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Introduction to the nudging special issue
Kai J. Jonasa and Joseph Cesariob

aWork and Social Psychology Department, Maastricht University, Maastricht, Netherlands; bPsychology 
Department, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan, USA

After our last and successful special issue on power poses in 2017 (Jonas et al., 2017), we 
launched a call for a new Special Issue in 2019: This time the focus was meant to be on 
nudging research. The choice for this topic was evident. After its initial publication in the 
context of behavioral economics, nudging has become almost a household term in the 
context of interventions to improve health and well-being of humans, to combat climate 
change, or to reduce transportation risks (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Without doubt, the 
practical relevance of nudging is high, and thus it requires trustworthy, reliable findings – 
which is the space that CRSP can contribute to.

We received a robust set of submissions but during the editorial process we had to 
recognize that the field of nudging research has proliferated into many more disciplines and 
is considerably more diverse than field-specific special issues we had run before (Jonas et al., 
2017). Thus, the aim of maintaining a core empirical element that is suitable for a meta- 
analytic summary comparable to the one on power poses (Gronau et al., 2017) had to be 
given up. Yet, the benefit of this diversity also became apparent quickly. What we able to 
collate was a set of very diverse papers that showcase the breadth of the field, but also 
identify challenges that nudging research is dealing with at the moment, and where 
registered reports can be a helpful tool to present evidence for. Unfortunately, some initial 
submissions were significantly delayed by COVID-19 or even rendered impossible, due to 
research questions that required co-presence of humans in offline choice architectures.

The first four papers in this special issue focus on fundamental questions related to 
nudges, while the last paper is an example of the use of nudging approaches in the 
context of group processes. Kicking the special issue off is a paper by Van Gestel et al. 
(2021), investigating information processing within nudging. When teaching students 
about nudging, one of the first questions is often about the level of automatic processing 
within nudging, and the answer of many teachers is anything between “we do not know 
yet,” “can be both” or “it is automatic.” While automatic processing is the most prevailing 
assumption this assumption has received little attention in experimental research. Van 
Gestel et al. (2021) concluded that nudges are not dependent on elaborate processing in 
order to be effective, but that active deliberation can impact on choice outcomes. One of 
the core questions related to nudging is transparency within the choice architecture. This 
question is addressed in the papers by Michaelsen et al. (2021) and Wachner et al. (2021). 
Michaelsen et al. (2021) focused on choice architect transparency in a prosocial behavior 
setting and concluded that lack of transparency can negatively impact on the reputation 
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of the choice architect. Wachner et al. investigated whether variations in nudge transpar-
ency impact on autonomy and satisfaction of nudged individuals and concluded that 
there were no differences obtained based on their manipulations. This paper nicely links 
to the fourth paper in this Special Issue. The paper by Nilsson et al. (2021) investigated 
individual determinants for resistance towards nudges. The authors concluded that 
individualist concerns regarding government interventions was the strongest predictor 
of opposition to nudges. They interpret their findings as evidence for a conflict that 
individuals can perceive between the public promotion of social goals and safeguarding 
the individual’s freedom especially from government interventions. The Special Issue is 
completed by the last paper on group processes by Hough et al. (2021) who investigated 
in how far counterfactual thoughts can act as nudges in group processes to increase 
coordination. The authors report weak evidence for counterfactual nudging to increase 
coordination, but more so for signaling by players.

Taken together, we believe that this Special Issue presents an interesting set of studies 
that can pave the way for further research in the respective domains, but on the solid 
basis of registered reports. Post COVID-19, we believe that the findings presented by the 
papers investigating transparency of and resistance towards nudging are highly relevant 
to better understand critical appreciation or outright rejection of institutional or govern-
ment interventions.
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