

because it determines the extent to which the nudge is communicated openly to the nudgee. 

Explainability in GN requires going beyond making nudges transparent. It involves 

framing nudges in a way that makes it more likely for the nudgee to perceive the intent, goal, 

and process of behaviour change. So an explainable nudge is more than transparent. It 

appeals to the reasoning capabilities of the nudgee, invites them to deliberate, and attempts to 

preserve the effects of a nudge for the long term97. 

Two types of nudges are notable in this context: Nudge plus and Boosts. Nudge plus 

incorporates a reflective strategy into the design of nudges that persuades a nudgee to think 

about their decisions (Banerjee & John, 2021). Boosts target the competencies of a person by 

improving their decision-making abilities, knowledge, and raising moral concerns (Hertwig 

& Grüne-Yanoff, 2017). Moreover, a combination of nudging with boosting is suggested as a 

promising approach to improve citizen capabilities (DellaValle & Sareen, 2020).  In short, 

both nudge plus and boosts are explainable nudging strategies, as they try to instigate a more 

meaningful behaviour shift. 

Commitment and Green Nudging. Philosophically, demonstrating commitment by 

acting in a particular manner signals a virtue expected in the institutions that act for the public 

good. If the trustee demonstrates a commitment to the reasons the trustor is vulnerable or the 

goals they desire, it improves the trustor's likelihood of trusting them. Commitment in 

nudging warrants the nudger responding to the nudgee’s concerns regarding their 

 
97 These insights are developed in the chapter on recommendations (Chapter 7).  
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environmental behaviour and seeking the long-term accomplishment of environmental goals 

(as opposed to short-term benefits). Considering this, some ways in which the nudger can 

demonstrate commitment as a form of trustworthiness to the nudgee are outlined. 



Responsiveness. One way to demonstrate commitment is by being responsive to what 

the nudgee expects the nudger to do. An institution's responsiveness positively correlates with 

trust (Kavanagh et al., 2020).  The responsiveness of an institution can be defined as the 

ability to provide accessible, efficient, and citizen-centred public services that effectively 

address the public's expectations, preferences, and requirements (Brezzi et al., 2021). In GN, 

the responsiveness of the nudger can demonstrate that the nudger is trustworthy. At least two 

steps can signify responsiveness in nudging contexts. First, removing or modifying 

ineffective GN practices based on monitoring and public feedback. Second, responding to 

public concerns regarding the use of nudges through public assemblies, citizen engagement 

platforms, and participation forums. 

Accountability. Another way to demonstrate commitment to the nudgee is by 

upholding accountability, a feature that is often found to be lacking in the nudgers. A lack of 

accountability reflects on the nudgee as if the nudger is ignorant of incorporating citizenry in 

designing and strategising behavioural shifts. For instance, a lack of accountability is 

demonstrated when a nudge is considered to have a suboptimal level of transparency by the 

nudgee (Ivankovic & Engelen, 2019).   

Being accountable entails a moral obligation to deliver what is expected of us 

(Talbert, 2019). Accountability structures are necessary for building trust in nudging because 

they can transfer the responsibility of maintaining sufficient transparency, monitoring, 

improvement, and dealing with uncertainties. This means that as nudgers, institutions need to 

be accountable by maintaining a specific code of conduct on all levels, handling uncertain 

situations and spill-over effects, ensuring competence (through performance metrics or 

audits), and maintaining fairness (Talbert, 2019).   

In designing and implementing GN interventions, nudgers may demonstrate 

accountability in at least three ways. One way is to maintain sufficient levels of transparency, 
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as already indicated. Another way to build accountability is to use participatory approaches 

by combining nudging with public deliberation, which can pave the way for long-term 

behavioural changes to address climate change, a proposal also considered in Chapter 7 

(Lenzi, 2019; Talbert, 2019). Thus, building accountability this way not only demonstrates 

trustworthiness but also leads to long-term benefits from GN, which is desirable from a 

system consequentialist perspective. Lastly, structuring institutional mechanisms to address 

oversight and ensuring fairness in nudging can build the perception of accountable 

institutions. 

Value Commitment. One way to demonstrate commitment to a cause and be 

perceived as trustworthy for the same reason is by showing that one’s values align with those 

of the trustor. As humans operate with limited epistemic knowledge about the world, it is not 

difficult to see how personal preferences, values, beliefs, and motivations play a critical role 

in determining whether one can trust another (Baier, 1986). 

The extent to which an individual can trust another depends upon the trustor’s 

perceived trustworthiness of the trustee. Thus, when assessing the trustworthiness of the 

trustee, a trustor also considers whether the trustee's recommendations align with what is 

important to them and accord with their values (Bennett, 2022). This is also an important 

dimension for adaptability, and thus for communicating the trustworthiness of the institution. 

This means that nudges must be designed to pursue systemic goals, but at the same time, their 

framing can be such that a nudgee is convinced and supports the behaviour change because it 

aligns with their value systems.  

Framing nudges to appeal to the values and preferences of diverse groups can lead to 

long-term performance improvements. This may seem difficult to do, considering the diverse 

contexts in which people hold uncertain preferences and different ideologies. However, this is 

not the case. Through a study on voting patterns in conservative and liberal groups, Feldman 
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(1988) observes that achieving social goals is possible by structuring messages to tap into 

core belief systems and values. The challenge posed by climate change to economic 

individualism, family systems, and free enterprise would appeal to conservatives. Similarly, 

appealing to human rights, issues of equity, intergenerational responsibility, and global 

cooperation would tap into the core values of liberalism (Feldman, 1988). A similar insight is 

reflected in Tannenbaum et al. (2017)’s work on framing nudges differently for conservatives 

and liberals. 

Thus, learning from these studies, it can be inferred that in the absence of common 

ideological preferences, nudges can be tailored to appeal to specific targeted groups. While 

these are some of the ways in which the nudger can demonstrate trustworthiness, the next 

step in building trust between the nudgee and the nudger is to find ways in which the nudgee 

can perceive the evidence of trustworthiness.  

6.3.2. Nudgee assesses trustworthiness:   

Why is a trustworthiness assessment needed? Using subconscious processes to 

influence behaviour implies that a nudgee often does not perceive the nudges actively. Recall 

that trust is an attitude. Trust can be perceived by nudgee only when it is demonstrated 

enough so that the nudgee can adopt an attitude of trust towards the nudger. Apart from 

demonstrating trustworthiness, it is possible to increase the chances of nudgees to perceive 

trustworthiness by building their capacities to grasp and assess the evidence of 

trustworthiness.  

 Thus, along with the demonstration of trustworthiness, perceiving the evidence of 

trustworthiness by the nudgee is another condition. Note that while assessing trustworthiness 

can build trust, the moral justification requires the nudger to possess the aspects of 
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trustworthiness perceived by the nudger that warrant trust98; that is, the nudgers do not 

pretend to have the trustworthiness that they do not possess.   

 What happens when the nudgee does not assess trustworthiness? If a nudgee does not 

assess trustworthiness, then it is possible that (a) they do not actively try to make sense of 

their behaviour under the influence of nudges and do not understand and internalise their 

moral obligations, (b) they either continue to rely on nudges to make decisions, or (c) oppose 

the use of nudges. There is another possibility that (d) the nudgee misplaces their trust in a 

trustor who intends to leverage their behaviour for monetary gains.  

Recall that an activity concerned with a system is morally justified when it is 

according to the rules that lead to the best possible outcomes for that system. In comparison 

to the possibilities (a) to (d) discussed above, GN can lead to a better state of if they result 

from rules that lead to a nudgee (a’) trying to make sense of their behaviour and developing 

eco-friendly habits, (b’) continues to act in eco-friendly ways even in absence of a nudge, (c’) 

supports the use of behavioural insights or nudges to promote environmentally benign 

outcomes, and (d’) places trust carefully in the nudgers that genuinely seek pro-

environmental ends. The situations (a’) to (d’) are possible when nudgee assesses the 

evidence of trustworthiness of the nudger. Thus, from a system consequentialist point of 

view, a nudgee should assess the evidence of trustworthiness of the nudger.   

How to assess trustworthiness? One of the ways in which nudgee can assess 

trustworthiness is by being ‘watchful.’ Recall that a nudge was argued to have a level of 

transparency that is detectable by a watchful nudgee (Ivankovic & Engelen, 2019). Although 

authors have developed the notion of watchfulness for assessing the transparency of a nudge, 

there is a possibility that watchfulness can help one determine whether a nudge is designed 

 
98 Pretending to have an expertise that one does not have is a case of deception, as we invite others to be 
vulnerable to our actions without actually possessing the skillset or the ability to protect them regarding those 
matters.  
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with competence and demonstrates commitment.  Normatively, four conditions are needed 

for a nudgee to be watchful: (a) educational, (b) legal, (c) democratic, and (d) societal 

(Ivankovic & Engelen, 2019). 

The first condition is that a nudgee needs to be educated about how behavioural 

insights work and to what extent. Although not an extensive requirement, it demands that a 

nudgee understands the subconscious behaviours and how they influence their daily 

activities. There are three ways to do so. First, combining nudges with other strategies to help 

nudgee reflect on their behaviour, for instance, nudge plus and boosts. Second, prompting 

nudgees to incorporate behavioural changes by working with their habits. This may involve 

analysing their daily behaviour and tailoring nudges based on their routine. Third, 

highlighting the need for behaviour change in climate campaigns, appealing to individual 

obligations to address climate change). 

The second condition requires legitimising nudging through rules, mandates, and legal 

mechanisms. This argument is made by Lepenies and Malecka (2015), who argue that 

incorporating nudging and behaviour change into legal systems can serve as a safeguard to 

minimize the chances of behavioural insights being misused. 

The third and related condition requires that a nudger declare publicly their intentions, 

aims, and the mechanisms for using behavioural insights to change behaviour, a requirement 

already stipulated by Thaler and Sunstein (2008) through Rawls’ Publicity Principle. 

The fourth condition requires certain nudgees with expertise in particular areas, such 

as health, climate change, and finance, to assess the nudging strategies and provide feedback 

through democratic processes (Ivankovic & Engelen, 2019).  This is possible by creating 

democratic spaces around behaviour change narratives, involving citizens in the behaviour 

change process, and possibly by introducing polycentricity in behavioural governance. In 
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what follows, the next chapter conceptualises Behavioural Self-governance (BSG) that can 

play a role in achieving these conditions.  

6.4. Conclusion 

This chapter outlines an account of morally justifiable trust between the nudgee and 

the nudger. There can be certain objections to this account. First, institutional trust is 

complex, and the trustworthiness features mentioned in the chapter may not be sufficient for 

a policy-level implementation of GN. Policy scenarios are complex, where preferences vary 

across groups, and thus, different groups of nudgees can have varying degrees of 

trustworthiness. However, even though real-world trusting practices and mechanisms may 

vary, the rules about trust and trustworthiness in this chapter can provide a template. 

Two rules, 1) demonstrating trustworthiness by the nudger and 2) assessing the 

evidence of trustworthiness by the nudgee, provide an important starting point for building 

trust between the nudgee and nudgers. Moreover, a better understanding of trustworthiness 

features, such as improving performance, adaptability, explainability, and responsiveness, can 

pave the way for more effective empirical research on the topic, resulting in trustworthy 

nudging practices to address climate change.   

Second, the focus on institutional trust may be challenged by pointing to other ethical 

concerns related to nudging. For instance, the second objection can be framed as: While trust 

between the nudgee and the nudger is promising for the GN to lead to successful outcomes, is 

the instrumental value of trust sufficient for moral justifications of GN? 

There may be other values that are necessary for the moral justification of GN from a 

system consequentialist perspective (or ESC, considering ecosystemic outcomes). However, 

trust is a pivotal, functional, and non-negotiable value for justification from this view. As 

discussed in Chapter 5, certain objective values are intrinsically valuable for good systemic 
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outcomes, such as prudence, autonomy, and fairness. There can be other objective values, 

such as dignity and civic virtues like solidarity, or personal values like temperance, that are 

crucial for GN.  

So far, the thesis has focused on building a moral defence of GN by arguing that GN 

is a tool that helps us fulfil our environmental obligations, is justifiable from a systemic view, 

and more so when it is functional through institutional trust. The next chapter shifts the focus 

from the moral justification of nudges to the challenges policymakers face in practice. To 

address these challenges, Chapter 7 proposes a model of self-governance for GN, referred to 

as Behavioural Self-Governance (BSG), amongst other recommendations.   

  



 187 

Chapter 7. Behavioural Self-Governance and Other Recommendations for 
Green Nudging 

As outlined in the previous chapter, trust is a functional value for upholding other 

objective values. This requires effective communication of trustworthiness from the nudger 

and the ability to assess the evidence of trustworthiness from the nudgee’s end. In practice, 

building institutional trust99 depends on public acceptance, engagement, and cooperation with 

the proposal for behaviour change, a point also noted by Grelle et al. (2024) and Schubert 

(2017b).  

The discussions in this chapter address policymakers and readers who agree that trust 

between the nudgee and the nudger is a practical proposal, along with the signifiers of 

trustworthiness, yet nonetheless ask: How can we create the conditions for morally justifiable 

trust, and therefore ethical GN, to emerge in practice? To this end, this chapter offers three 

procedural recommendations for integrating GN in human-centric systems.100 While this is a 

broad and ambitious proposal, three procedural strategies are developed herein: Honest 

framing of behavioural goals (7.2), Regulation of Consumptive Nudging (7.3), and 

Behavioural Self-governance (7.4). 

7.1. The Need for Procedural Recommendations: 

The critique of nudging (devices) comes from three broad academic camps: ethical, 

societal, and cultural (Hukkinen, 2016). So far, this thesis has focused on ethical critiques, the 

effectiveness, ethical defence, and the conditions under which GN is ethical. Societal and 

cultural considerations are integral to GN's ethical legitimacy because the context in which 

 
99 The ethical argument, so far, has been the following: We have individual moral obligations. GN helps in 
fulfilling these obligations. Even though they are effective, GN raise specific ethical issues. GN can be justified 
according to a system consequentialist position if they operate according to rules that maximise good 
ecosystemic outcomes while upholding specific objective values. Trust between the nudge and the nudger is a 
functional value for upholding these objective values. Chapter 6 sketched an account of a morally justified form 
of trust between the nudgee and the nudger. 
100 Doing so echoes Singer’s (1993) point about the nature of any ethical enquiry, “…: an ethical judgement that 
is no good in practice must suffer from a theoretical defect as well, for the whole point of ethical judgements is 
to guide practice” (p.03). 
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GN operates is deeply interconnected with these systems. Singer (1993) also notes, “The 

consequences of an action vary according to the circumstances in which it is performed.” 

(p.03). This means that these systems are an important consideration, as they shape 

immediate and long-term consequences associated with GN. Noting this, the following 

chapter engages with the circumstantial considerations that are crucial for GN to be ethically 

justifiable.  

Each recommendation in this chapter concerns the social and/or cultural critique of 

nudging. The main social critique of the state-of-the-art nudging is that it is undemocratic and 

elitist, and that it ignores the need to empower citizens to participate in decision-making 

processes that affect their welfare (Hukkinen, 2016). These concerns are also reflected in the 

mainstream political critique of nudging (Viale, 2016; Button, 2018)  

For example, Selinger and Whyte (2011) argue that focusing on behavioural changes 

without legitimate mechanisms is a slippery slope because it bypasses citizens' reasoning 

abilities, which are crucial to democratic societies. Similarly, Button (2018) and Bovens 

(2009) argue that the government’s approach to designing and implementing behavioural 

strategies, such as nudges, may create an unskilled citizenry due to a lack of informed 

preferences. Button observes, “..this (nudging) is a targeted form of secular redemption that 

does not depend on the individual’s soul, mind, or even self-awareness: nudges constitute 

‘reason by-passing non-argumentative influences.’” (Button, 2018, p.1037). 

Schmidt (2017) also argues that the power to change behaviours results in relations of 

alien control101 — a position in which some people can impose their will and decisions on 

others. This provides an entry point for those seeking monetary ends (Schmidt, 2017). Most 

scholars argue against considering nudgees as passive actors in the behavioural change 

 
101 Schmidt (2017) defines alien control as, “An agent A holds alien control over someone else B, when A has 
the power to influence B’s life and such power is not controlled by B (B is an individual, but A can include 
individual and collective agents).” (p.404). 
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discourse. The main idea is that such an approach depoliticises citizens and exposes them to 

corporate preferences, and reduces their democratic engagement with climate change (Button, 

2018; Ewert, 2020). Moreover, this critique also resonates with Chater and Lowenstein’s 

(2023) concerns regarding nudging being limited to i-frames. The depoliticisation of citizens 

becomes a risk when the focus is only on targeting individual behaviour and not the broader 

political and social context that requires behaviour change.  

The cultural critique of nudging considers its cultural and contextual insensitivity 

(Malecka, 2021; Hukkinen, 2016). Policymakers often find it difficult to tailor strategies to 

dynamic contexts due to their limited understanding of the nuances and intricacies embedded 

in socio-cultural contexts (Varazzani & Hubble, 2024; Malecka, 2021).  

For instance, to be culturally relevant, nudgers need to consider semantic variance, an 

effect in which diverse groups of people perceive meanings differently (Selinger & Whyte, 

2010). A similar phenomenon is cultural variance, suggesting that the norms and messages 

communicated by the policymaker through nudges must take cultural intricacies into account 

to adapt nudges effectively to a given context102 (Santos Silva, 2022; Bovens, 2010).  The 

cultural contexts are especially important, given the potential for integrating nudging with 

algorithmic processes, which can exacerbate existing concerns about algorithmic bias103 

(Mills & Sætra, 2022; Sunstein, 2023). 

As both societal and cultural critiques of nudging impact how effective GN is and its 

legitimacy in democratic societies, an examination of GN, then, to some extent, needs to 

engage with these considerations. In what follows, three recommendations that address the 

 
102 An example (although not specifically of green nudging) is the failure of nudges implemented by the Obama 
Administration to promote handwashing and hygiene to address a health crisis in Flint. The behavioural strategy 
resulted in public backlash and administrative failure. The strategy failed because it ignored the town’s “racial 
history, its socioeconomic circumstances, all of it” (Małecka, 2023, p 351). 
103 The set of ethical issues for the artificial nudgers (using GN) is a proposal that warrants a distinct but related 
examination. Such an ethical examination will have to consider the risks and scope of Artificial General 
Intelligence (AGI), explainability and trust in algorithmic systems.  
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social and cultural critiques are taken up. Broadly, these recommendations rest on conditions 

that are likely to be foundational for any successful policy.  

Two recommendations emphasise that nudgees should be seen as active recipients of 

pro-social ends, and they should be engaged with the goals and processes of achieving 

climate outcomes, including honest framing of behavioural goals and Behavioural Self-

governance (BSG) (7.2 and 7.4). To be an active recipient means that nudgees should be seen 

as autonomous agents who are capable of being engaged in the process of designing and 

shaping choice architectures. These two recommendations are concerned with improving the 

ability of nudgees to assess the evidence of trustworthiness and the expectation from the 

nudger to generate such conditions. They appeal to the idea that by including nudgees in the 

design process and treating them as democratic agents, GN can be better positioned to 

address climate change (Banerjee & John, 2021; Harmon-Jones et al., 2013; Chater & 

Loewenstein, 2021).  

Another recommendation is directed at nudgers and governments who are in a 

position to do to limit Consumptive Nudging (7.3) (Braganza & Kapeller, 2025). The goal of 

this recommendation is to increase the prospects of positive behaviour change for the 

nudgees. This can be done by limiting the power of the private companies to nudge in 

uncontrolled, opaque ways (Schmidt, 2017)  

7.2. Honesty and Accessibility of Green Nudges:  

Honesty and accessibility regarding the goals of GN are crucial104. The extent of 

accessibility105 in the framing of GN goals has implications for its effectiveness. Grelle et al. 

(2024) note that the public's reception of GN depends on how policymakers frame the goal of 

GN (as personal preference or as a societal good). Schubert (2017b) writes that the ethical 

 
104 In the previous chapter, truthfulness as a form of trustworthiness was discussed. The discussion here is 
different because it is concerned with the implications of honesty for effectiveness, along with trust.   
105 Accessibility is concerned with how understandable, transparent, and relatable GN is for the nudgees.  
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quality (or assessment) of a GN strategy “will always depend on intricate value trade-off 

whose solution, in a democratic setting, is ultimately up to the citizens” (p.336). This means 

the nudgers should carefully consider how they present GN’s goals, as this affects how 

acceptable and effective the GN is to the nudgee. 

To illustrate this point, consider the example of indirect water conservation studied by 

Goldstein et al. (2008). A common type of GN involves communicating descriptive norms to 

hotel guests, encouraging them to reuse their towels rather than have them changed daily. To 

avoid unnecessary laundering, hotel staff often leave out notes for the new guests, indicating 

the overall percentage of guests who reuse towels. This practice confers environmental value 

on a particular action, encouraging guests to act in ways that communicate pro-environmental 

behaviour to themselves and others.  

In this particular case, hotel guests changed their behaviour because the descriptive 

norm tapped into their self-image as pro-environmental actors and/or their social image as 

eco-conscious citizens (signalling their behaviour to others). Goldstein et al. (2008) observed 

that communicating an inflated figure about guests reusing the hotel towels to the nudgee led 

to a significant behavioural change106.  

If the information communicated by the nudger is identified as misleading, this 

signals to the nudgee that the nudger may be willing to lie107. This undermines the nudger's 

credibility and sets a precedent that affects trust in GN.  

Even if a nudgee accepts the information as truthful and acts according to it, this still 

has implications for the integration of GN as a strategy to tackle climate change. Although 

GN immediately improve the behavioural outcomes in such cases, internalising false 

 
106 Schubert (2017b) notes such practices as an ‘obvious’ ethical concern. There are two reasons why being 
dishonest about the shared information is an ethical concern. First, it compromises prudence — the ability of the 
nudgee to foresee the environmental impact of their actions, deliberate about it, and internalise the right 
environmental actions. Second, as outlined in Chapter 6, nudgees find nudgers to be trustworthy if they assess 
their claims as truthful. 
107 This also has implications for the perceived democratic acceptability of GN. 
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information and norms can undermine efforts to cultivate environmentally conscious citizens. 

Despite short-term effects, over longer periods of time, people may struggle to improve their 

environmental actions if repeatedly exposed to false information. All things being equal, 

addressing climate change and fulfilling individual environmental obligations require not 

only behavioural alignment but also a shift in awareness, preferences, and understanding of 

one’s relationship with the environment. This is possible when goals sought by GN are 

honest and accessible to the nudgee.  

This recommendation addresses the societal critique of GN. Acting under wrong 

information or inaccessible behaviour goals takes away the opportunity to democratically 

engage nudgees with the issue of climate change (Button, 2018; Ewert, 2020). This also 

affects other aspects of the nudgee’s life, such as increased susceptibility to Consumptive 

Nudging, discussed in the following subsection.

7.3. Minimising the scope of Consumptive Nudging:  

As briefly outlined in Chapter 1, Consumptive Nudging (CN) refer to interventions 

designed to increase consumptive behaviours108 in ways that are not fully understood by 

those being influenced (Braganza & Kapeller, 2025). It is driven by private, self-interested 

actors who leverage the behavioural features of nudgees for profit. Braganza and Kapeller 

(2025) argue that CN should be regulated to make GN effective109.  

CN are a concern for GN's effectiveness because private actors, motivated by profit 

rather than environmental benefits, are involved in the context in which GN takes place 

 
108 Consumptive behaviour refers to excessive purchasing behaviours that are driven by wants rather than by 
needs. Such behaviours are reflected in increased shopping habits, being influenced through social media 
platforms, and buying luxury goods to signal social status. Braganza and Kapeller’s (2025) reference to 
consumptive behaviour is the kind of conspicuous consumption that has negative impact on environment. For 
example, the activity of driving a ‘gas-guzzling SUV’ discussed before.  
109 Their use of the term ‘nudge’ denotes behavioural influence without signifying beneficence. They point out 
that even Thaler and Sunstein (2008) contrary to widespread understanding of nudging emphasise that nudging 
can be used to increase sales (p.06)). Such commercial use of behavioural methods can undermine genuine GN. 
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(Braganza & Kapeller, 2025; Chater & Loewenstein, 2023; Gumbert, 2019a). Sunstein and 

Reisch (2014) also note that GN does not occur in a neutral, non-political context. It takes 

place in a system marked by market actors vigorously arguing for their own benefits. 

Braganza and Kapeller (2025) remark, “…this literature largely ignores what might be 

described as pervasive “anti-green” nudging by private actors” (p.03).   

CN can undermine GN's effectiveness. The problem with CN is not a critique of GN; 

it concerns the circumstances within which GN and similar strategies promoting pro-

environmental behaviour operate. Ivankovic and Engelen (2019) suggest that any 

governmentally implemented GN will be a drop in the ocean of privately motivated nudging 

strategies, and that any design of nudges should be informed by this consideration. Chater 

and Loewenstein (2023) observe that private actors use CN to resist systemic changes that 

threaten their interests, while framing climate change as an issue of individual responsibility. 

Button (2018) also remarks in this context, 

A policy focus on individual behavior modification fits very well with widespread 

corporate practices in the economy, and it is, for similar reasons, an effective way of 

avoiding the development of political consciousness and a shared sense of political 

responsibility for and efficacy in relation to societal challenges like climate change. 

(2018, p. 1040).  

Exposing nudgees to corporate preferences negatively influences the engagement of 

nudgees with the issue of climate change, and/or depoliticises them as consumers. To address 

this societal critique, policymakers need to design GN interventions in a way that can 

increase the awareness of nudgees towards genuine behavioural changes.  

Some ways to achieve this are by combining GN with other participatory approaches 

towards governance. Effective framing of narratives about climate change by local 

governments and the media, grounded in local values and norms, is one way to introduce 
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behavioural change (Romsdahl et al., 2018). Reforming media systems, strategising 

communications, framing debates, and incentivising pro-environmental behaviour are some 

of the strategies that can be combined with nudges.  

On a similar note, boosting the competencies of the nudgee, incorporating reflection 

alongside the use of defaults or personalised nudging sought to reform the communication of 

the climate change agenda through behavioural insights (Banerjee & John, 2021; DellaValle 

& Sareen, 2020). Such strategies attempt to bring genuine change in behaviour, while 

ensuring the nudgee’s active engagement with the issue of climate change.  

Thus, the idea is that for GN to achieve their full potential, nudgees need to be 

incorporated as democratic participants. Since private actors actively use behavioural change 

strategies through CN, a lack of bottom-up citizen engagement increases the susceptibility of 

nudgees to corporate preferences (Chater & Loewenstein, 2023). While Button (2018) 

advocates nudging through democratic spaces, which can be a type of choice architecture or 

nudge by itself, Lenzi (2019) proposes integrating deliberative strategies with nudging. 

An alternative approach is to combine the practice of nudging with self-governance to 

engage nudgees as democratic participants, protect objective values, such as principled 

autonomy, prudence, and fairness, foster trust, and build a collaborative space for reflection 

that can identify and regulate CN. In what follows, this proposal will be sketched and not 

fully fleshed out. The thesis has so far focused on examining the ethics of GN. A proposal to 

integrate GN with self-governance would involve an extensive undertaking with further 

analysis, which lies beyond the scope of this work. Nonetheless, the proposal signals 

directions for future research and offers a way to integrate nudgees as democratic participants 

(which is desirable from an ESC perspective).  
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7.4. Behavioural Self-Governance and Green Nudges: 

The proposal to introduce GN into democratic spaces through self-governance 

addresses both societal and cultural critiques of GN. When nudgees are involved in the 

design and conceptualisation of GN, they also bring the contextual knowledge about culture, 

local norms, and language. Nudgees functioning as nudgers in the practice of designing, 

implementing, and regulating GN can ensure that GN is culturally sensitive and relevant. 

This contributes to the effectiveness and public acceptability of GN.  

When citizens participate in the process of ensuring which behaviours are suitable for 

protecting local ecosystems, deliberate about generalisable rules, and participate in their 

implementation, it provides legitimacy for GN as an environmental measure, thereby 

addressing the societal critique of nudging. This suggestion is echoed in Button’s (2018) 

work, which calls for citizens to function as choice-architects and to develop civic virtues 

while implementing nudges. Button (2018) writes, 

...citizens can be mobilized to exercise their local knowledge and political agency to 

help imagine and create these institutional conditions, as they are in cities throughout 

the world where community organizations, private businesses, and local governments 

have dedicated themselves to nurturing the growth of compassion in their cities 

through reiterated and practical forms of action. (p. 1042). 

While Button (2018) emphasises the role of citizens as choice architects, Hukkinen 

(2016) challenges the distinction between nudging and democratic behaviour. He argues that 

the use of behavioural influences, like norms, self-image, and social image, is prevalent in 

democratic contexts (Hukkinen, 2016). These behavioural influences are integral to how we 

understand the availability of choices, our behaviour, and decisions in democratic spheres. 

Reflective decisions made by democratic agents, such as voting, are driven by norms, 

emotions, and language. From this view, being nudged is a common place experience, even 
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in contexts that are seen as distinct from behaviour change scenarios. It is worth 

acknowledging that such an interpretation of nudging goes beyond its conventional usage, 

and draws on a broader understanding of behavioural influence that involve different 

dimensions of democratic participation. 

Noting these two points, which are approached differently but share common insights, 

we ought to reflect on GN strategies through democratic spaces such as public forums, 

participatory processes, or public assemblies. One way to do so is by engaging nudgees in 

self-governance to improve behavioural outcomes. This can build culture and norms for 

addressing climate change at the local level while legitimising them as a strategy for driving 

sustainable behavioural transitions.  

Building on these suggestions, this section reimagines the role of nudgees: seeing 

them as both the target of behaviour change and the nudger. This possibility has been 

considered by Button (2018) and Lenzi (2019). This proposal challenges the conventional 

practice of GN, which requires external agencies to intervene when individuals produce 

negative externalities. It considers the possibility of Behavioural Self-Governance (BSG) and 

emphasises a key point: the expected behavioural change need not emerge through a top-

down approach. It is possible to nudge through a bottom-up approach, letting nudgees take 

responsibility for their behaviour while building their capacities to adapt to behaviour 

change.  

Self-governance for managing individual behaviour in resource consumption is the 

primary theme in Elinor Ostrom’s (1999, 2005) scholarship. It is also an ongoing project by 

Sheila Foster and Christian Iaione (2019) on urban governance. The project introduces 

behavioural governance in urban contexts, in light of technological advancements (Foster & 

Iaione, 2019). Almost 100+ cities have been mapped across the world to simulate self-
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governance in urban structures (www.commoning.city). The idea of BSG for GN is sketched 

by drawing insights from these.   

The discussion is structured as follows. First, an overview of self-governance and 

Behavioural Self-Governance (BSG) is provided. Second, the potential stakeholders in BSG 

are identified, and the design principles for self-governing GN strategies are outlined using 

existing examples of self-governance projects. 

https://www.commoning.city/


7.4.1. Self-Governance: 

The challenge of distributing and regulating environmental resources through state or 

market mechanisms has intrigued policymakers and scholars alike, who find that both state 

and market mechanisms are often insufficient to address climate change (Foster & Iaione, 

2022; Gumbert, 2019a; Ostrom, 1999). To address these limitations, alternative governance 

models have been explored. These governance models place individuals and communities at 

the centre of decision-making.  

One such model is self-governance, which is a polycentric system.  A Polycentric 

system is a spontaneous, self-correcting, and ordered system where individuals are the basic 

unit. Tocqueville's (1945) initial ideas for dividing the government machinery into smaller 

units evolved into the concept of polycentric systems, further influenced by Adam Smith, 

Michael Polanyi, George Stigler, Vincent Ostrom and Elinor Ostrom (Aligica & Boettke, 

2009). This kind of system is a multi-layered system of governance with a number of 

economic and political actors involved: there are public officials in government, market 

actors interested in profit, and groups of individuals concerned with collective governance 

and the stewardship of shared resources (Aligica & Boettke, 2009).   

Polycentric governance systems show how co-designed interdependent rules of 

behaviour allow everyone concerned with resource consumption to achieve mutual benefits 

over an extended period110. It captures the idea that while the government plays a role in 

facilitating, supporting, and organising shared resources, it does not hold the knowledge of 

how to govern those resources best in a given context. To address this limitation, individuals 

concerned with those resources are introduced as participants in the governance process. 

 
110 Like any governance model, there are limits to using psychological mechanisms and social norms to 
encourage resource sharing. For instance, when resource conflicts involve political or economic interests, 
voluntary cooperation alone may not suffice. In these cases, self-governance requires institutional arrangements 
to drive collective cooperation. 
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Multiple studies have tested this model and shown that, under the right circumstances, 

voluntary cooperation and self-governance can address collective action problems (Foster & 

Iaione, 2022).  

Ostrom (1999) argued that conventional theories of government regulation and 

market-regulated systems assume that users of an environmental resource are alienated from 

one another, do not communicate, and are unwilling to enter into agreements to manage their 

behaviour within the system111. This, however, is not the case: individuals organise 

themselves into groups to make decisions about Common Pool Resources (CPR) under 

certain conditions (Ostrom, 1999).   

She demonstrated through extensive field research how communities self-organise112 

to solve the Common-Pool-Resource (CPR) management issues. These collective action 

issues concerned limited supplies of resources, such as agricultural land, timber, and 

fisheries. Fieldwork conducted across Bolivia, Kenya, India, Madagascar, Tanzania, Nepal, 

and other countries offered an alternative vision to resource management to Ostrom (1999), 

whose work influenced US public policy in the late nineties. These self-organised systems 

were not fully detached from government authorities; they were embedded within formal 

governance structures and recognised by authorities.  

 
111 The intellectual history of Ostrom's work on self-governance and its popularity in the mainstream Western 
contexts can be traced back to the 1960s, when public administration systems in metropolitan areas across the 
United States were failing (Aligica & Boetke, 2009). There were overlapping jurisdictions among government 
units, duplication of functions, a lack of standardised procedures for crisis management, and insufficient 
coordination among units to exchange information in a timely and orderly manner (Aligica & Boettke, 2009). 
112 Individuals choose to join self-organised groups when the incentives to subscribe to the new rules of self-
governance outweigh the combined costs, such as time and effort for self-organisation, the short-term cost of 
adopting new rules, and the long-term cost of maintaining a new self-governance system (Ostrom, 1999). For 
instance, a forest user may opt into a self-governance group when the resulting benefits outweigh the time and 
effort required to adopt the new rules, the short-term costs of implementing new strategies (such as newer 
equipment), and the long-term costs of monitoring and maintenance (including infrastructure maintenance and 
personnel hiring).   
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Self-governance systems open public sectors to innovation and encourage co-

production and collaborative decision-making to address resource management and 

governance113 issues. Ostrom’s approach is ideal for CPR (lakes, rivers, forests). However, it 

does not account for asymmetric power distribution between markets and governments, 

governments and citizens, markets and citizens, and even within heterogeneous groups of 

citizens. Heterogeneity implies that differences in social, cultural, and economic contexts 

among citizens drive different understandings of how resources must be shared, regulated, 

and managed in a given context (Ostrom, 1999).  

Thus, it becomes difficult to stimulate a self-governing system using Ostrom’s 

principles within urban societies, which are larger and more diverse, with multiple types of 

stakeholders exhibiting economic, political, and informational asymmetries. Moreover, it is 

important to note that, at the time self-governing systems emerged in Ostrom’s scholarship, 

the use of digital platforms was not common. Thus, while her principles considered the 

possibility of monitoring and surveillance in her systems, the principles did not account for 

modern technological advancements and algorithmic efficiencies.  

There are differences between the cities and traditional CPR as investigated by 

Ostrom (1999). Cities are more populated and heterogeneous than the systems studied for 

self-governance. As the size of a group increases, many variables, such as trust levels, 

willingness to volunteer, and the costs of monitoring and conflict-resolution mechanisms, are 

influenced114. Moreover, when groups with different interests are present, self-governance is 

more difficult to achieve. Cities also possess mixed resources (both man-made and natural) 

and comprise both public and private property. 

 
113 Ostrom (1999) has outlined eight design principles that are exemplified by a long-term self-governance model. 
As these principles are integral to the notion of self-governance as proposed by Ostrom, these principles are 
discussed in Appendix B. 

114  A running hypothesis is that with the eight design principles by Ostrom, medium sized groups have a higher 
probability of succeeding in self-governance as compared to large groups (Ostrom, 1999). 



 201 

In a quest to bring Ostrom’s (1999) theory of polycentric governance to the city, 

Foster and Iaoine (2019) ask how urban resources, such as water supply and the use of public 

commons like parks and roads, can be managed through self-governance. They observe that 

many disputes in urban areas concern how to allocate finite resources to heterogeneous users 

in the most efficient way 115 (Foster & Iaione, 2019). The authors pose the question,  

Recognizing that there are many tangible and intangible urban resources on which 

differently situated individuals and communities depend to meet a variety of human 

needs, what might it look like to bring more polycentric tools to govern the city, or 

parts of the city, as a “commons?” (Foster & Iaione, 2019, p 347) 

This question considers the possibility of self-governance in a city or urban space where 

residents from diverse groups, with varying population sizes and power asymmetries living in 

technologically advancing contexts, collaborate to govern resources.  

At least two features of self-governance systems inspire a proposal of BSG. First, the 

success of climate policies and interventions depends on widespread behaviour change. 

Evidence from self-governance models indicates that a locally designed set of norms and 

interventions is more effective at changing behaviours than top-down strategies. This inspires 

BSG because, just as rules and regulations gain more legitimacy when shaped by 

communities, GNs informed by self-governing models will be more effective and drive long-

term behaviour change, which is desirable from ESC.  

Second, involving nudgees as stakeholders in the design of nudges enhances the 

public acceptability and trust in GN. When individuals help shape the rules and norms about 

 
115 It is important to consider the potential of self-governance in urban areas because cities are where a major 
chunk of the world’s population would reside in the next century or so (Foster & Iaione, 2018). With growing 
population and increasing patterns of migration, urban areas would expand; covering more space, building more 
infrastructure, and inviting more migration with increased economic opportunities. Noting the need of self-
governance in urban areas, the difference between CPR and urban resources, a different set of design principles 
for self-governing urban areas is developed (Foster & Iaione, 2019). 
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behaviour in pursuit of collective goals, the resulting strategies are more likely to be 

effective. This is because these rules reflect shared community values and interests, which are 

essential to trustworthiness. Moreover, collaborative strategies are likely to gain long-term 

support. In short, strategies for behaviour change are more likely to gain public acceptance if 

they align with the interests and values of the communities they target, as noted in subsection 

6.3.1. 

BSG thus offers a framework for improving collective behavioural outcomes through 

co-designed nudges, boosts, incentive programs, and digital behavioural tools, each aimed at 

maximising positive ecosystemic outcomes.  

 Although Ostrom’s approach inspires BSG, it does not require a strictly polycentric 

form of governance from the outset. The framework proposed here remains open to different 

forms of bottom-up approaches that support self-governance, such as shared governance or 

collaborative governance. A shared form of governance is typically concerned with smaller 

groups and is evident in the use of resources such as parks and green spaces in 

neighbourhoods (Foster & Iaione, 2022). In contrast, a collaborative form of governance 

brings together bigger groups than a neighbourhood, involving civic societies, municipalities, 

local business owners, and the government. The proposal for self-governance initiated here 

can transition from a shared form of governance to collaborative governance, and ultimately 

to a fully polycentric form of governance, in which multiple independent decision-making 

units collaborate and exchange knowledge116.  

 
116 Similar forms of governance have shown promise in Bologna and Madrid in improving the consumption of 
resources in urban areas, particularly for participatory budgeting, land trusts and co-ownership. The common 
factor between all these projects is that citizens qua nudgees are involved in the process of managing local 
natural resources and urban resources. They stimulate self-governance through a bottom-up approach, engaging 
users of a resource in the rules governing those resources, while recognising the role of the state as a manager of 
the process.  
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The following discussions are inspired by Ostrom’s (1999) work and draw from the 

design principles proposed by Foster and Iaione (2019, 2022) in their work on urban co-

governance. They outline principles that illustrate how behaviour strategies, especially GN, 

can emerge as outcomes of self-governance. Drawing on Foster and Iaione’s (2019) work on 

urban co-governance, the following two subsections identify the main principles and 

stakeholders involved in BSG.  

7.4.2. Stakeholders in Behavioural Self-Governance: 

The first step in thinking of behaviour change as an outcome of self-governance is to 

identify a self-governance collective or the potential parties involved in the self-governance 

process. BSG is a co-governance arrangement among (at least) four stakeholders: a nudgee-

citizen, a Behavioural Intermediary (BI), state representative(s), and private representative(s). 

Together, these four stakeholders–nudgee-citizens, the state, private actors, and Behavioural 

Intermediaries (BI)–can contribute to conceptualising, co-designing, and co-creating GN and 

behavioural insights that can drive transformative shifts.  

Nudgee-Citizens. A nudgee-citizen is different from a nudgee because a nudgee-

citizen is an active part of a self-governing structure. These are engaged in designing the 

behavioural strategies, identifying pathways to introduce behaviour change, and are also 

positioned to communicate with the institutions. They play a crucial role in legitimising 

behavioural policies by providing them a democratic character through participation (as well 

as deliberation), addressing societal critiques. Moreover, the co-production of behavioural 

knowledge through nudgees also improves the behavioural outcomes, thus addressing 

cultural critiques. 

A BSG structure should not only aim to drive behavioural changes on a day-to-day 

basis, but also improve a nudgee-citizen’s civic capacities, like mutual respect, tolerance, and 



 204 

reciprocity, to address climate change117. Cultivation of these capacities alongside climate 

awareness drives more meaningful behavioural change to address climate change. This is 

morally desirable from an ESC view, as it fosters prudence and raises awareness of the 

environmental implications of one’s behaviour.  

Behavioural Intermediaries (BI). As already noted in 7.1, there is a gap between 

nudgees and nudgers, with the latter lacking the cultural and contextual knowledge to use 

nudges effectively. To address this divide between the government and the citizens, 

Behavioural Intermediaries (BI) can serve as points of communication between the nudgee-

citizens and the state. Along with addressing the difficulties policymakers face in overcoming 

the knowledge gap, a BI can play an important role in legitimising behavioural strategies in 

democratic societies. 

A BI may be an agent within autonomous institutions emerging from local 

communities. They may constitute elected representative(s) from a community, trained to 

maintain an effective dialogue with the state and private actors, and responsible for resources 

and facilities, such as organising public forums, citizen assemblies, and community 

engagement events for nudgee-citizens. A BI can act as a mediator between stakeholders, 

playing a critical role in transferring bottom-up knowledge to nudgers or state 

representative(s). This suggestion is inspired by the report from the Citizens’ Assembly on 

climate change in Denmark that identifies a need for an intermediary that connects citizens 

(nudgee-citizens, in this case) to the state.  

 
117 Developing civic virtues through co-governance proposals has shown promise. For instance, Denmark 
established its first national Citizens’ Assembly on climate change in December 2019. The resulting report 
emphasises the need to help citizens learn how and where to reduce their environmental impact. It discusses the 
economic aspects of behaviour change and the profound effect on life quality, longevity, and civic virtues. This 
suggestion emphasises the need for one to continue engaging in environmentally benign behaviour, even in the 
absence of nudging and behavioural regulations. 
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A BI as a stakeholder is crucial for two reasons. First, (BI) understands behavioural 

norms and local dynamics. A BI can facilitate participatory design processes and translate 

local knowledge and insights for states and vice versa, ultimately informing behaviour policy 

design. Second, a BI can act as a negotiator between the nudgee-citizens and the state (and/or 

corporations). For a BI, an outcome from this role would be gaining visibility, networking, 

and communicating their trustworthiness to the nudgee-citizens. For nudgers and the state, 

the result of having a BI would be increased perceptions of trustworthiness and fairness, 

better governance, and more effective behaviour change. 

 State Representatives. A state representative is responsible for initiating BSG in a 

community by bringing together nudgee-citizens, infrastructure, and resources. The Danish 

Citizen Assembly report mentions, “The politicians are responsible for making it easier for 

citizens and companies to change their behaviour and habits towards more climate-friendly 

decisions.” (Borgertiget, 2021, p. 16). A behavioural policy expert appointed by the 

government can serve as a representative of the state, responsible for initiating and 

developing institutional infrastructure, such as policy innovation labs and collaborative 

programs. They can also be responsible for legal and financial mechanisms such as public-

community partnerships and crowdfunding. Moreover, a state representative also oversees the 

running of technological infrastructure, such as digital applications and platforms, for public 

participation and deliberation.  

Private Representatives. The private sector is an opportunity and a necessity for the 

BSG (Foster and Iaione, 2022). Private companies may take the initiative to facilitate 

activities that serve both commercial interests and the transition to a carbon-neutral society 

(Borgertiget, 2021). The stresses the importance of public-private partnerships as a critical 

part of BSG.  
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Considering the recommendation to minimise and regulate Consumption Nudging 

(CN) (6.2.2), it is important to engage private corporations in narratives around behavioural 

change agendas to ensure genuine behavioural change. Private corporations can play a role in 

providing resources such as labs for innovation and co-design to support BSG systems. In 

designing digital applications and platforms, corporations can blend profit and social motives 

through ‘social corporate responsibility’ practices, which are already adopted in the UK, the 

USA, and the EU (Foster & Iaione, 2018). For private corporations, self-governance can be 

an opportunity to build trust and acquire cooperation from nudgee-citizens who are also their 

consumers. Table 1 below summarises the role of these stakeholders.  

Table 1: Stakeholders in Behavioural Self-Governance: 

Stakeholder Role Contribution Systemic 

Outcomes 

Nudgee-

Citizens 

Individuals engaging in 

self-governance of GN.  

Knowledge co-

production, co-

designing behavioural 

policies by participating 

in democratic 

processes.  

Better 

behavioural 

outcomes, 

democratic 

participation.  
 

Behavioural 

Intermediaries 

Representatives who 

carry a greater 

responsibility of 

organising dialogue 

between the stakeholders. 

  

Mediation between 

stakeholders, knowledge 

transfer about cultural 

intricacies, facilitation 

of resources and 

Visibility, 

networking, 

communication 

of 

trustworthiness.  
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capacity building 

programs. 

State-

representatives 

Government appointed 

agents who directly act as 

enablers for self-

governance.  
 

Resources, capacity 

building, and 

legitimising self-

governance.  

Building trust 

with 

stakeholders, 

preferential 

knowledge to 

improve the 

performance of 

BPP tools.  
 

Private 

representatives 

Representatives from 

private sectors and 

corporations in a local 

context responsible for 

maintaining Corporate 

Social Responsibility.  

Funding acquisition, 

Capacity building.  

Building trust 

with 

stakeholders. 

 
7.4.3. Design Principles of Behavioural Self-Governance:  
 

The rest of this subsection outlines the main design principles for BSG, based on 

Foster and Iaione’s (2022) proposal of co-governance in urban areas. These principles also 

take into account suggestions from the Danish Citizens’ Assembly, the European Union's 

PEAKApp project, Decidim.Barcelona, and the Amsterdam Smart City Project, amongst 

others. These design principles illustrate how BSG can be effectively stimulated through the 

four stakeholders.  
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The Enabling State. One of Ostrom's design principles for sustainable governance 

requires the state to recognise a community's right to govern a resource through collectively 

established rules and norms. Moreover, in a bottom-up approach, the state acts as an enabler 

by supporting the establishment and running of a co-governance system. On this basis, in 

BSG, the state must recognise the nudgee-citizens' ability and rights to make rules that shape 

choice environments and other interventions. To support BSG, three features of an enabling 

state are notable.  

First, the state is the catalyst for self-governance (Foster & Iaione, 2022). One of the 

state's significant responsibilities is to reform existing institutional structures to introduce 

BSG (and bottom-up engagement) by nudgee-citizens. Second, the state is the network 

organiser. The state connects different networks, such as private corporations seeking 

avenues for social change, nudgee-citizens, and autonomous institutions. The state 

acknowledges their partnerships while regulating the distribution of resources.  

Third, as certain actors (data-driven companies or big-data barons118) can unfairly 

exert behavioural influence over nudgee-citizens, the state can regulate power asymmetries 

within networks. The state also plays a role in providing a platform for bottom-up innovation 

through BIs. It has the responsibility of organising labs and participatory processes to allow 

nudgee-citizens to set their norms and expectations with collective behaviour. 

Pooling. As Foster and Iaione (2022) note, “Our use of the term pooling instead 

describes the process of different sectors or actors combining their efforts to share resources, 

collaborate, and cooperate to create and steward urban goods, services, and infrastructure” 

 
118 Ranchordas (2019) points out ‘big-data’ barons as corporations capable of exerting strong behavioural 
influence on individuals because they possess data about one’s preferences, background, and engagement 
obtained from one’s digital footprint.  
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(p.45). In the context of BSG, pooling can be understood as the combined, collaborative 

efforts of the four stakeholders to optimise environmental behavioural outcomes. 

Pooling is necessary to build better relationships among stakeholders, not just to 

achieve environmental goals. Developing better relationships leads to long-term systemic 

outcomes. For the state, pooling offers a way to promote welfare and a better trust 

relationship with the nudgee-citizens. For the markets, it supports engagement with 

environmentally concerned (potential or existing) consumers. Simply put, this principle 

drives the collective urban networks to adopt a bottom-up approach, coalescing stakeholders 

around social and economic platforms. 

Pooling can be illustrated through practical examples. First is in the use of digital 

platforms for nudging energy consumption. An example of this is PeakApp, which aims to 

drive long-term energy-saving behaviour in households through nudges to maintain 

consistent energy behaviour via continuous engagement on social media platforms. It is a 

community-based energy conservation program that aims to serve the EU’s target for smart-

meter roll-out to transition energy-efficient citizens and consumers. This app brings together 

nudgees, energy providers, and nudgers on a digital platform to drive sustainable behaviour 

shifts through collective effort. 

Second, engagement opportunities to pool the stakeholders for urban governance. 

Decidim.Barcelona is a digital co-governance platform launched by the Barcelona City 

Council to promote participatory governance and citizen engagement in public decision-

making. The platform's primary mission is to empower citizens to shape their city's future 

through transparent, inclusive, and collaborative governance. Extensive neighbourhood-level 

participatory processes in this project offer residents platforms to co-create and co-design 

strategies to address social challenges, including air and noise pollution. An example is the 
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establishment of ‘Monitoring Committees’, made up of neighbourhood residents and 

organisations that meet regularly to track the progress of their projects. 

Within this project, other instances of pooling include thematic working groups and 

‘Inform and Involve’ mechanisms that engage the local community with the technical work 

related to urban commons. Moreover, through such citizenship engagement, ideas like 

superblocks (superilles) have also emerged: designing streets with residents in mind rather 

than vehicles has led to the emergence of new behavioural norms among residents and 

tourists, including walking rather than driving, places to sit and rest, and collective 

maintenance of green spaces. Such urban co-governance projects provide a template for 

introducing the principle of pooling in BSG.  

Experimentalism. The primary purpose of adopting the principle of experimentalism 

in BSG is to integrate empirical evidence, lived experiences, and observations to inform and 

improve GN and similar behavioural policy tools. According to Foster and Iaione (2022), 

"Experimentalism allows localised knowledge and diverse observation data to enrich the 

process for developing local policies and practices that support the urban commons” (p.205).  

One way to do so is to design Urban living labs or Policy innovation labs, which are 

typically sponsored by the state (Foster & Iaione, 2018). Three features of experimentalism 

emphasised in their approach are also interesting for BSG: Evaluation, Adaptation, and 

Interaction (Foster & Iaione, 2018). 

Evaluation involves using qualitative and quantitative tools to assess the effectiveness 

of commons-based policies and practices. One straightforward example is the smart meter 

discussed by Sunstein and Reisch (2014). These tools enable real-time monitoring and 

quantification of energy behaviour and provide accessible feedback to nudgee-citizens 

(Allcott, 2011; Sunstein & Reisch, 2014). The European Union’s “Third European Energy 

Liberalisation package” also recommends the use of smart grids (or meters) to evaluate 
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energy outcomes while accounting for the data-privacy concerns of the users (Schubert, 

2017b; Sunstein & Reisch, 2014). Another example is smart shower meters that provide real-

time feedback on one’s energy and water consumption during showers. The experiment 

demonstrated that digitally enabled behavioural interventions can induce substantial energy 

conservation (Tiefenbeck et al., 2019). 

Adaptability involves recognising and incorporating contextual sensitivity, including 

historical and social dynamics (Foster and Iaione, 2022).  An iterative approach to 

behavioural policy design is essential for interventions to be relevant and effective. As 

Małecka (2021, 2023) has already noted, failing to adapt to the context can result in the 

backfiring of behavioural interventions. In this context, the heterogeneous effects of nudging 

strategies (boomerang effect, moral licensing) are a much-discussed issue in the literature 

(Hilton et al., 2018; Schubert, 2017a), which emphasises the need for adaptable approaches. 

Interaction refers to the engagement of a network of actors—such as residents, 

institutions, and local businesses—in the co-creation of interventions (Foster and Iaione, 

2022). For BSG, inspiration can be drawn from the Amsterdam Smart City Platform, where 

the chief science office collaborates with academics and PhD students working in similar 

fields to develop evidence-based policies and advance an interoperable methodological 

language that can inform algorithmic interventions (Foster & Iaione, 2022). Learning from 

this approach, the principle of experimentalism can feed bottom-up knowledge into BSG 

systems through interaction and collaboration.  

Tech-Justice. Given the advancement of modern technological tools, tech justice is a 

critical aspect of BSG. It taps into the recognition, participation, and distribution of the 

information of nudgee-citizens in digital spaces. Recognising the risks associated with 

algorithmic nudging and privacy, this is an important consideration. 
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This principle is mainly important for minimising the scope of hypernudging, which 

has become commonplace119. Yeung (2017) highlights that private entities collect, store, and 

process data to create tech-driven choice environments (nudge systems) that shape the 

choices of nudgees. This phenomenon is termed ‘hypernudging’ because, unlike a traditional 

behavioural strategy, such as sending one-time feedback on energy behaviour, hypernudging 

is a part of a dynamic, connected, and continuously adapting system. Yeung (2017) and 

Ranchordas (2019) observe that corporate organisations play an influential role in designing 

digital infrastructure that shapes collective behaviour. It is a powerful way to change 

behaviours, but when being used to fulfil corporate interests, it is dangerous.  

Ranchordas (2019) notes that private corporations are key stakeholders in the design 

of smart-city infrastructure. In the absence of good governance, there is a risk of 

compromising the data integrity of the nudgee, creating a power asymmetry between 

corporations exerting behaviour influences and nudgee-citizens120 (Ranchordás, 2019; Yeung, 

2017).  Drawing from Chapters 6s and 4, tech-justice also attempts to contribute to Privacy 

Measures (6.3.1). 

In addition to regulating CN-based practices, tech-justice in BSG calls for technology-

powered platforms that enable residents to propose policies, vote, develop solutions, and 

build digital literacy. PeakApp, an example discussed before, serves as a working template of 

how this principle can be manifested in behavioural governance. 

By installing smart meters in housing societies, the app provides real-time data on 

energy consumption, gamifies energy-saving habits, and introduces social engagement with 

energy behaviour. It is designed with minimal hardware requirements (a single smart meter), 

 
119 Hypernudging is especially concerning as a subset of Consumption Nudging. As private corporations attempt 
to nudge individuals to increase consumption, they may adopt hypernudging.  
120 This feeds into neoliberal concerns about nudging, where behavioural interventions risk becoming tools for 
market-driven goals rather than democratic empowerment, a point already taken up about Consumptive 
Nudging (CN).  
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ensuring equitable distribution of technological resources and making energy facilities 

accessible to lower-income households. Similarly, by enabling users to gamify their 

behavioural outcomes and share them on social media, the initiative recognises their 

participation and uses this data to enhance future nudges.  

The app has been tested in countries like Latvia, Sweden, and Austria, particularly to 

improve behavioural outcomes in social housing settings. Although PeakApp is not an ideal 

example because it does not directly engage nudgee-citizens in the design of the behavioural 

interventions, it remains an interesting illustration of how tech justice is an essential aspect of 

BSG. 

 7.5. Closing Remarks: 

The chapter outlined three procedural recommendations for integrating GN into democratic 

societies. The first recommendation is to focus on honest framing and the accessibility of 

behavioural goals. The second recommendation is to regulate Consumptive Nudging (CN) to 

make sure that GN is effective. The third recommendation is to integrate GN into self-

governance models to legitimise their use as democratic tools and to leverage the 

sociocultural knowledge available to the nudgees. The final proposal, Behavioural Self-

Governance (BSG), remains tentative. Rather than offering a fixed/working definition of 

BSG, the chapter has focused on sketching design principles for such a mode of governance. 

As these recommendations are mainly procedural, their outcomes will unfold over 

time. Nonetheless, some immediate effects can be seen in reviews and feedback on GN 

practices, public reporting on environmental impact, and reports of citizen assemblies for the 

participatory design of interventions.  

The long-term effects of these recommendations will include the integration of 

behaviour interventions as a legitimate governance strategy, improved levels of trust and 
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trustworthiness, enhanced institutional capabilities and adaptation, and cognitive shifts and 

long-term behavioural enhancement.  

 This transformative shift in behaviour will be marked by nudgee-citizens who possess 

stronger environmental preferences, are capable of deliberating autonomously about 

environmental issues, and democratically self-govern how they are nudged. As Braganza and 

Kapeller (2025) note, this can be a process of self-realisation and growth as moral agents for 

the nudgees, with the primary goal of aligning behaviour and habits with one’s values, a goal 

desirable from both a virtue-ethical and an ESC perspective.



Chapter 8. Conclusion 

Given that the future, for lack of a better term, appears precarious, this thesis attempts 

to find a pragmatic and ethical solution to this issue with GN as a central case study. This 

research results from taking a systemic lens towards a global catastrophic challenge. The 

primary research question addressed in this dissertation is whether GN is ethically 

permissible for addressing climate change and, if so, under what conditions. By locating GN 

as a system of nudgee and the nudger, functioning at the intersection of systems, such as, the 

ecological systems, social and political systems, and technological systems (to an extent), this 

research introduces a consequentialist basis for making decisions about good systems.   

Broadly construed, what has emerged out of this endeavour is an apparatus for 

examining the ethics of environmental systems, which is a pragmatic approach for reviving 

an ecocentric line of thought. More specifically, the ethical analysis of GN grounds 

behavioural ethics within environmental ethics, providing a strong justification for 

sustainable behavioural transitions.  

In what follows, I conclude this discussion in the following sequence. In the next part 

(8.1), I summarise this research through three main arcs (or principle themes). Following this, 

I outline the broad insights from this study (8.2) and reflect on the contributions and future 

directions (8.3). Next, I consider some of the limitations of this research (8.4). Finally, I 

conclude with a reflection about the process of writing this dissertation (8.5).

8.1. Overview of the work 

The dissertation follows three arcs (or main themes) to examine the ethics of GN. The 

first arc examines climate change as a systemic moral challenge and develops Environmental 

System Consequentialism (ESC) as a framework for ethical reasoning in light of the climate 

crisis (Chapters 1-2). The second arc explores the ethics of GN: its effectiveness in shaping 
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behaviour, the ethical issues it raises, and shows how GN can be defended from ESC, laying 

out the objective values needed for GN to be ethically permissible from this view (Chapters 

3-5). The third arc considers the role of trust and other conditions for GN to be effective and 

ethical, before concluding with the broader implications of this work (Chapters 6-8). These 

arcs are revisited below to succinctly organise the main arguments of this research.  

This first arc frames climate change as a systemic moral challenge and illustrates an 

ethical theory for acting in reference to this collective crisis. Ecological sciences show that 

climate change harms not only individual species but also the relationships that hold the 

ecosystems together; ethical reasoning must account for these interconnections. Existing 

individualistic and anthropocentric views do not account for the systemic nature of the crisis. 

Even though ecocentric theories frame the issue of climate change as a systemic crisis, they 

do not provide a pragmatic and moral basis to act through rules (or maxims). 

Addressing this gap, a new theoretical approach, Environmental System 

Consequentialism (ESC), integrates ecocentric views with the traditional consequentialist 

views. It does so by providing a ‘Rule-based Objective list’ consequentialist basis to assess 

whether actions are morally justified from a systemic perspective: actions are judged by the 

rules that maximise good ecosystemic outcomes, and also by the objective values that are 

necessary for ecosystems to flourish and for maintaining consistency with other existing 

human-centric systems. 

ESC revives ecocentrism as an ethical approach to make decisions concerning 

ecosystems, providing a consequentialist and pragmatic basis to judge actions in light of the 

climate crisis. This theory is a work in progress and is subject to conceptual refinement for its 

universal application to other systems warranting an ethical analysis.  

The second arc explored the ethics of GN, its effectiveness in shaping behaviour, and 

the ethical issues it raises. To do so, it examined whether GN can be effective in helping us 



 217 

deal with the climate crisis by working with the psychological shortcomings. It shows how, in 

practice, GN can act similar to low-level moral enhancement tools to help us fulfil individual 

obligations despite evolutionary psychological traits that undermine our capabilities to deal 

with a collective crisis. 

Next, exploring the ethical issues associated with GN, led to a systematic review of 

the literature. Considering the need to address climate change, the inevitable ethical trade-offs 

associated with GN were also taken into account. A new understanding of autonomy– 

principled autonomy–was claimed, which is connected to individual obligations. The need to 

protect fairness and privacy was also emphasised. In light of the discussion about GN's 

effectiveness and the associated ethical issues, I could adopt a consequentialist position. With 

GN argued to be both effective and raising ethical challenges, I then explored the reasoning 

for its permissibility from ESC.  

To respond to the central question of this thesis, it was explored how GN can be 

justified from an ESC position and what values and rules ought to be upheld to maximise 

good consequences for the ecosystem through GN. Three rules, about behavioural outcomes, 

awareness in the nudgee, and cognitive shifts were considered. Objective values pertaining to 

the ecosystems and objective values for maintaining consistency with other systems were 

considered.  

The third arc shows trust as a functional value, offering recommendations for how 

green nudging can be ethically and effectively integrated into political and economic systems. 

Trust is argued as a functional and fundamental condition that makes it likely for GN, as a 

system between nudgee and the nudger, to be ethically justified from ESC. Since I have been 

examining systems, I have come to realise that the relationships between the different parts of 

ecosystems are valuable in themselves, which has led me to question the fundamental feature 

that makes relationships better or morally justified.  
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This value is trust between two or more parties/people/institutions. Drawing on Onora 

O’Neill’s account of institutional trust and on the ubiquity of trust, as informed by Annette 

Baier’s scholarship, I then reimagined the rules and signifiers of a morally justifiable 

relationship of trust between two components of GN, the nudger and the nudgee. 

Finally, the circumstantial factors were explored.  These recommendations make it 

more likely for GN to work as a legitimate tool in addressing climate change and upholding 

trust between the nudger and the nudgee. These recommendations, as I have already pointed 

out, have been somewhat procedural and limited because of the scope of this dissertation, 

which essentially focuses on ethics of GN. 

8.2. Broad Reflections 

At the outset, this thesis focused on examining the ethics of GN. In the literature on 

ethics of GN, the reasoning for using GN is framed as ‘third-party’ harm or an ‘externality’. 

However, these approaches seem to overlook the rich literature in environmental ethics that 

can provide further ethical justification to the use of GN. On one hand, we see scientific 

evidence suggesting behavioural transitions as key for dealing with the collective crisis, and 

on the other hand, the ethical justification for using behaviour changes for pro-environmental 

ends are provided without exploring its normative dimensions in light of climate change as a 

moral issue (Nielsen et al., 2021). Looking at GN through the lenses of environmental 

theories allows me to show which human-centric values we ought to consider (fairness), 

trade-off (paternalism), or reframe (principled autonomy), along with ecosystemic goods.  

 Broadly construed, bringing perspectives from environmental ethics into traditional 

consequentialist views allows me to frame a pragmatic ecocentric position. This creates an 

interesting dilemma where, despite connecting environmental ethics to behavioural ethics, I 

have to some extent still upheld human-centric objective values of principled autonomy, 

prudence, and fairness. A potential objection could be that considering human systems as 
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valuable in outlining the ESC principles ignores the kind of ‘oneness’ that Naess (2005) 

argues for. Yet from another perspective, we might accept a pluralistic position that different 

objective goods are intrinsically valuable. Ultimately, choosing between human-centric goods 

and ecosystemic goods depends on the primary system of interest. Adapting ESC into a 

universal theory of systems may provide directions regarding this and remains a work in 

progress.  

 Interestingly, taking a systemic approach may reconcile fields like system dynamics 

in engineering and ecological sciences with applied ethics. A potential objection could come 

from the critics of systems-based thinking, that a systemic view in ethics may be biased due 

to the choice of factors, such as values considered as intrinsic goods, or the rules that 

maximise good ecosystemic outcomes. Ultimately, the epistemological limitations remain 

towards what one understands to be good outcomes and intrinsically valuable. Irrespective, 

looking at ethical decision-making through a systemic view is interesting as it enables us to 

map complex multidimensional issues like climate change into an ethical theory.  

Lastly, without overclaiming what behavioural transitions can alone achieve without 

their integration into institutional systems, this dissertation highlights reasons and 

justifications to integrate GN leading to behavioural changes as a systemic strategy focusing 

on s-frames rather than only i-frames, a need also emphasised by Chater and Lowenstein 

(2023). ESC, the theoretical framework developed here, is aimed at providing pathways for 

integration of GN as such a strategy. Finally, it is important to clarify that rather than 

replacing systemic reforms, GN is aimed at complementing the myriad economic and 

political reforms that can help us deal with the collective action issue. 

8.3. Contribution and Future Directions 

First, a new consequentialist position is formulated. It adapts and modifies Hiller’s 

(2011, 2013) version of system consequentialism. The thesis introduces ESC as a 



 220 

consequentialist position for examining moral outcomes in the context of climate change. 

This ethical theory can be a fruitful avenue for examining the ethics of other contemporary 

issues. 

Second, this thesis systematically reviews the ethical issues associated with GN and 

demonstrates that human moral psychology can impede morally desirable behavioural 

outcomes. While the idea that human moral psychology restricts moral actions has been 

explored in the transhumanist debate, this discussion extends the analysis to the realms 

of  behavioural ethics and environmental ethics.  

Third, it frames the future of the planet and societies in a new light. Any ethical 

examination ought to consider the complexities underlying a problem by examining how 

different systems interact and influence each other, as well as the potential trade-offs between 

values and outcomes that are required. This has the potential to mark a moral shift in the way 

we approach collective action issues. This position aligns with the radical shift occurring in 

the world, such as the climate crisis, the emergence of AGI, and locates it within a systemic 

view to better understand how we can better approach modern issues.  

Taken together, these contributions open future opportunities for research in this area, 

particularly for an interdisciplinary approach in applied ethics. For GN, two research nodes 

are promising. First, the combined use of GN with the upcoming and advancing algorithmic 

processes is a relevant area of research. The discussions in this thesis do not yet consider the 

ethical issues beyond privacy. However, if large language models are deployed as nudgers in 

the future, an additional subset of the ethical problems pertaining to Artificial General 

Intelligence (AGI) should be considered. This is noted in the footnote (75) of this thesis. 

 The second direction/project of interest is the legitimisation of the use of GN and 

integrating them within self-governance models. Chapter 7 draws inspiration from real-world 

examples, such as, PeakApp, Co-Cities indicating how this ethical framework may inform 
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practice. Moreover, tying these examples to GN demonstrates how the use of behavioural 

insights can be embedded ethically into governance practices, addressing concerns regarding 

participation, fairness, and a balance between autonomy and collective goals. This can be 

integrated into an extensive interdisciplinary project that involves collaboration between the 

emerging field of Behavioural Public Policy (BPP), applied ethics, law, and social sciences.  

Moreover, a research project structured around these two areas is a promising avenue. 

It appeals to an endeavour that combines the use of nudging and BPP developments within 

democratic practices, while mapping the limitations and potential of AGI in driving the 

process of accomplishing sustainable behavioural transitions..

8.4. Limitations 

While the thesis has conducted a comprehensive ethical examination of GN, ranging 

from its need and effectiveness to ethical issues, system consequentialist defence, and 

conditions for justification, there remain some limitations to this study. 

First, I have not fully developed an account of GN as a ‘low-level moral enhancement 

tool’ in Chapter 3. I have pointed out ways in which GN functions analogously to moral 

enhancement strategies, as well as how they differ from strategies traditionally considered as 

forms of moral enhancement, especially those targeting neurological and biochemical 

processes. My illustration of GN in light of moral enhancement theories does not commit me 

to accepting all kinds of moral enhancement as an ethically justified pursuit. This is because I 

use ESC as the main ethical theory informing the ethics of GN. There is an extensive debate 

on transhumanism and the need for moral enhancement in light of the collective action issues. 

My reasons for supporting GN are distinct from the transhumanist reasons. I have engaged 

with the moral enhancement debates only to the extent of showing why the reasoning of GN 

being effective is parallel with the efficacy of moral enhancement strategies.  
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Second, not all ethical issues and themes that were discussed in the literature review 

(Chapter 4) were addressed in this study. For instance, the sustainability goals of GN and the 

role of state and markets in using GN, are not directly addressed or developed in the thesis. I 

have examined GN as a strategy to enhance ecosystemic outcomes. While the pursuit of 

sustainability goals is not possible without engaging with the questions of how the systems 

between state/citizen, state/market, and citizen/market interact, these discussions tap into 

themes of political economy and social philosophy. Although an ethical theory of systems 

may explain the normative ideals of these relationships, it is a project for some other time. 

Third, an objection could be that ESC assumes that certain objective goods, such as 

trust, fairness, and prudence, are necessary for maximising good outcomes. This criticism can 

be acknowledged in the same way as the objective list theories. For instance, an objection to 

the objective list theories is that values can be incommensurate with one another, or how do 

we prioritise one value over another when they conflict with each other (Mulgan, 2014). A 

potential response could be that an ESC or ‘rule-based objective list system 

consequentialism’ can resolve the problem of incommensurability between two values, or 

conflict between two objective values, by prioritising the objective values that uphold rules 

that maximise the long-term good outcomes for a system. Nonetheless, a fully fleshed-out 

version of an ESC theory is a work in progress. 

Fourth, a previously considered objection is that the signifiers of trustworthiness 

outlined in Chapter 6 are not exhaustive. Even then, the two rules about morally justified trust 

are foundational for fostering trust between two parties. As such, the list of trustworthiness 

metrics or the discussion about nudgee’s position to assess the evidence of trustworthiness is 

provisional and can be developed further through interdisciplinary collaborations.  

Fifth, the proposal of Behavioural Self-Governance (BSG) has not been fully 

developed and is a tentative proposal. The goal of this research was to formulate and examine 
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the ethics of GN. To keep GN as the focus of the study, specific tangential but important 

research avenues have not been fully addressed in this context. This also involves developing 

and experimenting with the idea of BSG as a polycentric model of governance, a goal that is 

notable for future research. 

8.5. Final Thoughts:  

The way we understand the world is more often than not shaped by our academic 

training (amongst other environmental factors). In writing this dissertation, the biggest 

challenge was to understand how I should approach the issue of climate change as a moral 

crisis. In physics, universal laws are observed through systems that exist in the tiniest details 

of nature, such as the electromagnetic forces between particles on a plate, the gravitational 

pull between celestial bodies holding the universe together, or a falling apple from a tree. I 

found it justified and warranted to see climate change as a problem that is complex and can 

be defined through multitudes of systems that are at stake (and contribute) in this crisis. The 

result was an ethical examination that explored systems and subsequently, the rules, values, 

and connections necessary for the systems to flourish. To this end, GN served as the central 

case study. 

Understanding this research question and responding to it has been a discovery 

narrative to a great extent: I started with an examination of the ethics of GN and subsequently 

understood my position as a philosopher who understands the moral challenges of our times 

through systems. Examining systems, the way I see it, unveils the complexities involved in 

moral decision-making. For instance, from this view, a good life can be achieved by 

preserving what leads to good consequences, but also by recognising that our actions do not 

occur in isolation; relationships, causal factors, and correlations are at stake. 
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GN, the main topic of this research, reflects my optimism about the possibility of 

sustainable behaviour transitions and the future of the planet. This optimism does not 

diminish the ethical concerns about GN that should be taken seriously. It is far easier to 

critique what can go wrong if we adapt to new technologies and developments that power 

GN. In contrast, I have tried to be hopeful in my discussions without losing sight of what is at 

stake if we do not act now, or of what could go wrong if we are not careful enough in the 

design, implementation, and regulation of GN and similar strategies.  
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Appendix A: Systematic Methodology:  

With the advent of evidence-based policymaking, the popularity of nudging has increased in 
sectors like health care, organ donation, finance, and environmental issues (Marchiori et al., 
2017; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). The literature review synthesises the ethical discussions, 
themes, and issues emerging in green nudges by harnessing the literature from this domain to 
make informed decisions (Grant & Booth, 2009). It attempts to systematically search and 
examine the published literature while adhering to PRISMA-Ethics guidelines (Kahrass 
(Knüppel) et al., 2021). Following the SALSA framework, the chapter aims for an 
exhaustive, comprehensive search of the literature on the ethics of green nudges (search), 
quality assessment (appraisal), narrative synthesis (synthesis), and analysis of potential gaps, 
uncertainty, and recommendations (analysis) (Grant & Booth, 2009).  
 
This review takes an interdisciplinary approach, examining results from psychology, 
behavioural economics, political science, and ethics. The search results comprise research 
articles, review articles, and book chapters. The primary literature search was conducted 
using PRISMA-Ethics, a comprehensive and transparent method for systematic literature 
searches in ethics (Kahrass (Knüppel) et al., 2021). Additionally, a secondary search was 
conducted using Wohlin’s Backward Snowballing method, which involves examining the 
reference list of relevant literature to identify useful results (Wohlin, 2014). The following 
subsections elaborate on the methodology used: Data Source, String Construction, Screening, 
and Results. 

1. Data Sources and Search Strategies:  

The search was conducted across five databases: Web of Science, Scopus, PhilPapers, 
JSTOR, and ScienceDirect. These databases provide access to peer-reviewed journals, 
articles, books, and book chapters. Search strings were used to access relevant results across 
the five databases using keywords in titles and abstracts. Advanced search options, wherever 
available at the databases, were utilised to make the searches comprehensive. Queries in 
advanced search engines used search strings constructed with keywords which were 
combined with Boolean operators such as AND, OR, and NOT to identify relevant results 
across the databases. 

2.  Construction of Search Strings:  

The query in the search consisted of three strings. The first string involved the terms “nudge”, 
nudges”, and “nudging”. The second search string consisted of terms such as, “ethic*”, 
“moral*”, “norm*”, “libert*”, combined with OR operator. The third search string consisted 
of terms related to climate change, “climat*”, “anthropocen*”, “green”,environment*”, put 
together with an OR operator.  Asterisks were used to allow a greater variety of terms in the 
same context namely, environmentalism, anthropocentric, libertarian, normative, ethical, and 
so on. To obtain the search results having one or more terms from each of the three search 
strings, the three search strings were combined using the AND operator. A final search query 
was altered based on the efficiency of the search engines across the databases. For instance, 
PhilPapers was unable to handle a complex query consisting of a large number of keywords. 
A simpler query gave broadly relevant results on the ethics of green nudging on PhilPapers, 
and the results obtained on the database were sorted manually.  
 
3.  Use of Filters on Databases:  
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The search yielded a result of 430 articles across different journals. During the search, the 
language of the results was limited to ‘English’, and areas such as Engineering, Mathematics, 
and Accounting were excluded from the search. Keywords related to nudges were used in 
search engines. The search was conducted between 5th April 2022 to 14th April 2022.  We used 
the available filters on various search engines (‘Subject Area’, ‘Peer Reviewed’, ‘Search 
words appearing only in the Title and Abstract’).  The exact search strings, and filters used in 
each of the databases are mentioned in Table 1 below.  
 
Table 2: Details of Search Strings and Results: 
 

Database 
Name 

Search String and Filters used Number of 
Results obtained 

Web of 
Science 

 
TS= ((“nudging” OR “nudge” OR “nudges”) AND 
(“ethic*” OR “moral*” OR “norm*” OR “libert*” OR 
“sustainab*”) AND (“climat*” OR “green” OR 
“anthropocen* “ OR “environment”))  
 

Filters Used: 
 
Exclude Subject Areas: Health Care Sciences Services 
(2), Fisheries (2), Agriculture Dairy Animal Science 
(2), Hospitality Leisure Sports Tourism (10), 
Nutrition Dietetics (16), Food Science and 
Technology (11), Construction Building Technology 
(1), Neurosciences (3), Oceanography (3), All fields 
related to Engineering (7), Business (12). 
 
Limit Language to English.   

181 

Scopus  
TITLE-ABS-KEY (“nudg*”) AND TITLE-ABS-
KEY (ethic* OR moral* OR virtue* OR norm* OR “
libert*”) AND TITLE-ABS-
KEY (“climat*” OR “anthropocen*” OR “green” OR
 “environment*” OR “sustainab*”) 
 
Keywords: Nudge, Nudges, Nudge Theory, Nudge 
Economics, Nudging. 
 
Filters Used:  
 
Limit to Language: English  
 
Exclude Subject Areas:  Medicine (15), Accounting 
(10), Computer Science (7), Earth and Planetary 
Sciences (13), Nursing (13), Engineering (2), 

17 
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Decision Sciences (2), Mathematics (1), Chemical 
Engineering (1), Neuroscience (1), Pharmacology, 
Toxicology and Pharmaceutics (1), Veterinary (1).  

 

JSTOR 
 

((ti: Nudge OR Nudges OR Nudging ) AND (ethic* 
OR moral* OR libert* OR virtue *OR libert*)) AND 
(climate* OR environment* OR green OR sustainab* 
OR anthropocen*))  

 

85 

 
PhilPapers 

 
(“nudg*” & (“climat*”|”green”|”anthrop*” | 
“environment*”))  

40 

 

 

Science Direct  

 
(“nudge” OR “nudges” OR “nudging”) AND (“ethic” 
OR “moral”) AND (“green” OR “environment”) 
 
In title, abstract or keyword: Nudge, Nudging, Nudges  

107 

 
 

During the search duration, Science Direct and JSTOR search engines were unequipped to 
exclude subject areas, although they allowed researchers to include subject areas. Subject 
areas such as environmental management and psychology discuss ethical issues related to 
green nudges. To incorporate non-traditional discussions and themes on green nudges, any 
filters that restricted the search to include only specific subject areas were not applied on the 
databases. Limiting the search to certain research areas that are traditionally concerned with 
ethics could have led to the exclusion of relevant results on these databases. Due to this 
reason, subject filters that included only certain subject areas were not used.   
 
The 430 search results exported in BibTeX or RIS format were uploaded on Zotero. In the 
Zotero library, 53 duplicate results were obtained.  These automatically detected duplicates 
on Zotero were manually screened again. After this step, details of 377 results were exported 
into an Excel sheet for sorting the results categorically. 
 
4.  Screening:  
 
377 results were screened initially. Firstly, the duplicate documents that were not detected by 
Zotero automatically were identified and removed manually in the screening process. 
Secondly, results that did not have any of the keywords “nudge”, “nudging”, or “nudges” in 
the title and/or abstract were excluded. This process led to the exclusion of 73 results in total.  
 
304 papers containing keywords related to nudging were coded and screened based on their 
titles, and abstracts. All the results were sorted into the following categories:  
 
Blue B1: These results do not specifically focus on the ethical issues arising from green 
nudges. Journal articles and book chapters categorised in B1 discuss the ethics of nudging 
under the assumption that all types of nudges, namely, nudges for savings, health, organ 
donation, and sustainable behaviour, raise similar ethical issues.  
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Light Green LG (Ethics of Green Nudges): The results focused on and contributed to the 
ethical discussions on green/environmental/climate/energy nudges only. 
 
Peach P1: The results in this category discuss the ethics of nudges promoting good physical 
and mental health in individuals, savings, and organ donation.  
  
Yellow Y1: Journal articles and book chapters under this category address themes of nudging 
in law and jurisprudence and their regulation and implementation by the government. Similar 
to the papers of category B1, results labelled as Y1 assume all kinds of nudges under the 
same category. 
 
Pink P2:  Papers in this category discuss case studies and empirical studies on all types of 
nudges except green nudges.  
  
Dark Green DG: Results from the literature search that were either case studies or empirical 
studies on green nudges, were sorted into this category.  
 
Table 3: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria:  
 

Step Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Preliminary 
Screening 

Date Range: Any 
Journal Rank: Any 
 
Keywords: Nudge, Nudges, 
Nudging 

1. Articles not in English.  
2. Newspaper articles, 

Conference proceedings, PhD 
theses.  

3. Duplicate Results.  

Title and 
Abstract 
Screening 

Papers coded as LG (17).  
 
Criteria: Does the result 
exclusively examine the ethics of 
environmental/green/climate 
nudges? If yes, then the paper was 
coded as LG. 

Papers coded: B1 (48), P1(31), 
Y1(20), P2(66), DG (122).  

 
 
 
Graph 1: Distribution of results into different categories during the screening process:  
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5.  Results:  

The screening process led to the exclusion of 289 results. In total, 17 results consisting of 
journal articles and book chapters that fit the criteria were selected for the literature review 
(Carlsson et al., 2021; DellaValle & Sareen, 2020; Dobson, 2014; Gumbert, 2019a; Hall, 
2016; Hilton et al., 2018; Hoberg & Strunz, 2018; Kaaronen, 2018; Kasperbauer, 2017; 
Knoll, 2019; Lehner et al., 2016; Lenzi, 2019; Ouvrard & Stenger, 2019; Santos Silva, 2022; 
Schubert, 2017b; Siipi & Koi, 2022; R. Thaler & Sunstein, 2008).  
 
Following this, Wohlin’s backward snowballing was used to identify other relevant results 
(Wohlin, 2014). This was the secondary stage of the search. A process of Wohlin’s backward 
snowballing involves going through the bibliography or reference list of the results to identify 
relevant literature. This step gave us four additional results consisting of book chapters and 
journal articles (Borneman & Burger, 2019; Gumbert, 2019b; Hukkinen, 2016; Ouvrard & 
Spaeter, 2015). Subsequently, 21 results were analysed in this literature review. A PRISMA 
flow diagram of the literature search is given below.  
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Figure 2: A four-step PRISMA-Flow diagram of the literature search 
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Appendix B: Design Principles by Ostrom (1999): 

P1. Boundaries: There are rules governing who has the right to use a resource and the limits 
of that resource.  
  
P2. Congruence: This principle has two parts. First, the rules governing the costs and benefits 
associated with resource usage are considered fair and legitimate by the users. Second, the rules 
related to time, place, and technology must be realistic and relevant to the users.   

P3. Collective Choice Arrangements: Individuals affected by the system can participate in 
the operationalization of the system.   

P4. Monitoring: The system has monitors responsible for auditing conditions and user 
behaviour. 

P5. Graduated Sanctions: Sanctions exist for those who violate the rules of the system, 
depending on the seriousness of the violation and the context.   

P6. Conflict Resolution Mechanisms: Different individuals within the group have low-cost 
access to conflict resolution mechanisms.   

P7. Recognition: External authorities do not challenge the group's right to self-govern.   

P8. Nested Enterprise: For CPR, which is part of a larger system, appropriation, provision, 
and conflict resolution occur through a multilayered enterprise.   
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Appendix C: Design Principles in Co-Cities Project (2019): 

Ostrom’s proposal of self-governance is applied to the cities to reimagine the design 
principles by Forster and Iaione (2019, 2022). Considering the set of differences (such as 
diverse population, politics, congestion, and socio-cultural complexity), five design principles 
for a city are proposed:  
 
Principle 1 (P’1): Collective Governance: A city constitutes multiple stakeholders in 
governance where the community constitutes various actors and partners for collaboration, co-
design, and coordination. Such stakeholders, such as citizens, public authorities, market agents, 
civil society organisations, and knowledge institutions, together form a loosely coupled system 
aimed at self-governance of resources in urban areas.  

Principle 2 (P’2): Enabling State: The state is the enabler (usually public authorities) that 
facilitates self-governance.  

Principle 3 (P’3): Social and Economic Pooling: Pooling refers to the activity of different 
stakeholders combining their knowledge, experience, and efforts to better govern the urban 
goods, infrastructure, and services. The transition of the traditional form of urban governance 
towards a more polycentric self-governing structure is marked by a process of social and 
economic pooling.  

Principle 4 (P’4): Experimentalism: A place-based iterative approach for co-designing 
innovative strategies for self-governance.  

Principle 5 (P’5): Tech-justice: Co-ownership and co-designing of digital and technological 
infrastructure for the creation of self-governance in urban contexts.  


