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1. Introduction

Decisions are everywhere. Whether it is an individu-
al, an enterprise, a political party, or the country, a large
number of decisions are required every day. At the macro
level, there are what strategy the country chooses and how
the government promotes the payment of national pen-
sions. At the micro level, some students choose to spend
their spare time for entertainment or study, going to the
library or going to the bar after class. The quality of deci-
sion-making is related to national development, enterprise
success or failure, and personal gains and losses. Then the
process of human decision-making is directly affected by
their psychological process.

Many academic problems are caused by improper
behavior of students or teachers. If students like instant
happiness and be unwilling to think about their future,
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This paper first introduces the definition of nudge, the history of nudge
and the advantages of nudge. This concept means a relatively subtle
policy shift that encourages people to make decisions that are in their
broad self-interest. It relies on insights from behavioral science, and when
used ethically, it can be very helpful. Subsequently, the research results
of the nudge method in public decision-making fields such as health and
environmental protection are listed, inferring the feasibility of nudge
method in the field of education, especially learners’ specific behavior
decision. Then according to the classification of the nudge method by
the decision-making system, the research on nudge used in the education
field is enumerated. It demonstrates that nudge still has a lot of room for
expansion in the field of education.

they will only spend very little time on their studies. If the
teachers neglect to guide the students and only busy with
their own research, it will also make it difficult for stu-
dents to graduate.

How to deal with these problems? Paternalism advo-
cates believe that most students will choose immediate
gratification in the choice of delayed gratification and
immediate gratification, therefore, they should be forced
to discipline, through artificially limit their entertainment
time and monitor their learning progress to avoid the aca-
demic problems mentioned above. What’s more, in China,
in order to let children quit internet addiction, they make
their children to participate in the so-called “Internet ad-
diction training camp” and to accept “electric shock ther-
apy”. According to reports, because of this ignorance, one
child have been killed in the training camp (Jiang Qiping,
2009)". In today’s society, especially in most democratic
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countries in the world, this approach will be considered
ignorant, backward and invalid.

Advocators of liberalism disagree with compulsory in-
tervention in individual behavior, believing that students’
learning is active, and people’s autonomy and freedom
of choice are inalienable, the “invisible hand” will be re-
paired rationally, and managers do not know themselves
better than individuals. It is also easy to make mistakes to
enforce individual behaviors.

This dispute between patriarchal and liberal manage-
ment methods exists in many areas of social management.
However, the effects of the two management methods
are usually not very good, because the former is offen-
sive and the latter is indulgent. When the two argue with
each other, behavioral scientists (including psychologists
and behaveioral economists engaged in behavioral deci-
sion-making research) think that there is actually a third
way. Instead of entangled in the debate of ideas, they gave
a flexible approach between the two'*"

The third path proposed by behavioral decision-makers
is called “nudge” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008)""". Nudge does
not prohibit any options, does not restrict the freedom of
choice, nor does it resort to commands and guidance, but
by appropriately changing the choice architecture faced
by people, making people’s behavior choices change as
expected.

The success or failure of studies often involves various
large and small decisions of students or teachers. Given
that nudge has achieved research results in many fields,
for example, government intervention in environmental
protection, pension payment, and promotion of healthy
diet, the researchers thinks that schools can create nudge
conditions to promote the development of education.

As an effective practice of behavioral economics in
public policy, nudge can also explain some educational
phenomenas in reality. For example, the prospect theory
describes the important role of the initial reference frame
when people face risks, that is, they are willing to take
risks when facing losses, but are more conservative when
they are about to make profits. In the intergenerational
transmission of education, some researchers have found
that parents with only high school degrees have much
lower motivation for their children to enter higher educa-
tion institutions than parents with university degrees, this
is because the education level of the parents themselves
will become the reference standard for the education level
of the children(Louis Lévy-Garboua, 2007)™.

Therefore, this article will explore the feasibility of
nudge method in promoting education. It not only has low
cost, high efficiency and great benefit, but also does not
restrict the individual’s freedom of choice.
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2. The Application and Principle of “Nudge”

The previous text briefly introduced the concept of
“nudge” and its characteristics for peoples’ decision-mak-
ing. In order to make it better used in education, in this
part, on the contrary, the construct of “nudge” will be pre-
sented in more detail, either from a theoretical or applied
perspective.

2.1 The Government’s Application of Nudge
Method

If we focus on the concept of “nudge” in a very brief
historical discourse (to be more precise on a few histori-
cal examples), we can mention 17" century. At that time
the food sources of the entire European region mainly
depended on wheat or corn. Due to weather and other fac-
tors, its annual output sometimes drops dramatically, lead-
ing to famines in large areas and killing countless people.
At the same time, another starchy plant (potatoes) that is
drought-tolerant and easy to grow has been resisted by
churches and farmers due to its completely different plant-
ing methods (planted underground) and dietary tastes.
Even legislative compulsion cannot effectively encourage
farmers to plant potatoes.

In order to popularize potato cultivation, the King of
Prussia adopted a simple and ingenious method. He plant-
ed potatoes in his royal garden and showed his love for
potatoes. This practice changed the original attitude of
farmers to scorn potatoes, promoted the widespread cul-
tivation of potatoes, reduced famine in Europe, and saved
many lives (Halpern, 2015)".

At the beginning of the 20th century, the idea of nudge
was also put into practice in public transportation and oth-
er fields. Before 1921, there were no signs of lanes and di-
rections on the road, which made the roads often congest-
ed and crashed. In 1921, the British first drew white guide
lines at the turn of the road to guide vehicles in the correct
position. This measure of providing visual reference and
feedback effectively reduced the incidence of traffic acci-
dents and has been used today.

The great interest of government departments in nudge
research has also promoted the development of nudge re-
search. In 2010, the British government first established a
think tank (The Behavioral Insights Team, also known as
The Nudge Unit) composed mainly of behavioral scien-
tists, hoping to help the government better formulate and
implement policies through nudge methods.

In just a few years, the team has used the nudge method
to help the government achieve remarkable results in pro-
moting economic development and environmental protec-
tion, and improving the health, education and happiness
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of residents (Behavioural Insights Team, 2015).

In 2015, the then U.S. President Barack Obama also
issued a presidential executive order, advocating that
various government departments in the United States in-
corporate behavioral science theories and methods when
formulating policies to better serve the American people.

At the same time, the United States has also established
its own Social and Behavioral Sciences Team, and has
achieved significant results in promoting pension savings
and improving residents’ health and education (Social and
Behavioral Sciences Team, 2015)"".

In addition, the World Bank also emphasized the im-
portant role of psychology and behavioral science meth-
ods in policy formulation and promotion of social devel-
opment in the “World Development Report: Thinking,
Society, and Behavior” in 2015, and concluded that the
nudge method can make measures and effects on issues
such as eliminating poverty, health promotion, and re-
sponse to climate change (World Bank, 2015)".

In recent years, the research results of nudge have in-
creased year by year, and the successful application of
nudge method in various fields has attracted much atten-
tion (Benartzi et al., 2017)”". In 2017, Professor Thaler,
the pioneer and advocator of nudge research, was awarded
the Nobel Prize in Economics, which further promoted the
rise of nudge research.

2.2 The Principle of Nudge

Psychologists believe that human judgment and deci-
sion-making usually involve two major cognitive systems:
a heuristic system based on intuition (system 1) and an
analytical system based on reason (system 2) (Kahneman,
201",

When people deal with familiar things, system 1 reacts
much faster than system 2. System 1, whose operation
is unconscious and fast, completely under autonomous
control, and cannot be shut down. The self-control of the
person in charge of system 2, which is a lossy system with
limited capacity. When the task is too difficult, system 2
will give up. From the perspective of human brain evolu-
tion, System 1 was formed much earlier than System 2.

Because of this, people often encounter difficulties
when facing complex and major decision-making issues,
and cannot make decisions that conform to their own
wishes and well-being. At this time, nudge becomes a
necessary decision-making and behavioral intervention.

Nudge is an intervention method that helps people make
decisions that are beneficial to themself without coercive
means or rigid rules on the basis of acknowledging the
limited rationality of people (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008)"".

For example, for most college students, they are used
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to turning on the computer and starting to browsing the
web, watching videos, playing games, etc. Although they
know that their studies are very heavy, their homework is
up to the deadline, they will still succumb to their desire
for instant gratification. This is because their instant grat-
ification behaviors such as playing games and watching
videos are controlled by System 1, which makes people
make habitual behaviors very quickly and instinctively
with pleasent emotions. The other rational voice, “I need
to study hard”, is controlled by System 2, which has very
limited capacity and requires human subjective effort to
maintain, and the joy of delaying gratification like learn-
ing is not obvious compared with entertainment. There-
fore, reason is often suppressed by emotion.

In addition, System 2 sometimes will become an ac-
complice of System 1. When you make the behavior con-
trolled by System 1, System 2 will abandon the previous
idea of “studying hard” and turn to find reasons for your
academic procrastination. Therefore, for the habits of
most college students, what methods do we have to induce
them to learn without using coercive means? Promoting
students’ learning behavior by inducing students’ system 1
is one of the practice of nudge method in the field of edu-
cation.

2.3 Nudge Research Fields

Psychologists have conducted nudge research in many
fields. These studies all involve promoting individuals to
make decisions that are beneficial to them over a long pe-
riod of time rather than immediate gratification.

Some researchers (He Guibing, 2018) search for arti-
cles containing the word “nudge” on the web of science,
and then filter them through layers, 84 empirical research
articles were obtained. In these studies, the areas that
nudge research focuses on can be grouped into 6 catego-
ries: Health, environmental protection, social security,
politics and economy, education and charity """,

Among them, the number of researches in the health
field is the largest, exceeding half of the search results,
then followed by the environmental protection field.
Among the six major fields, the number of education
fields is very small, only three, including interventions in
college enrollment and graduation rates, and participation
rates in The Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA) applications.

Overview of the above research fields and research
content can be seen that nudge has achieved considerable
results in different research fields. There is one thing in
common in so many fields of research. That is, all nudge
studies are verifying whether those nudge variables can
increase the probability of subjects’ expected behavior.
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In summary, although nudge has achieved good re-
search results in many aspects, the number of applied
research in education is relatively small, then there is
even less research on improving students’ academic per-
formance. Therefore, the research of nudge in education
still has much room for exploration.

3. Nudge Research’s Exploration in the Field
of Education

To start research in the field of education, researchers
must first answer some questions:

(1) What education-related goals are we going to use
the nudge method to achieve?

(2) Who might be the decision makers?

(3) What factors will decision-makers base on to make
decisions?

Researchers try to answer these questions based on the
elements of the decision system model (see Figure 1).

Decision-making systems generally include decision
makers, information, decision options, decision proce-
dures, decision environment, decision goals and other
components (Sobesky et al., 1994) "* Therefore, the
exploration of nudge in the field of education will also be
carried out around this decision system model.

According to the decision-making system model, re-
searchers can start with the elements. On the basis of
achieving specific goals, the following classifications can
be made.

3.1 The Nudge Method for Decision Makers

There are many decision makers involved in the edu-
cation field, including students, teachers, school adminis-
trators, educational institutions, parents and the whole so-
ciety. Decision makers are the source of decision-making,
and changes in their mental state will have an impact on

- Decision
( procedures
adopt ;
Decision-maker | -
-~ ‘ Information ‘ _

Figure 1. Decision system model (He Guibing, Li Shu, & Liang Zhuyuan, 2018)
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the outcome of decision-making.

There have been many nudge methods for decision
makers in the past. For example, psychological prim-
ing (such as asking about the time, place and method of
behavior to enhance the tendency to perform the behav-
ior, and using irrelevant stimuli to initiate the behavior
tendency), pre-commitment (improve the decision mak-
er’s pre-commitment to a specific behavior), setting up
mental accounts (such as setting up specific expenditure
or income accounts and account linkages to affect con-
sumption or savings), anticipating errors (improve fault
tolerance), etc.

Researcher needs to confirm the decision makers firstly.
If researchers target college students, then further the spe-
cific behaviors that need improvement. For example, in-
creasing the reading duration of college students, reducing
the procrastination behavior, and controlling the excessive
indulgence of them, etc.

3.2 Nudge Method for Decision Information

Individuals rely on information for any decision. The
factors that affect the degree of information dependence
include the type and quantity of information, the way to
highlight important information, and the difficulty of ob-
taining information. The operation of information includes
information disclosure, highlighting, visualization, redun-
dancy, warning, etc. Researchers can achieve the purpose
of intervention by manipulating the expression, frequency,
and availability of information.

For example, in the United States, sending SMS re-
minders of university application deadlines for low-in-
come students has brought a considerable increase in ap-
plication and acceptance rates (Castleman et al., 2015)!"".

Researchers can group college students, for instance,
into two groups to let them complete a paper independent-
ly. The desktop icons of the laptops of the subjects in the

Decision
environments

and selection

Decision options } ——{ Decision goals

11]
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experimental group were cleared, leaving only the icons
of the papers to be completed, then the laptops of the con-
trol group did not require any operation. Researchers can
compare their status in completing tasks.

3.3 Nudge Method for Decision Options

Factors such as the expression of decision options,
option structure, and associated incentives will affect the
preferences of decision makers.

We can manipulate the way information is expressed.
Positive and negative frame wording, for example, show-
ing or hiding opportunity cost, and changing time ex-
pression, etc. Researchers can also manipulate the option
structure, such as structural characterization of options,
changing the order of options, “forced selection” design,
reducing dimensions (reserving a small number of im-
portant dimensions in screening), reducing options (only
providing a few important options), changing default op-
tions, providing intermediate options, etc. Nudge methods
for option incentives include: increasing or reducing the
cost (or benefit) and difficulty, implementation of specific
options, highlighting specific incentives, binding commit-
ments (binding specific behaviors with other behaviors
that are determined to occur or are determined not to oc-
cur), self prohibition (self-blocking of channels for specif-
ic actions), etc.

In the field of education, researchers can try to make
the participates more convenient to use the school’s ed-
ucational resources to make the subjects more willing to
spend more time studying instead of entertainment.

3.4 Nudge Method for Decision Procedures

Because of the complexity, multidimensionality and
ambiguity of real decision-making, the process of de-
cision-makers is full of complexity and uncertainty. In
order to enable decision-makers to make better decisions,
researchers can provide assistance in decision-making
procedures.

Researchers can help participants simplify deci-
sion-making procedures, provide intelligent deci-
sion-making assistance, set cooling-off periods (reserve
opportunities for modification and remorse), and postpone
decision-making, etc.

In order to allow university teachers and students, for
instance, to spend more time on academic reading, re-
searchers can try to make teachers and students more ex-
posed to the information in the school library (For exam-
ple, let teachers and students choose to post a promotional
paper with the website or a QR code of the school library
on the bedside to remind them to read.).
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3.5 Nudge Method for Decision Environment

Usually, the environment, including social envi-
ronment and physical environment, contains many
reference factors and behavior inducers, therefore, the
environment in which the decision makers live can affect
their choices. Researchers can guide decision makers
to social norms, for example, providing the choice that
most of people decide to. Then researches can also help
decision makers look at the consequences of other peo-
ple’s choice to affect their decision. Studies have found
that in elementary school classes, the unity atmosphere
of the class has a significant positive predictive effect
on students’ math performance; the conflict atmosphere
of the class has a significant negative predictive effect
on students’ math performance (Goh et al., 1996) " Al-
though there are many reasons for this predictive effect,
it is very likely that the united class atmosphere makes
students spend more time on academics is one of the
very important factors.

4. Conclusion

Nudge’s research has achieved considerable results in
many public policy areas. However, in the field of edu-
cation, there is still a lot of room for development. This
article aims to explore whether the nudge method can be
used in the field of education research. By classifying the
Nudge method according to the decision-making system
model, some possible research ideas are listed.

In terms of theory, this article expands the research
scope of nudge, so that nudge can be useful in cultivating
citizens’ good study habits in addition to cultivating cit-
izens’ healthy living habits or environmental protection
behaviors.

In practice, the nudge method has the advantages of
low cost, high efficiency, and high autonomy. Nudge can
help people improve their study habits without forcing
others, it can be combined with education and training
methods to improve people’s ability to make good deci-
sions.

In reality, many students consciously know that they
need to study hard, however, they are unable to extricate
themselves from the abyss of academic procrastination,
because system 1 succumbed to the temptation of instant
gratification. In this case, students can create a nudge
environment to let themselves to have more academic
behaviors. This behavior of creating nudge conditions for
oneself can temporarily be called self-nudge. If it is to
motivate students to promote more academic behavior,
self-nudge will be a main research direction.

The limitation of this article is that the exploration of
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nudge in education only stays at the stage of imagination,
and there is no clear definition of the evaluation indicators
of good learning habits. In future empirical research, it is
necessary to define the indicators for subjects to improve
their learning habits.
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