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I

n recent years, much attention has been drawn to the idea that

systems would not become overwhelmed. Initially, the governments

simple behavioral tools can influence human actions and choi-

in the UK and Sweden both selected interventions that they assumed

ces. This idea, commonly referred to as nudging, rests on the as-

would be more sustainable over time because citizens would not grow

sumption that individual actions and choices can be aligned with

tired of them. Mitigating behavioral fatigue would ensure compliance.

their own or the society’s best interest by using subtle measures.

The rationale may have sounded reasonable, but in an open letter to

Nudging has thus become a buzzword and is considered by many poli-

the U. K. Government on March 16, 2020, almost 700 behavioral scien-

cy-makers and decision-makers in business to be an effective method to

tists and experts pointed out the lack of evidence that behavioral fatigue

influence and alter human behavior.

even exists (UK Behavioral Scientists, 2020). This controversy relates

In this chapter, we discuss the use of nudging as well as the traditio-

to the large body of empirical research that casted doubts about vague

nal tools of interventions by the government to exert influence over citi-

concepts and buzzwords in behavioral research that mischaracterized

zens. Our aim is to provide governments and political decision-makers

people’s thinking (see Gigerenzer, 2015).

with guidance on the public support for different types of interventions.

Herd immunity was another key concept during the initial phases of

Our discussion is based on a survey featuring a representative sample of

the crisis. David Halpern, a member of the Scientific Advisory Group for

596 Swedish respondents. We will make the following argument:

Emergencies (SAGE). He explained the reasoning behind relying herd
immunity to the BBC on March 11, 2020.

Nudges are not necessarily more popular than the traditional
ways in which to influence citizens. Nor is this the case during the

There’s going to be a point, assuming the epidemic flows and

COVID-19 pandemic. People may still prefer carrots (economic in-

grows, as we think it probably will do, where you’ll want to co-

centives), sticks (mandates), and sermons (information).

coon, you’ll want to protect those at-risk groups so that they basically don’t catch the disease and by the time they come out of

The devil is in the details
As highlighted by news media across the globe, The Swedish Model

their cocooning, herd immunity’s been achieved in the rest of the
population.

was an outlier in terms of the authorities’ response to the COVID-19
virus. While many European countries implemented strict social dis-

In its simplest mathematical form, the proportion threshold for

tancing measures and we saw several cities placed in lockdown, the

herd immunity is the inverse of the basic reproduction number (R0). If

Swedish strategy remained relatively liberal. Statements made by the

the average virus-carrier infected 2.5 others (that is, R0 = 2.5), as data

Government and Anders Tegnell, state epidemiologist at the Public

indicated at the time, new infections would cease to grow once 60 %

Health Agency, indicated a strategy similar to that first adopted by

of the population had been infected. The high-risk groups could then

the U. K. While the specifics of the strategy may be somewhat hard to

safely be released from their cocoons, Halpern and others hoped. Un-

obtain, the strategy was scientifically informed. And nudging was inte-

fortunately, when you allow for imperfect immunity and heterogeneous

gral to the government’s strategy.

populations with non-random mixing, it makes things more complica-

A universal goal among governments fighting the pandemic was to

flatten the curve of new infections so that their respective healthcare
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ted (Fine, Eames, & Heymann, 2011). It turned out herd immunity was
not guaranteed to work as planned.
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Herd immunity also had a negative feel to it. Say herd and one

fer a certain amount of money for each plastic bottle that is returned.

thinks of cattle. It sounded cynical, as if the governments wanted people

Another way to influence human behavior is to use mandates such as

to get infected. The U. S. President referred to “the herd” as a disastrous

prohibitions and regulations. In our example of recycling, a governme-

strategy, from which Sweden was suffering badly and it did not take

nt might simply ban plastic bottles altogether. In the following, we will

long for the U. K. and Swedish governments to publically deny ever ha-

refer to these three types of traditional interventions as sermons (in-

ving relied on herd immunity.

formation), carrots (economic incentives), and sticks (mandates); and

Behavioral fatigue and herd immunity were general concepts that

compare them to nudges.

supposedly called for strategies that no one seemed to fully understand.
When such strategies malfunction, it may hurt a government’s long-

The Swedish public support for carrots, sticks, sermons, and nudges

term trustworthiness. When commenting on the UK’s behavioral stra-

In the midst of the COVID-19 outbreak, we conducted an online

tegy, the law Professor Anne-Lise Sibony (forthcoming) concluded:

survey to empirically investigate the public support in Sweden for addi-

“governments can misuse behavioural arguments and tarnish a reputa-

tional measures to prevent the virus from spreading and to mitigate its

tion for sound evidence-based policy-making”.

economic consequences. Specifically, the survey included seven sets of
questions related to COVID-19 and was sent out, in collaboration with

A dummies guide to the methods for changing citizens’ behavior

the marketing research company Norstat, to a representative sample of

For the past years, we have surveyed the public support for nudges

the Swedish population, ages 18-70 years 1. In all, 596 (286 females) res-

and similar types of behavioral tools. Built on research in psychology

pondents answered the survey between March 30th and April 6th 2020.

and behavioral decision-making, nudges subtly influence the way choi-

The first question was whether additional measures were needed

ces are presented in order to influence people’s decisions in a predicta-

against the spread of the virus, for the purposes of people’s health and

ble manner, while maintaining freedom of choice (e.g., Thaler & Suns-

the national economy 2. About 76% supported such measures, while

tein, 2008). But nudges are not the only way in which to influence pe-

about 13% were hesitant and 11% were negative towards additional me-

ople. For governments, there are also information (sermons), economic

asures. No substantial differences in responses were found with respect

incentives (carrots), and mandates (sticks). Neither of whose influence

to demographic background variables like gender, age, education, inco-

should be underestimated (Loewenstein & Chater, 2017).

me, and region of residence.

Arguably, the simplest way to influence human behavior is to in-

1

In particular, the survey aimed to investigate how people regarded governmental interventions to influence citizens

form people about the positive and/or negative consequences of a cer-

in various areas of everyday life as well as how people considered fictive governmental measures to alter the beha-

tain action. For example, if one strives to have plastic bottles recycled

respondents pointed out that the sample reliably reflected the proportions of the regions where the Swedes live. For

in greater number, one could run public informational campaigns to
create awareness of the benefits of recycling and the environmental damage caused if bottles were not to be recycled. Alternatively, one could
use conventional economic incentives as means to alter human behavior. Economic incentives are manifested in terms of benefits, taxes,
and subsidies. In our example of recycling plastic bottles, one could of-
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vior of citizens in five different domains, of which one concerned Covid-19. Analyses of the regional domiciles of the
example, 23 % and 8% of the respondents were from the Stockholm region and North Middle Sweden, respectively.
According to official statistics, about 25% and 9% of the Swedes live in those regions, respectively.
2

The respondents answered on a 7-points verbally anchored scale ranging from “Disagree completely” (1) to

“Agree completely” (7). To facilitate the analysis, the scale was transformed into three response options: negative (=
scale points 1 – 3), hesitant (= scale point 4), and positive (= scale point 5 – 7).
3

Each of the five measures were rated on a 7-points verbally anchored scale ranging from “Very poor” (1) to “Very

good” (7). To simplify the presentation of our results, we have chosen to convert the scales into three response options
as described by Table 1.
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MEASURE

UNSUPPORTIVE

HESITANT

SUPPORTIVE

13

15

72

CARROT: Fines to organizers of events
/social

gatherings

exceeding

50

pondents. The most popular measures were the positive carrot and the
sermon. About 90% and 84% were supportive to subsidize SMEs informing via webpages and apps. Limited support was obtained for the

people
CARROT: Subsidies as in tax reductions
to SMEs to compensate for income los-

4

7

90

SERMON: Web pages and apps that
continuously report on the spread of the

5

12

84

virus and recommend precautions
Individuals coughing and

sneezing in public are ordered to im-

areas are imposed for a transition

with about 29% positive and 40% negative 4.
We also investigated whether the answers differed across demographics. The only statistically significant difference was that female

40

31

29

respondents tended be more supportive towards the five measures, especially the subsidies to SMEs and information via webpages and apps5.

mediate self-quarantine but can opt out
STICK: Curfews in cities and urban

stick and the nudge. Temporary curfews had roughly equally as many
proponents as opponents. The nudge was the least preferred measure,

ses due to the COVID-19

NUDGE:

Table 1 shows how those five measures were perceived by the res-

34

28

38

Some interesting but statistically non-significant tendencies were also
found. Respondents from the county of Stockholm were somewhat less

period

TABLE 1. THE SWEDISH PUBLIC SUPPORT FOR FIVE FICTIVE MEASURES TO PREVENT THE SPREAD OF COVID-19.
DISTRIBUTION OF UNSUPPORTIVE, HESITANT, AND SUPPORTIVE RESPONSES (IN PERCENT).

Note: The number of respondents was 595 (48% female), representative of the Swedish population aged 18

supportive (and more unsupportive) towards curfews, while most respondents from the less populated region of North Middle Sweden supported such measures 6.

to 70 years. Each measure was rated on a 7-point Likert-typed scale ranging from “Very poor” (1) to “Very
good” (7). The column “Unsupportive” refers to the percentage of respondents being negative towards the
respective measure (i.e., answering with the scale points 1 – 3). The column “Hesitant” denotes the percentage

Conclusions
In conclusion, our results from the survey echo what we have found

of respondents selecting the mid-point of the scale (4), which was verbally anchored as “hesitant”. The column
“Supportive” involves the percentage of respondents who were positive towards the respective measure (i.e.,
answering with the scale points 5 – 7).

nudges, but they often tend to prefer traditional methods of governme-

The respondents were asked to rate their opinion of five hypothetical governmental measures against COVID-19 .
3

•

in our previous empirical investigations. People are typically fine with

Carrot #1. Fines to organizers of social gatherings exceeding

ntal interventions. Accordingly, governments need to consider how the
popularity of behavioral tools like nudging compares to the methods
already at their disposal. They are advised to nudge with caution.

50 persons.
•

Carrot #2. Subsidies to small and medium-sized enterprises

(SMEs) to compensate for income losses because of COVID-19.
•

Sermon. Web pages and apps informing about the contagion

and how the risk of catching the virus could be reduced.
•

Nudge. Voluntarily self-quarantine upon being found sympto-

matic in public (the nudge was presented as a default from which
the individual could opt-out).
•

7

Stick. Imposing temporary curfews in cities and urban areas.

4

The respondents also stated to what extent they thought the measures were realistic. About 65 (18) % claimed the

measures were realistic (unrealistic), while 17% were hesitant.
5

To be specific, we averaged the responses to the five measures and compared the average scores between

gender. Female respondents had a statistically significant greater average score than male respondents, Ms = 5.06
vs. 4.86, SDs = 0.90 vs 1.04, t (593) = -2.40, p < 0.05. In regard to subsidies, the females gave greater support,
Ms = 6.20 vs. 5.85, SDs = 0.98 vs 1.35, t (593) = -3.51, p < 0.001. Similarly, the females were more supportive
towards information via webpages and apps, Ms = 5.99 vs. 5.73, SDs = 0.98 vs 1.35, t (593) = -2.47, p < 0.05.
6

Specifically, the mean scores of the respondents from the Stockholm region, the North Middle Sweden, and

remaining regions of Sweden were 3.63, 4.37, and 4.01. Their respective percentages of the sample were 23%,
8%, and 69%.
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