
This report discusses green nudges as an environmental policy 
instrument. We study to what extent it is possible to guide individuals 
into making green choices without forbidding anything or using taxes, 
but rather by making subtle changes in the choice architecture.

Fredrik Carlsson, Professor of Economics, Åsa Löfgren, Associate 
Professor in Economics, Katarina Nordblom, Professor of Economics. 
All at University of Gothenburg.

SNS Research Brief 69. English Summary. December 2020

Green nudges 
as an environmental 
policy instrument

Fredrik Carlsson
Åsa Löfgren
Katarina Nordblom

69

SNS RESEARCH BRIEF | The objective of the SNS Research Brief series is to make research accessible for decision-makers in politics, business 
and the public sector. Financial support has been granted from the Jan Wallander and Tom Hedelius Foundation. Responsibility for the 
analysis and the conclusions in the research briefs rests with the authors alone.



2

This report discusses green nudges as 
an environmental policy instrument. 
We study to what extent it is possible to 
guide individuals into making green 
choices without forbidding anything or 
using taxes, but rather by making sub-
tle changes in the choice architecture. 

We clarify the underlying mecha-
nisms that drive individual deci-
sion-making and point out under 
which circumstances a nudge is likely 
to be effective in terms of altering 
behaviors. 

For example, choices looked upon by 
individuals as insignificant, such as 
reusing the hotel towel, are frequently 
quite easy to nudge, while it is more 
difficult to nudge people to take the 
bus instead of the car, a choice fre-
quently guided by habits. We present 
various existing nudge techniques, such 
as defaults and moral appeal, and in 
which contexts they have been the 
most successful according to empirical 
studies. 

The effect of nudges is to a large 
extent dependent on context, and we 
discuss in which contexts they may 
serve as an effective substitute or com-
plement to other policy instruments, 
such as environmental taxes. 

We want to highlight the following 
points from the report: 
 › Nudge is not a »silver bullet« but 

should be seen as one of several envi-
ronmental policy instruments. 

 › Behavioral science expertise in gov-
ernment is more important than a 
separate nudge unit. 

 › Choices perceived by the individual 
as insignificant are more likely to be 
nudgeable than significant choices, 
which does not mean that the former 
choices are insignificant to society. 
For example, energy consumption is 
perceived as relatively insignificant 
by many individuals (and thus rela-
tively easy to nudge) but is signifi-
cant at a societal level.

 › Avoid using resources to nudge 
choices and behaviors that most peo-
ple consider important or which are 
driven by strong habits. In such 
cases, other types of instruments are 
needed. Several attempts to nudge 
people to take the bus instead of the 
car have failed and means of trans-
port is a choice that is often consid-
ered both important and driven by 
habit. 

If carried out correctly, various kinds of 
green nudges may be both more 
cost-effective and less intrusive com-
pared to traditional policy instruments 
such as taxes or regulations. This report 
shows when, how, and why different 
nudge techniques can guide people’s 
behavior in a greener direction.


