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SYNOPSIS [FROM THE COVER] 
“Every day we make choices—about what to buy or eat, about financial investments or our children’s health and 
education, even about the causes we champion or the planet itself. Unfortunately, we often choose poorly. Nudge is 
about how we make these choices and how we can make better ones. Using dozens of eye-opening examples and 
drawing on decades of behavioral science research, Nobel Prize winner Richard H. Thaler and Harvard Law School 
professor Cass R. Sunstein show that no choice is ever presented to us in a neutral way, and that we are all 
susceptible to biases that can lead us to make bad decisions. But by knowing how people think, we can use sensible 
‘choice architecture’ to nudge people toward the best decisions for ourselves, our families, and our society, without 
restricting our freedom of choice.” 

 
 
QUOTES  
“A nudge, as we will use the term, is any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s behavior in a 
predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic incentives.” 
  
“If you look at economics textbooks, you will learn that homo economicus can think like Albert Einstein, store as 
much memory as IBM’s Big Blue, and exercise the willpower of Mahatma Gandhi. Really. But the folks that we know 
are not like that. Real people have trouble with long division if they don’t have a calculator, sometimes forget their 
spouse’s birthday, and have a hangover on New Year’s Day. They are not homo economicus; they are homo sapiens. 
To keep our Latin usage to a minimum we will hereafter refer to these imaginary and real species as Econs and 
Humans.” 
  
“The false assumption is that almost all people, almost all of the time, make choices that are in their best interest or at 
the very least are better than the choices that would be made by someone else.” 
  
“The first misconception is that it is possible to avoid influencing people’s choices. In many situations, some 
organization or agent must make a choice that will affect the behavior of some other people.” 
  
“The workings of the human brain are more than a bit befuddling. How can we be so ingenious at some tasks and so 
clueless at others? Beethoven wrote his incredible ninth symphony while he was deaf, but we would not be at all 
surprised if we learned that he often misplaced his house keys. How can people be simultaneously so smart and so 
dumb?” 
  
“This process is called ‘anchoring and adjustment.’ You start with some anchor, the number you know, and adjust in 
the direction you think is appropriate. So far, so good. The bias occurs because the adjustments are typically 
insufficient. Experiments repeatedly show that, in problems similar to our example, people from Chicago are likely 
to make a high guess (based on their high anchor) while those from Green Bay guess low (based on their low 
anchor). As it happens, Milwaukee has about 580,000 people.” 
  
“The availability heuristic helps to explain much risk-related behavior, including both public and private decisions 
to take precautions. Whether people buy insurance for natural disasters is greatly affected by recent experiences.” 



  
“Gilovich (with colleagues Vallone and Tversky [1985]) is also responsible for perhaps the most famous (or 
infamous) example of misperception of randomness, namely the widely held view among basketball fans that there 
is a strong pattern of “streak shooting.” We will not go into this in detail, because our experience tells us that the 
cognitive illusion here is so powerful that most people (influenced by their Automatic System) are unwilling even to 
consider the possibility that their strongly held beliefs might be wrong.” 
  
“Unrealistic optimism is a pervasive feature of human life; it characterizes most people in most social categories. 
When they overestimate their personal immunity from harm, people may fail to take sensible preventive steps. If 
people are running risks because of unrealistic optimism, they might be able to benefit from a nudge.” 
  
“Loss aversion helps produce inertia, meaning a strong desire to stick with your current holdings. If you are 
reluctant to give up what you have because you do not want to incur losses, then you will turn down trades you 
might have otherwise made.” 
  
“For example, in retirement savings plans, such as 401(k)s, most participants pick an asset allocation and then forget 
about it. In one study conducted in the late 1980s, participants in TIAA-CREF, the pension plan of many college 
professors, the median number of changes in the asset allocation of the lifetime of a professor was, believe it or not, 
zero.” 
  
“The combination of loss aversion with mindless choosing implies that if an option is designated as the “default,” it 
will attract a large market share. Default options thus act as powerful nudges.” 
  
“The credit card companies had a good intuitive understanding of what psychologists would come to call “framing.” 
The idea is that choices depend, in part, on the way in which problems are stated.” 
  
“In the language of economics, the group is said to display behavior that is dynamically inconsistent. Initially people 
prefer A to B, but they later choose B over A. We can see dynamic inconsistency in many places. On Saturday 
morning people might say that they prefer exercising to watching television, but once the afternoon comes, they are 
on the couch at home watching the football game. How can such behavior be understood? Two factors must be 
introduced in order to understand the cashew phenomenon: temptation and mindlessness.” 
  
“Most people realize that temptation exists, and they take steps to overcome it. The classic example is that of Ulysses, 
who faced the peril of the Sirens and their irresistible songs. While in a cold state, Ulysses instructed his crew to fill 
their ears with wax so that they would not be tempted by the music. He also asked the crew to tie him to the mast so 
that he could listen for himself but be restrained from submitting to the temptation to steer the ship closer when the 
music put him into a hot state.”  
 
“According to economic theory (and simple logic), money is “fungible,” meaning that it doesn’t come with labels. 
Twenty dollars in the rent jar can buy just as much food as the same amount in the food jar. But households adopt 
mental accounting schemes that violate fungibility for the same reasons that organizations do: to control spending. 
Most organizations have budgets for various activities, and anyone who has ever worked in such an organization 
has experienced the frustration of not being able to make an important purchase because the relevant account is 
already depleted. The fact that there is unspent money in another account is considered no more relevant than the 
money sitting in the rent jar on Dustin Hoffman’s kitchen counter.” 
  
“The moral is that people are paying less attention to you than you believe. If you have a stain on your shirt, don’t 
worry, they probably won’t notice. But in part because people do think that everyone has their eyes fixed on them, 
they conform to what they think people expect.” 
  
“It turns out that if you ask people, the day before the election, whether they intend to vote, you can increase the 
probability of their voting by as much as 25 percent! 22 Or suppose that the goal is to increase new purchases of a 
certain product, such as cell phones or automobiles. A study of a nationally representative sample of more than forty 
thousand people asked a simple question: Do you intend to buy a new car in the next six months? 23 The very 
question increased purchase rates by 35 percent.” 
  
“Self-control issues are most likely to arise when choices and their consequences are separated in time.” 



  
“There is a general point here. If consumers have a less than fully rational belief, firms often have more incentive to 
cater to that belief than to eradicate it. When many people were still afraid of flying, it was common to see airline 
flight insurance sold at airports at exorbitant prices. There were no booths in airports selling people advice not to 
buy such insurance. In many markets, firms will be competing for the same consumers but will be offering products 
that are not merely different but that directly oppose each other.” 
  
“Those doors are bad architecture because they violate a simple psychological principle with a fancy name: stimulus 
response compatibility. The idea is that you want the signal you receive (the stimulus) to be consistent with the 
desired action. When there are inconsistencies, performance suffers and people blunder.” 
  
“What can be done to help? We will be offering two central suggestions. The first is automatic enrollment in savings 
plans; the second is the Save More Tomorrow program. To understand why these nudges would work, and why 
they are not part of the usual economics repertoire, we need to step back a bit.” 
  
“For most of their time on earth, Humans did not have to worry much about saving for retirement, because most 
people did not live long enough to have much of a retirement period. In most societies, those who did make it to old 
age were cared for by their children. In the twentieth century, the combination of rising life expectancies and 
geographical dispersion of families made it necessary for people to think about providing for their own retirement 
income rather than depending on their children to do it. Both employers and governments began to take steps to 
help with this problem, with Bismarck’s early social security program in Germany leading the way in 1889.” 
  
“Libertarian paternalists care about freedom; they are skeptical about approaches that prevent people from going 
their own way. Some nudges are bad or just unwelcome, and all of us benefit if some of us are permitted to 
experiment. In many areas, we would like to create freedom where it does not now exist.” 
  
“The major problem, and our principal concern here, is that what is true for investments and prescription drugs is 
true for education as well: it is not enough to make lots of choices available and then hope parents choose wisely. 
School systems need to put parents in a position to think through their choices, and to exercise their freedom rather 
than to rely on the default option. Both parents and children need the right incentives. FDR’s “right to a good 
education” is not part of the Constitution, but it has become a cultural commitment, and a few simple steps could 
enable many more children to enjoy that right.” 
  
“In this book we have made two major claims. The first is that seemingly small features of social situations can have 
massive effects on people’s behavior; nudges are everywhere, even if we do not see them. Choice architecture, both 
good and bad, is pervasive and unavoidable, and it greatly affects our decisions. The second claim is that libertarian 
paternalism is not an oxymoron. Choice architects can preserve freedom of choice while also nudging people in 
directions that will improve their lives.” 
 


