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PUBLIC POLICIES AND LIBERTARIAN PATERNALISM: 
“NUDGING”
Murat Aydın1, İsmail Şiriner2

Abstract

One of the fundamental assumptions of neoclassical economics has been the utility maximization of individuals by tak-
ing rational decisions and longing for their own interests. On the contrary, behavioral economics stresses that utility max-
imization of individuals is affected by several factors such as cognitive boundaries, prejudices, routines, decision-making 
mechanisms, uncertainty and complexity. These factors also make it difficult for individuals to make decisions. Thus, be-
havioral economics proposed that ‘nudging’ could be a way of increasing individuals’ life quality, with their decisions be-
ing adjusted in a good direction. Moving from the idea that individuals cannot be rational every time, the aim of this 
chapter is to discuss pros and cons of applying libertarian paternalism in the public sphere of economy, health and taxa-
tion by conducting a literature review. Therefore, by emphasizing different public policies, this chapter contribute to the 
existing literature by increasing the decision-making ability of individuals. 

Keywords: State Policies, Libertarian Paternalism, Nudging, Behavioral Economics

Introduction

Various public policies are generated in many countries based on their economic, social, political and cultural 
characteristics. Therefore, governments use strong, mild or in-between libertarian public policies. While govern-
ments aim to eliminate some behaviors by implementing strong libertarian paternalism, they attempt to change 
some behaviors with high cost or low cost by using mild libertarian paternalism. In-between libertarian pater-
nalism mainly improves the faulty decision-making abilities of individuals to higher levels of decision-making. 

Libertarian paternalism is based on the rejection of the neoclassical economics theory that every human is a homo 
economicus, a theory that was shown to be consistently invalid. Thus, policies that are designed by policy mak-
ers should only be implemented when they secure welfare and a better state for citizens. However, this approach 
brings together several critics such as it restricts individual freedom, it is not necessarily based on moral values, it 
is difficult to control and it often favours individual interests of policy makers. By means of a literature review, 
this chapter aims to address the implementation of libertarian paternalism in public policies, with its negative and 
positive effects, as well as critical views. 

1. Public Policies

Public policies refer to a general entity where government actions are realized in order to reach the state objectives 
(Cochran & Malone, 2014, p. 3). Dye puts it as “choices of the government to do or not to do”. This includes 

1	 (Çanakkale Onsekiz Mart University), murataydin@comu.edu.tr, ORCID ID: 0000-0002-1866-1429
2	 (Batman University), ismail.siriner@batman.edu.tr, ORCID ID: 0000-0002-4647-2252
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the governments’ decision to go into action in order to overcome a problem or not. State policy also describes an 
action plan that guides a series of actions about a certain problem (Mackay, 2007, p. 1). Anderson also stresses 
that a public policy encompasses intended actions that form a whole (Şahnagil, 2017, p. 78). According to Hey-
wood (2015, p. 434), public policies are stated decisions of administrative units, which reflect governmental atti-
tudes in the level of intentions and behaviors in the level of actions, governmental activities in the level of results 
to the general sphere of the society. The public policy concept is widely used and frequently experienced in daily 
life. However, the concept can gain different meanings depending on the area in which it is applied and on the 
fact that individuals’ perceptions change based on the characteristics of these policies (Philip & Peter, 2013, p. 6). 
Therefore, there is no generally accepted definition of public policy (Cochran & Malone, 2014, p. 3).

The literature reports different definitions of public policies and different taxonomies. Lowi (1964) and Dunn 
(2018, p. 256) talks about the distributive, regulatory and re-distributive feature of public policies, McKinney and 
Howard (1998) refer to its fundamentalist and functionalist feature, Torjman (2005) discusses differences in pol-
icies with regard to concrete-administrative, vertical-horizontal, responsive-proactive, existent and futuristic pol-
icies and Demirhan (2016, pp. 55-57) stresses their objectives, scope, periods, effects, rationality. However, it is 
not possible to differentiate these classifications with clear boundaries. Because a classification based on objectives 
also includes other classifications based on scope and terms. 

The design and implementation of public policies bring together the policies of state institutions that represent 
the legislative, executive and judicial power (i.e., government, state bureaucracy, parliament and judicial bodies) 
to some extent. The policies of these institutions are affected by non-formal and civic actors. Moreover, not only 
domestic actors, but also international actors affect their policies, such as international institutions, multinational 
companies, global volunteers (Demirhan, 2016, p. 55; Kavak, 2016, pp. 85-117). 

2. Libertarian Paternalism 

The word paternalism comes from the Latin word ‘pater’ meaning father. It is mostly used in relation to father 
(Çalışkan & Özkoç, 2016, p. 241). The idea of ​​paternalism stems from the fact that states adopting the ideology 
of welfare want to protect the rights of their citizens (Köksal, 2011, p. 103). Here, the state assumes the role of a 
father and tries to make decisions on behalf of the child, with the idea that ‘I know what is the best rather than 
the child’ (Aydın, 2017, p. 153). Because the concept is derived from patriarchy, it is generally turned into a pro-
cess in which one protects the other like a father and expects loyalty and obedience in return (Köksal, 2011, p. 
103). Paternalism is also expressed by different concepts such as non-coercive abuse, benevolent dictatorship, and 
velvet gloves (Çalışkan & Özkoç, 2016, p. 241).

John Stuart Mill, in his book ‘On Freedom’ considered all kinds of paternalism to be legitimate with one simple 
reason and a very simple principle, regardless of whether it was realized by private individuals or the state. It is the 
‘harm principle’ (Coons & Weber, 2013, p. 1; Mill, 2003, p. 94; Ashford, 2018, p. 65). According to this principle,

“The sole purpose of legitimate use of force against any member of a civilized community against his will is to 
prevent harm to others. Whether in physical or moral terms, one’s own well-being is not sufficient assurance”.

The idea of preserving the “private sphere, which is a sine qua non of the ideal of freedom, does not allow any-
one to interfere with the right of another individual to decide. However, as the philosopher Don Brock states in 
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the paternalistic thought, it is for any person to interfere with his freedom for the sake of another person” (Ay-
dın, 2017, p. 153; White, 2013, p. 69).

Paternalism is classified in different ways. First of all, according to the purpose of protecting one’s self or others, 
the distinction between pure and impure paternalism is made (Aydın, 2017, pp. 155-159). That is:

•	 In pure paternalism, it is for one’s own good to allow another individual to restrict his or her freedom.

•	 In impure paternalism, it is possible to allow the freedom of another person to be restricted.

Another classification for paternalism is Hayry’s distinction between soft and hard paternalism (Aydın, 2017, pp. 
155-159).

•	 Soft paternalism emcompasses impulses that do not violate one’s autonomy much. As an example, the warn-
ing signs placed on cigarette packs.

•	 Hard paternalism encompasses interventions that violate one’s free will. It is divided into two types, as weak 
and strong:

o	 With weak paternalism it is possible to prevent a person from behaving in a way that he/she does not re-
ally want or choose. This can be seen in four different stages, namely individuals’ special situations, lack of 
control, lack of information, excessive impact. For example, the protection of children from electrical out-
lets.

o	 Strong paternalism interventions protect the individual against his/her actions, which include conscious (au-
tonomous and voluntary) risky choices. Preventing suicide is an example of strong paternalism.

Kirschgässner (2014, p. 4) classifies paternalism in three different types: strong, moderate and soft:

•	 Strong (or harsh) paternalism: Includes government orders and prohibitions.

•	 Moderate paternalism: Includes instruments such as taxes and subsidies.

•	 Soft (libertarian) paternalism: Providing information and presenting it appropriately. The classic example is the 
401(k) accounts in the US pension system.

Libertarian paternalism includes the claim of encouraging people to make choices if they have better decision-mak-
ing skills than making decisions based on imperfect decision-making skills (White, 2013, p. XIII). The term lib-
ertarian paternalism or “Liberal Patriarchal Approach” was first coined in 2008 by Richard H. Thaler and Cass 
R. Sunstein (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017). Libertarian paternalism recognizes the necessity of paternalism because 
of the presence of behavioral abnormalities, but is only intended to implement measures that do not restrict in-
dividuals’ decision-making (Kirschgässner, 2014).

In libertarian paternalism, the state intervenes with nudges in accordance with the rules formulated based on eth-
ical principles and may affect decisions that benefit all citizens (Neubauer, 2017, p. 5). Therefore, the idea of ​​lib-
ertarian paternalism may at first seem like an oxymoron (Högy, 2014, p. 2). Libertarian expresses the political 
philosophy that emphasizes individual freedom and opposes government intervention (Egan, 2017, p. 11), while 
paternalism involves the claim that one person knows better what is good for another person (White, 2013, p. 
69). Therefore, the concept differs considerably when dealing with individual freedoms. Individual preferences 
and resulting behavioral patterns are manifestations of free life, for which the state is not responsible and cannot 
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intervene. However, the findings of behavioral economics and psychology show that people’s decision-making pro-
cesses do not exhibit rigid rational behavior when subjected to systematic errors. Therefore, libertarian paternalists 
assume that it is possible and legitimate to influence decision-making behaviors with impulses to make people bet-
ter in terms of their own decisions (Högy, 2014, p. 2). As Sunstein and Thaler (2003, pp. 1-4) put forward, the 
idea of ​​libertarian paternalism may seem contradictory, but here both the private and public institutions respect 
the possible and legitimate freedom of choice that will affect behavior. They strive to move people towards a bet-
ter life. Because here, private and public planners not only try to follow the choices people prefer, but also con-
sciously try to move people in a direction that promotes their well-being (Urban, 2017, p. 5).

As Thaler and Sunstein (2017) stated in their work titled ‘Improving Decisions on Nudging, Health, Wealth and 
Happiness’, people are directed to be guided without prohibiting their behavior and restricting their freedom of 
choice. This implies that the nudge is in the sphere of libertarian paternalism. Libertarian paternalism goes be-
yond impulse, while impulse works independently of the factual knowledge and rational arguments within liber-
tarian paternalism (Hansen, 2016, p. 4). In order to understand libertarian paternalism, it is necessary to address 
the assumptions and the subject of nudge separately.

2.1. Assumptions of Libertarian Paternalism 

Under the assumptions of libertarian paternalism, in the following paragraphs people and economics, the choice 
architecture, the best choice and freedom of choice and whether or not paternalism is inevitable (Högy, 2014, p. 
2) are discussed.

•	 People and “Econs”

According to classical economics, all people are seen as homo economicus. Namely, people are thought of having 
the memory of Albert Einstein and the strong will of Mahatma Gandhi. However, in the words of Thaler and Sun-
stein (2017, p. 18), people are not like that in everyday life. Because they cannot multiply or divide large numbers 
without a calculator, sometimes they even forget their spouse’s birthday, they cannot remember different or can-
not make unbiased decisions. Therefore, they are not homo economicus but homo sapiens (human only). Behav-
ioral economists characterize human behavior by making this distinction. The differentiation corresponds to the 
image of two people who are diametrically opposite (Högy, 2014, p. 2). Thaler and Sunstein underline that there 
are two systems of grasping and comprehension (Table 1). These are the thought system and the automatic system.

Table 1: Comprehension and Grasping Systems 

Automatic System Thought System

•	 Uncontrolled
•	 Effortful 
•	 with association of ideas
•	 Rapid
•	 Unconscious
•	 Masterful

•	 Controlled 
•	 Effortless 
•	 Deductive
•	 Slow
•	 Conscious
•	 Based on Rules

Note: Adapted after Thaler and Sunstein (2017, p. 35).

As can be seen from Table 1, the automatic system and the thought system are diametrically opposite. Therefore, 
corresponding decisions will differ. In particular, the possibility of irrational decisions, contrary to popular belief, 
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is increasing. Kahneman and Tversky also stated that misconceptions as well as cognitive prejudices will often 
lead people to make irrational decisions (Bruttel & Stolley, 2014, p. 768). Kahneman (2011, p. 311) stated that, 
unlike “econs”, many people have a first system (automatic) and their worldviews are limited to the information 
obtained at a given moment. In other words, he emphasized that people could not be as stable and rational as 
“econs”, because they are sometimes generous, and often willing to contribute to the group to which they be-
longed. Objects and environments should be designed based on the basic characteristics of human beings because 
the world is composed of people, not “econs” (Thaler, Sunstein & Balz, 2010, p. 4).

•	 Selection Architecture: 

People want their perceived nudges and warnings to be compatible with the action they aim. If nudges and warn-
ings are not compatible, their performance is negatively affected. As a result of the action, undesirable, silly, funny, 
or strange mistakes may occur. For example, green signs in traffic mean go, flat plates mean push me, and big arms 
or stalks say pull me. When people try to go to the green stop sign, they try to pull some doors in the place to 
be pushed. This is because there is an architectural error in adapting to the basic principles of human psychology. 
For this reason, selection architects should adopt the same logic when making decisions. People have the power 
to influence their choices indirectly. This makes them the architect of choice (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, p. 53).

The fact that the fuel caps of vehicles are connected to the car with a plastic tie (maximum value of ten cents) 
prevents the loss of the caps, while the fact that the pump heads are different for gasoline and diesel in some gas 
stations can prevent serious economic losses and stress by eliminating the possibility of putting a different fuel 
into the tank. Contrary to popular belief, architects of choice do not always have the best ideas for peoples’ inter-
ests. For example, menu designers want to promote profitable items by printing in bold. In some magazine sub-
scriptions, a free subscription can be provided for three months. Then, the subscription fee can be debited auto-
matically without any warning. These are bad examples for architects of choice (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, p. 53, 
112-121; Thaler, Sunstein & Balz, 2010, pp. 3-4).

Many institutions and organizations in the public and private sectors have found that people now have irrational 
decisions that may arise from deformed and neglected options. Therefore, it is argued that selection architecture 
should be implemented if the choices made by the selectors or the selection architects are trying to influence life 
in a way that makes them better, as they understand it. Selection architects can force selectors to make their own 
choices, which is called “necessary choice” or “commanded choice” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, p. 16). If anything 
you do affects the way people choose, then there is selection architecture (White.net, 2014). But it is important 
to remember that a good selection architecture system helps people to make better choices by improving their 
planning skills. Choices of people should be directed by planning how to present the options. For this, informa-
tion about the various options should be made easier to use. When buying apples to make a glass of apple juice, 
it is also important to know that it is necessary to buy three apples. Thaler and Sunstein (2017, pp. 16, 124-125, 
133) offer six sketches for good selection architecture. These are expressed as incentives, understanding planning, 
faults and omissions, warning and information, waiting for error, and planning complex choices.

•	 Best Choice and the Freedom of Choice 

The concept of rationality comes to mind when it comes to best choice. Rational means reasonable, based on the 
rules of reason, measured, rational and affordable. Neoclassical economic approach, while already explaining hu-
man behavior, accepts that the individual is rational in all conditions and situations, has unlimited willpower, and 
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pursues own interests. Many economic thinkers, particularly Smith and Bentham, have also examined the impact 
of preferences and beliefs on economic decisions. However, the relationship between psychology and economics 
has been broken by the dominance of neoclassical thinking and this relationship has now settled on a mathemat-
ical level (Kitapcı, 2017, p. 86).

The most important criticism of the neoclassical rational choice theory was made by Herbert Simon (1979) with 
limited rationality. Simon’s thoughts are based on a man of limited knowledge and mind rather than an economic 
man. He stated that people do not take all options into consideration when making decisions, but try to make 
decisions within their own limitations. Thus, people are rational but also they are limited. In Simon’s words, “de-
cision units face a number of cognitive limitations in making decisions. Therefore, the limits of information and 
its capacity to process information allow us to maintain rationality to a certain stage” (Altunöz & Altunöz, 2016, 
pp. 38-39).

Akerlof and Shiller (2010, pp. 23-26) stated that “animal spirits” can affect economic as well as non-economic 
decisions. Animal spirits refer to mental energy and life force. Human psychology can be affected by five funda-
mental spirits such as justice, trust, corruption and anti-social behaviour, the illusion of money and stories. In ad-
dition, many of the characteristics of human behaviour, which are not tackled by standard economics, are “behav-
ioural decisions, excessive avoidance of losses, framing effect, self-serving bias, herd psychology, hedonism, snob 
effect, prejudices, gambler trap, backward vision, altruism and mental accounting have been put forward by be-
havioural economics. This situation also expanded the framework of standard economics (Altunöz & Altunöz, 
2016; Diamond & Vartianien, 2016, p. 1).

Research shows that people cannot use all information effectively in the case of both incomplete and excessive in-
formation. Therefore, it has been suggested that rational choice theory is a complex one (Yaşar, 2016, p. 13). It is 
emphasized that irrational decisions can be made in uncertain and complex situations due to the effects of many 
factors such as emotion, culture, ethics, environment, economic conditions, the difficulty of accessing full infor-
mation, the presence of asymmetric information situation, as well as decision-makers (Bookstore, 2017, p. 92).

The fact that people are not rational in many decisions they make does not mean that all decisions can be made 
directly on their behalf. In other words, within the decision-making process, it is recommended to implement 
measures with no full limitation effect via nudging. Particularly, without limiting freedom of choice, the deci-
sion-making process is improved so that they can make the right decisions. For example, telling persons who want 
to make apple juice that they should buy three apples, or making fruit more appealing than junk food are ap-
proaches that respect the freedom of choice. Here, selection architects have the responsibility of organizing these 
approaches only when people decide on any issue (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, p. 13).

•	 Is Paternalism Inevitable? 

Behavioral economists argue that people are unpredictably irrational in a number of ways, and as a result, the de-
sign of public policies plays an important role in improving decision-making. Behavioral economists working on 
this issue have identified a number of obstacles that make it difficult for people to make choices that best serve 
their interests (Gill & Gill, 2012, pp. 1-2). The presence of these barriers also necessitates paternalism. In fact, 
libertarian paternalists have deemed it possible and legitimate to influence peoples’ decision-making behavior 
with impulses. Because many factors such as people having self-control problems and careless choices can inevita-
bly lead to bad results. For example, many practices, such as continuing to smoke despite the fact that smoking 
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is known to be harmful, and continuing to consume junk food despite the fact that overly fatty, salty and sugary 
foods are known to be harmful to health, require people to be poked according to libertarian paternalists (Thaler 
& Sunstein, 2017, p. 13).

Sometimes it is possible that selectors abide by the logic that “if I do not do something, there is no problem, 
everything will continue as it is”. However, this idea may not always be true. For example, with a chainsaw or a 
lawnmower, people may be injured, disabled or even killed as a result of a slight thoughtfulness. However, some 
machines have a dead man switch, they automatically turn themselves off when the hand is pulled (Thaler & 
Sunstein, 2017, pp. 53, 112-121; Thaler, Sunstein & Balz, 2010, pp. 3-4). This reveals the necessity of selection 
architecture or in other words a paternalist approach.

Although market competition often yields good results, in some cases companies may benefit from the weaknesses 
of people and lead to poor profitability. For example, in the advertisements of many insurance companies, there 
are conditions that mislead and deceive people. Sometimes it is unclear what will be received in exchange for in-
surance. Or many goods have unnecessarily extended warranties. Often, if consumer logic is not strong, com-
panies may prefer to encourage it rather than destroy it (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, pp. 99-109). This situation 
again leads to the necessity of paternalism. The problem of asymmetric information should be solved and better 
decisions should be taken.

Libertarian paternalism is therefore seen as a form of economic and political regulation that encompasses neither 
the left, nor the right, the liberal, the conservative or the social democratic political spectrum. It is even referred 
to as the real third way of the 21st century public policy. Because the basis of this approach is called non-intrusive 
according to their representatives (Neumann, 2013, p. 3).

2.2. Nudging

In this chapter, the concept of nudge is seen as a form of choice architecture that can direct human behaviours in 
a predictable way without prohibiting options or changing economic incentives too much. For example, the pro-
hibition of products to ensure that no prepared food or junk food is eaten is not a nudge. However, it is a nudge 
to ensure that the fruit is taken into consideration more than junk food (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, pp. 15-17).

The perspective of libertarian paternalism is actually the main theme of nudging. Because nudging acts as a tool 
to consciously follow certain political, economic or social intentions. For this reason, the work of Thaler and Sun-
stein was entitled Improving Decisions on Nudge, Health, Wealth and Happiness. Nudging is described as a tool to 
promote health, wealth and happiness (Urban, 2017, pp. 5-6). In general, nudging slogans are used to mobilize 
someone for happiness (Hansen, 2016, pp. 19). 

There are some assumptions about the human nature accepted by the nudge theory. Namely, human beings 
(Altunöz & Altunöz, 2016, p. 116):

•	 Focus on things that will provide maximum benefit (or profit);

•	 imitation is an important behaviour;

•	 give too much importance to visual characteristics;

•	 do not find enough power to solve difficulties they face.
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Behavioral research suggests that many details that are often considered small and insignificant in people’s lives 
can actually change their behavior significantly by “nudges” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, p. 14).

3. Applicability of Libertarian Paternalism in the Design of Public Policies 

There are three different tools that policy makers can use to ensure the implementation of policies. These consist 
of orders and prohibitions, financial incentives (taxes and subsidies) and persuasion and warnings (van Oorschot 
et al., 2013, p. 3). As Kirschgässner puts it, while it is possible to eliminate certain behaviors with orders and pro-
hibitions, it is possible to make certain behaviors stronger or weaker with financial incentives or to influence be-
haviors by providing information only with libertarian paternalism (Kirschgässner, 2014, p. 4).

The basic assumption underlying the concept of libertarian paternalism is based on the necessity to distinguish 
between “right” (long-term) and “real” (short-term) choices. Because it is possible that short-term preferences are 
biased for many reasons that behavioral economists put forward. The aim here is to ensure that the differences 
between short-term and long-term preferences are not closed by strong and moderate paternalist approaches but 
by methods of libertarian paternalist “nudges” by eliminating information asymmetry (Kirschgässner, 2014, p. 4).

In standard welfare economics, it is accepted that people act according to their own preferences. This raises the 
problem of how to behave in public policies when the behaviours of an individual or household are not compat-
ible with the preferences that may be related to welfare and policy analysis (Stern, 2016, p. 78). Experimental lit-
erature in behavioral economics also reveals that many events that are quite irrelevant for decision-making in the 
standard model may actually have a major impact beyond what is anticipated (Saez, 2016, p. 81). Because indi-
vidual preferences may or may not be affected by public activities themselves (Stern, 2016, p. 78). However, many 
people who adopt freedom of choice often want to be given the right to choose by refusing any patriarchal inter-
vention. According to them, many elected government officials or appointed bureaucrats can sometimes think of 
their own interests in the first place. The beneficiary may also take into account the narrow wishes of the interest 
groups. At this point, it is possible to increase the risk of errors, and incidents such as biases and deceptions can 
scale up to serious levels. For all these reasons, it is argued that nudges about command, needs and prohibitions 
should exist (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, pp. 21-23).

Many people often think that they can make the right choice for their own interests, or at least do better for 
themselves than others. However, Thaler and Sunstein revealed that this thought may be a false thought contrary 
to what is believed (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, p. 21). Kahneman (2011, pp. 18-19), in his book “Thinking Fast 
and Slow”, examined both the variables of intuitive thinking such as expert and short path, and the fully auto-
matic mental activities of perception and memory. Therefore, it was important to understand that the so-called 
“nudges” are different, as behavioral economists have stated. It is stated that policy makers should avoid regula-
tions such as prohibitions and orders that limit the choice of people, but behavioral science can be used to guide 
people to better choices (Hansen, 2016, p. 1). 

Most important applications of libertarian paternalism such as individual savings, organ donations, energy sav-
ings, traffic accidents and fight against obesity belong to the public. Ministries, autonomous bodies, private and 
non-profit research organizations with behavioral insights implement public policies worldwide. The policies im-
plemented by the public are aimed at improving people’s lives and influencing results to a great extent. Most of 
these policies cost either very little or nothing. They increase the importance of libertarian paternalism. In addition, 
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selectors are ultimately human. They may neglect, forget, or act carelessly. Therefore, it is stated that the role of 
the public as a policy designer should be to make life as easy as possible and emphasize some of the simplest 
things. For example, on dangerous highways, by drawing simple lines on lanes, drivers can notice the distances, 
speed limits and can immediately slow down after seeing a warning (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017, p. 20, 26, 56). As 
a result of this simple warning, loss of property and life from traffic accidents can be prevented to a great extent.

Despite these positive aspects of libertarian paternalism, there are also criticisms regarding: normality, rational-
ity, human development, choice, individuality and special interests. This approach actually ignores many aspects 
such as: being free to take risks and making mistakes, which is important for individuals to develop their prefer-
ence capacities better; having individuals to rely on whether they do participate in obtaining results or not; the 
purpose of facilitating individual choices is not so clear in practice. These criticisms can be listed under six groups 
as follows (Gill & Gill, 2012, pp. 3-5):

•	 Behavioral economists have shown that many people actually make wrong decisions although they think they 
are rational. This is a claim that bothers individuals, especially because the administrative mechanism or ex-
perts that make decisions state that they know the factors related to individual decision-making when decid-
ing. Although individuals do not agree with results, they have to rely on them. Deciding that something is a 
mistake brings insensitivity to non-expert criticism.

•	 Following the policy objective, criticisms are launched to increase the harmonization of individuals’ behav-
iour according to accepted norms of rationality. When the decision-making behavior of individuals is evalu-
ated based on rational choice theory, it is observed that the ideal rational choices do not always reveal the de-
sired results of these individuals.

•	 Being free to take risks and make mistakes is important for individuals in order to develop their preference ca-
pacity. However, while libertarian paternalists are justified in impartial, open, and non-sensational public rec-
ommendations, learning to determine the best choice in certain situations hinders the development of practi-
cal skills in choosing the right one (Kirschgässner, 2014, p. 20).

•	 The purpose of libertarian paternalism – to facilitate individual choice – is not so clear in practice. In real life, 
human choices are often contradictory and blurred. A patient’s desire for first-line drugs contradicts his will 
that he should not use second-line drugs.

•	 Individual-centred solutions may not always be appropriate, as obvious errors in the judgment of individu-
als do not always occur at the individual level. For example, eating excessive food can be interpreted as over-
estimating the current individual consumption. This way, libertarian paternalist policies can be applied in the 
form of warnings regarding health problems related to obesity. However, this interpretation does not take into 
account factors such as socio-economic status, physical design of the environment, socio-cultural norms and 
costs, laws, policies, behaviors.

•	 Libertarian paternalist techniques can cause problems when used by private interests. Thaler and Sunstein (2009) 
argue that too much choice will adversely affect consumers’ decision-making, leading to lower demand. Pri-
vate companies use various techniques to keep their customers confused. For example, some companies apply 
colour coding to certain products to limit customer preferences. Other companies reduce the number of their 
products, and some top-level restaurants do not offer consumers any choice.
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Conclusion

Individuals’ decisions are affected by and vary according to environmental conditions, economic conditions, eth-
ical values, emotional state. When cognitive boundaries, prejudices, routines and systematic errors, decision-mak-
ing habits, uncertain and complex situations are added, it becomes more difficult to exhibit rational behavior. It 
is even stated that organizations (just like individuals) can be far from complete rationality due to internal and 
external factors. Therefore, in order to prevent irrational decisions, decision-making behaviors must be influenced 
by nudges, which make people better off in terms of their own decisions.

Libertarian paternalists argue that it is possible to increase both individual and social well-being by making pub-
lic policy and decision-making skills better than making decisions based on imperfect decision-making skills. This 
claim brings together a lot of criticism, which can be interpreted both from a positive and negative stance. The 
positive aspects of libertarian paternalist thought are as follows:

•	 It directs human behavior through knowledge to increase prosperity in “health, wealth and happiness” with-
out banning options and changing incentives.

•	 It has the intention to implement measures that do not restrict individuals’ decision-making and respect indi-
vidual freedom.

•	 It is both easy to apply, with very low or no cost.

•	 People may neglect, forget or be careless by nature. It may be good for the public to make life as easy as pos-
sible and to keep in mind some of the simplest things.

•	 When decisions on health, wealth and happiness are improved, this will not only benefit individuals but also 
generate significant gains for the public. Politicians will also be successful as a result of the right nudges.

Besides the positive aspects of the libertarian paternalist approach, there are negative aspects that should not be 
ignored. These are the following:

•	 Many negative impulses may emerge at the point of departure from ethical rules.

•	 In cases where ethical rules are discarded, there is a question of what will happen if a chance of choice is re-
moved following a policy of nudges.

•	 If, for example, people are driven to the automatic pension system, this may fit their long-term (for undecided, 
wrong decision-makers) interests. However, the question of how well the return of this preference will be com-
pared to other investment areas such as foreign exchange, repo, gold, stock exchange and real estate cannot be 
answered. This implies that although the nudge is apparently good, it may not be “good in the long run com-
pared to other investment instruments” (Thaler and Sunstein, 2017).

•	 The people, the strategies and the ethical values used to achieve control are problematic issues if the public sec-
tor, private sector, non-governmental organizations or international organizations and companies apply nudg-
ing to every domain.

•	 Some elected government officials and appointed bureaucrats may be able to make decisions based on their 
own interests, as well as the narrow aspirations of interest groups.

•	 The fact that individuals may inadvertently act irrationally (e.g., while developing public policies, some MPs 
approve decisions they do not want simply because these are advocated by their party) is ignored.
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•	 The freedom of individuals to take risks and make mistakes will be hampered. This will create a community 
that fits the decisions of others.

•	 Individuals’ choices are often contradictory and blurred. Therefore, one should pay attention to the situations 
before including them into nudges.

In the design of public policies, it should be considered that the libertarian paternalist approach may have pos-
itive as well as negative aspects. Hence, such policies should be designed considering they could be compatible 
with strong and medium paternalist approaches, and they could even strengthen one another.
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