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This review article provides a new perspective on the ethics of
green nudging. We advance a new model for assessing the
ethical permissibility of green nudges (GNs). On this model,
which provides normative guidance for policymakers, a GN is
ethically permissible when the intervention is (1) efficacious, (2)
cost-effective, and (3) the advantages of the GN (i.e. reducing
the environmental harm) are not outweighed by countervailing
costs/harms (i.e. for nudgees). While traditional ethical
objections to nudges (paternalism, etc.) remain potential
normative costs associated with GNs, any such costs must be
weighed against the injunction to reduce environmental harm to
third parties.
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Introduction

Most sustainability scientists recognize that human
behavior is a key leverage point for transforming socio-
ecological systems [1], mitigating anthropogenic climate
change [2-4], and fostering biodiversity conservation
[5,6]. One promising behavioral policy intervention type
among sustainability scientists is ‘green nudges’ (GNs).

Unlike ordinary ‘welfarist nudges’ (WNs), which aim to
make nudgees better-off by their own subjective stan-
dards, GNs aim to promote environmentally benign
behavior to reduce environmental harm to third
parties [7].’

While the prospect of GNs has been judged favorably
among sustainability scientists, some scholars have
raised ethical objections against nudging in general.
Nudging can be paternalistic and violate individual au-
tonomy [8-11]. Others have suggested that nudging is
disrespectful or insulting [12]. Sustainability scientists
who endorse GNs should take these objections seriously.

We argue that even if such objections succeed against
WN:s, they have less traction against GNs. Why? There
is a significant ethical difference between intervening to
make people better-off by their own standards and in-
tervening to reduce harm to a third party. Other things
being equal, GNs are more easily justified than WNss.

By synthesizing a small and fragmented literature, we
provide a new perspective on the ethics of GNs
[7,13-15]. We advance a new model — the Pro Tanto
Model — for assessing the ethical permissibility of GNs.
On this model, which is designed to provide high-level
normative guidance for policymakers, a GN is ethically
permissible when the intervention is efficacious, cost-
effective, and has advantages (i.e. reducing the en-
vironmental harm to others) that are not outweighed by
countervailing costs or harms for nudgees. While tradi-
tional ethical objections to WNs present potential nor-
mative costs associated with GNs, these costs must be
weighed against the injunction to reduce harm to third
parties. We conclude by suggesting that, in some cases,
GNs might not only be permissible but a moral ob-
ligation.

Welfarist nudges versus green nudges
Welfarist nudges

For decades, behavioral scientists have shown that
people make mistakes or errors in choice situations, from
the perspective of rational choice theory [1,16].

7 All nudges are aspects of the choice architecture that predictably
alter people’s behavior without forbidding any options or significantly
changing their economic incentives [20)].
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Individuals are subject to a host of psychological biases
and have been shown to exhibit preference reversals,
weakness of will, and a lack of self-control in decision-
making contexts [16-19]. WNs are interventions that
exploit these biases to predictably alter behavior without
significantly changing economic incentives (prices) (e.g.
changing the default option in retirement plans as opt-in
or arranging healthy food in a salient spot in cafeterias).
To count as WNs, those who are nudged, called nud-
gees, must be made better-off by their own subjective
standards [20,21]. Nudges are often claimed to be more
consistent with libertarian principles than various forms
of regulation, such as banning activities or taxation [22]
because the former are presumably easy to avoid.
Nudges preserve option-freedom.

Ethical objections against welfarist nudges

WNs have been subject to two main ethical objections.”
First, scholars have argued that WNs are paternalistic
[8,9]. WNs typically involve an authority, such as a
policymaker, intervening in a person’s ‘choice archi-
tecture’ to help them make better decisions. Some
scholars thus argue that regulating a person’s behavior
merely for the purpose of benefiting them is unjustified
and objectionably paternalistic. Second, WNs may vio-
late individual autonomy [10].” Some WNs, particularly
those that are difficult to detect, risk abrogating the
nudgee’s control over their personal evaluations, delib-
erations, and choices. This has led some scholars to
argue that policymakers should strive to preserve the
autonomy of nudgees by rationally persuading them ra-
ther than circumventing their faculty of rationality.'’
These objections to nudging should give sustainability
scientists pause when promoting nudges that aim to
bolster a desired behavior, pro-environmental or
otherwise.

Green nudges

What are GNs? Broadly construed, GNs involve the use
of behavioral insights to tackle environmental problems.
In his overview of GNs, Christian Schubert defines them
as a subset of “nudges that aim at promoting en-
vironmentally benign behavior” [7]. We accept this basic
definition but refine it further. GNs are behavioral inter-
ventions that aim fo reduce or eliminate environmentally
mediated harms to a third party."" For the most part, it will
be useful to consider GNs as interventions designed and

8 Two peripheral objections to WNs include being disrespectful and
insulting toward nudgees [12].

? Others argue that nudges are autonomy-damaging when they cause
inconsistent preferences or induce preference change that disturbs the
coherence of a person’s all-things considered preferences [11,13].

19 Nudges contrast with ‘boosts,” which are behavioral interventions
that target an individual’s skills and knowledge, the available set of
decision tools, or the environment in which decisions are made [23].
" Harm as evaluated by the agents themselves.

deployed to reduce negative environmental ex-
ternalities. We return to this point below.

What are the main differences between GNs and WN5s?
While GNs aim to reduce environmentally mediated
harm (‘environmental harm’) associated with a negative
externality, collective action problem, or a social di-
lemma, WNs aim to make nudgees better-off by their
own subjective standards.'” Compared with a WN, an
efficacious GN primarily benefits a different group than
the one intervened on, namely, those who would have
been harmed without the GN. Crucially, however, GNs
might have welfare effects for nudgees as well, leaving
them potentially worse-off, equally well-off, or better-
off, even when the policymaker intends only to reduce
environmental harm to a third party."”’

As depicted in Table 1 below, scientists and scholars
have identified at least three different types of GNis,
including ‘signaling a green self-image,” ‘following the
herd,” and ‘green defaults’ [7].

GNs designed to maintain a green self-image generally
simplify product information on packaging or make
certain characteristics more salient based on pre-existing
consumer preferences to practice ‘green behavior’ and
thereby maintain a positive self-image.'” ‘Following the
herd,” GNs typically stimulate concerns over social
status, social norms, or identity competition between
nudgees to emulate the green behaviors of others in
one’s social group. The third type of GN makes default
options green.

There are at least two arguments for reducing harm to
third parties: one accepted by medical practitioners and
some philosophers, and the other favored by environ-
mental economists and policymakers generally. The
ancient Greek physician, Hippocrates, argued that
medical practitioners have a duty to do no harm. “First,

2 On our account, GNs are a subset of social nudges (the provision of

the public good in question involves an environmental externality
problem). Social nudges are interventions that “encourage the volun-
tary provision of public goods, which are characterized by nonrivalry
and nonexcludability (it is impossible or difficult to exclude people
from benefiting from the goods)” [13].

> Pure GNis should be distinguished from another class of GNs: /y-
brid GNs (HGNs). HGNss generally aim to reduce harm to a third party
and leave nudgees better-off, simultaneously. For example, people
have been nudged toward healthy patterns of consumption (making
healthy choices) that, as a consequence, reduce environmental harm
and make nudgees better-off [14,35]. Because GNs and HGNs are
distinct, one should expect that, other things being equal, the ethical
permissibility of GNs and HGNs may not always coincide. This short
review article focuses on pure GNs.

4 Merely supplying consumers with information may not constitute a
nudge [10]. There is a substantial literature in economics that models
ecolabels as information provision for ‘credence attributes’ of a good
apart from any assumptions of behavioral foibles (e.g. [36]).
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Table 1
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Three types of GNs.

GN type Example Representative studies
Signaling a green self- Eco-labeling — Organizations label their products in ways that highlight the ‘green’ [24-26]
image elements, with the intention to increase visibility and sales of the product based on
consumers’ desire to buy ‘green products.’
Following the herd Towel reuse by hotel guests — using descriptive social norms to encourage guests to [27-29]
reuse their towels because that is what the other guests are doing.
Green defaults Automatic enroliment in a green energy option, subject to opt-out. [30-34]

do no harm” (primum non nocere) is widely known as the
‘Hippocratic Oath.’"” Setting aside potential objections
to this duty for the moment, one might suppose that an
argument for reducing harm to a third party can be
constructed as follows: 1) an activity is harming others; 2)
people have a negative duty to do no harm to others; 3)
therefore, those engaged in the harmful activity should
cease and desist. If sound, this argument provides
grounds for individuals to stop activities harming a third

party.

A second argument, the policymaker’s argument con-
cerning social welfare optimization, runs as follows: 1)
there is a negative environmental externality (third-party
spillover) associated with the consumption or production
of some good or service, X; 2) reducing an externality
increases social welfare'; 3) other things being equal,
policymakers should aim to increase social welfare; 4)
therefore, policymakers may intervene in some way to
curb an externality and thus bring about the socially
optimal quantity of X.

Generally, goods, services, and activities generating ne-
gative externalities are overproduced in underregulated
markets. For the sake of Pareto efficiency, these activ-
ities should be curtailed — ideally to the point where
the overall costs to society of an additional increment of
the good, service, or activity are just balanced by its
benefits [38]."

To be clear, economic analysis generally concerns costs
rather than harms. While any reduction in welfare con-
stitutes a cost, we consider ‘harm’ to be a subset of non-
negligible costs that require redress [39,40]. None-
theless, environmental economists tend to ascribe policy

5 The philosopher Thomas Pogge [37] has argued that in realizing
global justice, we have a negative duty to do no harm.

16 The truth of this premise depends on the details of a specific
policy, including the costs of implementing the policy relative to the
benefits brought about by the policy. These types of concerns, how-
ever, are outside the scope of this short article. The aim here is to
outline the standard economic argument for policy interventions to
reduce negative environmental externalities.

7 An outcome is Pareto efficient if there is no possible reallocation of
resources that could improve the welfare of one agent without reducing
the welfare of another agent.

relevance to negative externalities in a way that tracks
the ‘harm principle’ of liberal theory, which holds that
state interference is limited to preventing harm to third
parties [41,42].

On our account, GNs are one type of policy intervention
that can reduce environmental harms to third parties.
We assume that such interventions, when efficacious,
help to move in the direction of the social optimum.'”

The ethics of green nudging: a fragmented
literature

The ethics of GNs has been broached by several scho-
lars, but the literature remains fragmented and under-
developed. Kasperbauer [15] argues that GNs designed
to promote sustainable energy consumption and pro-
duction are ethical, but he reaches this conclusion by
responding to the standard objections to WNs. Yet, there
is a significant ethical difference between interventions
to make someone better-off and interventions to reduce
harm to a third party. Analyzing GNs as if they were
WNs yields an incomplete picture of the ethical per-
missibility of GNs.

Without referring to GNs specifically, Sunstein [43] and
Guala and Mittone [14] recognize the special ethical
considerations that arise with ‘market failure nudges’ or
social nudges in general. Sunstein states, “if the gov-
ernment is trying to reduce a collective action problem
that produces high levels of pollution, it does not raise
the kinds of ethical concerns that come into play if the
government is acting paternalistically. It follows that
market failure nudges should not be especially con-
troversial in principle” [43]."” Similarly, Guala and Mit-
tone [14] argue that, holding other factors constant, if the
consequences of behavior are entirely private, then the
ethical case for nudging is much weaker than in cases
characterized by the motivation to reduce harm. When
conduct harms third parties, the justification for nudging
is stronger than the justification of nudging for purely

'8 Other interventions to address a negative environmental externality
include voluntary collective action, Coasean bargaining, ‘market-
based’ approaches such as pollution taxes or ‘cap and trade’ programs,
or conventional regulatory approaches [38].

!9 Also, see Ref. [44].
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welfarist considerations.”’ For both Sunstein [43] and
Guala and Mittone [14], GNs are distinct from WNs and
this fact warrants a separate and distinct ethical analysis.
As we see it, our analysis below is consistent with Sun-
stein [43] and Guala and Mittone [14].

Arguably, the most sophisticated attempt to establish a
framework for assessing the ethical quality of GNs is due
to Schubert [7]. In short, Schubert argues that GNs
should (1) respect autonomy, (2) avoid interfering with a
person’s private ability to self-legislate, and (3) be fair.”’
On this account, (1)—(3) appear to be necessary and
sufficient for the ethical permissibility of GNs. However,
it remains unclear how the imperative to reduce harm to
third parties is to be weighed against (1)-(3), a question
that becomes especially palpable when GNs mitigate
the risk of catastrophic environmental harms to third
parties. Schubert’s framework stops short of system-
atically assessing the ethical permissibility of GNs.

The Pro Tanto Model

Our main question is this: under what conditions are
GNss ecthically permissible? Let us begin with a strong
proposal that people have a negative duty to do no harm
to others and that some activity is known to be causing a
non-negligible environmental harm to a third party,
which may include members of present and future
generations.”” The harm could be ordinary (e.g. losing
$100) or catastrophic (the expected consequences of
unmitigated anthropogenic climate change).”” Suppose
further that when there is an activity causing such harm,
an authority, such as a policymaker, has reason to curtail
the activity. There is a cheap and efficacious GN avail-
able. Is the GN permissible?

Below, Figure 1 shows the relevant welfare con-
sequences and permissibility or impermissibility of a GN
grounded by a negative duty to do no harm. The minus
signs indicate negative net welfare effects, the plus signs
indicate positive net welfare effects, ‘0’ indicates no
change in net welfare. Because every GN is assumed to
be efficacious, they have a positive net welfare effect
(harm is reduced) for the relevant third party. However,
GNs may simultaneously leave nudgees worse-off (e.g.
by violating their autonomy or creating an incon-
venience), equally well-off, or better-off (e.g. by

%0 Nagatsu [13] analyzes two ethical objections to ‘social nudges’
(behavioral interventions that aim to facilitate voluntary cooperation in
social dilemma situations) and concludes that neither objection is de-
finitive.

21 Gchubert [7] determines fairness according to 1) the ‘redistributive
impact’ of nudges; and 2) nudges’ risk of distracting attention away
from socio-institutional factors that cause sustainability problems.

2 For considering third parties beyond the human species, see
Ref. [46].

2 For more on this distinction, seec Refs. [47-49].

unintentionally encouraging welfare-improving deci-
sions). Because we are supposing that there is a negative
duty to do 7o harm, GNs that cause any harm are im-
permissible. The impermissibility of GNs are re-
presented by the cells shaded with 77 in Figure 1.
Conversely, harmless GNs eliminate or reduce harm to
third parties without reducing anyone’s welfare, in-
cluding that of nudgees. Other things being equal, these
GNss are permissible, as represented by the cells shaded
with green. Permissible GNs achieve their intended
goal, which is to eliminate harm to third parties, while
abiding by the negative duty to do no harm. In other
words, permissible GNs are permissible by the ‘no harm’
principle when they create a Pareto improvement [45].

While grounding the permissibility of GNs with a ne-
gative duty to do no harm might appear to track our
ethical intuitions, this principle will encounter problems
in many policy contexts. For example, a negative duty to
do no harm is silent in contexts when every GN leaves at
least one person worse-off. While it seems reasonable to
suppose that a GN that causes a small quantity of harm
to a few people is preferable to a GN that causes a large
quantity of harm for many, a negative duty to do no harm
fails to discriminate between such GNs. Both are
harmful and, therefore, impermissible. Second — and
relatedly — it seems reasonable to suppose that some
GNs should be permissible, even if they cause some
harm to some nudgees. For example, there is a case to be
made for a GN that causes minimal harm for some while
simultaneously blocking a significant harm (catastrophic
environmental outcome). Yet, if policymakers ground
the permissibility of GNs with a negative duty to do no
harm, the intervention would be ruled out @ priori.

An alternative principle, one that is pragmatic and fa-
miliar to social scientists, grounds the ethical permissi-
bility of GNs in maximizing social utility (or welfare). 'This
principle begins by expressing harms in terms of welfare
effects and then defines a social welfare function de-
fining a social preference ranking resolving how gains
and losses in individual welfare are to be traded off
against one another [50]. This ranking enables policy-
makers to evaluate the trade-off between harms created
by a GN and harms that would be imposed on third
parties without the GN.”* Suppose, for example, that a
certain GN would violate the right to autonomy for a
small segment of the population but would also prevent
the violation of a right to life for a significant number of
people. While the principle ‘do no harm’ seems to pre-
clude any action in this case, the social utility principle

% Our analysis takes into consideration a broad range of noneconomic

goods, such as respect and individual autonomy. Violations of au-
tonomy, disrespect, and (objectionable forms of) paternalism count as
reasons against the ethical permissibility of GNs.

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2023, 60:101236
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Figure 1 Figure 2
Net Welfare Effects Net Welfare Effects
Prevented Prevented
Environmental Unintended Intended Environmental Unintended Intended
H Harms
arms Nudged Third Party Third
Nudged Party
: +
Ordinary Ordinary _ +
(small)
= s +
Catastrophic + )
Catastrophic (small) | qarge)

The consequences of an efficacious GN (Do No Harm to Others).

dictates that a GN is permissible if the harm (cost) cre-
ated by the policy is outweighed by the harm avoided by
the policy.

If policymakers also accept something akin to John
Stuart Mill’s [41] ‘harm principle,” then an activity that
harms others provides an authority, such as a govern-
ment or policymaker, with a pro fanto reason to regulate
that activity. There may be countervailing reasons
against regulating a harmful activity (the regulation
might cause harm), but an authority always has a pro
tanto reason to regulate it. On this account, policymakers
have a special pro tanto reason to reduce an activity
known to be harming a third party. GNs aim to weigh
the costs and benefits of the policy to the point where
the social benefits of reducing the harmful activity
through the GN exceed the social costs.

On the Pro Tanto Model, a GN is permissible if and only
if the GN is efficacious, cost-effective, and the ad-
vantages of the GN (reducing the harm to a socially
acceptable level) are not outweighed by countervailing
reasons (significant harms for nudgees). This model is
compatible with political liberalism, broadly construed,
since restricting someone’s liberty to prevent them from
harming others is generally seen as permissible and
justified.

Figure 2 depicts the relevant consequences associated
with an efficacious GN that aims to maximize social
utility, which includes the prevented (ordinary or cata-
strophic) harms to a third party and the net welfare ef-
fects for nudgees and a third party. Similar to a GN
grounded by a negative duty to do no harm, an effica-
cious GN that helps to move in the direction of the
social optimum makes third parties better-off by

The consequences of an efficacious GN (Maximize Social Welfare).

reducing harm, the intended consequence of the GN.
T'his harm reduction, which is equivalent to a benefit, is
represented by the plus signs that populate the cells in
the right-hand column of Figure 2. Policymakers should
expect that GNs will almost always have unintended
welfare consequences for nudgees as well. GNs can
make nudgees worse-off, equally well-off, or better-off
by their own subjective standards.

The colors in Figure 2 represent the permissibility and
impermissibility of GNs. However, rather than assuming
a GN is either permissible or impermissible, it may be
useful for practical purposes to frame the permissibility
of GNs as @ matter of degree. Figure 3, below, represents
degrees of permissibility with different colors along a
continuum. From left to right along the continuum are
red, orange, yellow, light green, and dark green (these
colors map onto the colors in Figures 1 and 2).

Red indicates impermissible GNs: the negative con-
sequences (typically borne by nudgees) associated with
the GN exceed some threshold of acceptability. On this
account, bona fide instances of disrespect or violations of
autonomy caused by a GN are treated as noneconomic
harms, which provide countervailing reasons to regulate
the harmful activity.

Consider an example of an impermissible GN. Suppose
that a group of people are engaged in some economic
activity characterized by a negative production ex-
ternality and the relevant harm is non-negligible and
ordinary. Further suppose that a GN is the only inter-
vention available to reduce this activity to its socially
optimal level but, unfortunately, this intervention vio-
lates the autonomy of nudgees in an objectionable way,
for example, by bypassing their reasoning capacity and

www.sciencedirect.com
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Figure 3

Second
Degree First Degree
Permissibility Permissibility

Impermissible

Third Degree
Permissibility

Green nudging: degrees of ethical permissibility.

Permissible

treating them disrespectfully. In this case, the harm to
nudgees is sufficiently large to make the intervention
unjustified and impermissible, despite aiming to reduce
harm to a socially optimal level. The countervailing
reasons are sufficiently strong to overrule the pro ranto
reason to regulate the environmentally harmful activity.

Even if GNs reduce harm to third parties, they may si-
multaneously cause small or large negative net welfare
effects for the party being nudged. These possible out-
comes are represented by the four cells in Figure 2 that
contain minus symbols, each of which represents the
negative net welfare effects borne by nudgees. Orange
and yellow in Figures 2 and 3 indicate a third degree of
permissibility, which is a GN characterized by harms,
likely borne by nudgees. These GNs are objectionable,
but less so than impermissible ones. In Figure 2, the
yellow cell situated along the top ‘ordinary’ row reduces
a non-negligible harm to third parties but at a cost to
nudgees who are made worse-off in some respect (small
net negative welfare effect) by the GN. The yellow cell
situated along the bottom ‘catastrophic’ row reduces
what would otherwise be a catastrophic harm to a socially
acceptable level, but nudgees are simultaneously made
much worse-off (large net negative welfare effect) by
the GN.

The shade of light green indicates a GN with a second
degree of permissibility: GNs cause minor net negative
effects for some welfare subjects. Among the four cells
in Figure 2 with a minus sign, the light-green cell is the
most permissible GN. Why? This GN blocks a cata-
strophic harm to third parties while causing a relatively
small negative net welfare effect for nudgees. When
evaluating the justification and ethical permissibility of
GNs, dark green is the gold standard. These GNs reduce
harm to third parties and without making anyone worse-
off. 'This first degree of ethical permissibility is indicated by
the dark shade of green in Figures 2 and 3.

Objections and replies
Before concluding, we consider four potential objections
to the Pro Tanto Model.

e Objection 1: Must Every Environmental Harm to
Third Parties be Eliminated? Environmental harm to
third parties is a ubiquitous feature of liberal demo-
cratic societies. Policymakers should not be expected
to eliminate every such harm. Afterall, this would
require continuous interference in our lives, which
seems objectionable for people committed to the
ideals of liberal democratic society [51]. Reply: For
the purpose of public policy, it seems reasonable to
insist that for any given (expected) environmental
harm to be taken seriously by policymakers, the harm
should be non-negligible or impose a genuine cost on a
third party. Moreover, the positive probability of
some activity causing environmental harm to a third
party should exceed some de minimis threshold so that
the ‘mere possibility’ of an activity causing harm does
not immediately trigger a GN.

e Objection 2: GNs Are Not the Best Policy
Intervention to Reduce Environmental Harm.
Perhaps there is a more efficacious and cost-effective
policy intervention for preventing harm to a third
party than any GN on offer. Maybe GNs are too
conservative for the deep transformational change
required to achieve sustainability. Worse still, GNs
might crowd out public support for more effective
policy measures such as a carbon tax [2]. Therefore,
policymakers should use this alternative non-GN in-
tervention rather than a GN. Reply: GNs are but one
policy option in the behavioral sustainability scien-
tist’s toolkit. The Pro Tanto Model merely serves to
assess the ethical permissibility of GNs. Non-GN
policy interventions might sometimes be the best way
to reduce or eliminate harm to third parties. While the
primary purpose of this article was #of to compare
alternative policy interventions, GNs appear to have

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2023, 60:101236
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at least three advantages over equally efficacious
policy interventions: they are relatively cheap, non-
coercive, and preserve option-freedom. Concerning
their efficacy and interactions with other policy
measures, one should be aware of crowding out as
well as synergies and complementarities between
nudges and non-nudge policies. For example, GNs
may be used to steer people to accept otherwise un-
popular policies such as taxes [2].

® Objection 3: The Pro Tanto Model is too Abstract.
Reply: From the vantage point of sustainability sci-
ence, two points seem particularly salient for future
research. First, procedural questions are salient when
deciding on interventions in human behavior. From a
deliberative democratic point of view, there is an
open question about democratic legitimacy. For ex-
ample, are citizens mandated to codetermine the
conditions under which harms are considered negli-
gible, ordinary, or catastrophic [52]7 Second, because
sustainability science is widely conceived to be based
on public participation, how might GNs with their
inherent tendency to bypass peoples’ reasoning ca-
pacity be implemented without jeopardizing the idea
of sustainable development as a reflexive and delib-
erative democratic process [2]? Answers to such
questions are highly relevant to sustainability science
but beyond the scope of this review article.

e Objection 4: The Problem of Collective Harm. For
some sustainability challenges, we, collectively, are
harming present and future generations with our
greenhouse gas emissions, and yet no individual is
causing the harm to any appreciable extent. Afterall,
if any individual were to cease and desist from
emitting greenhouse gases, climate change would
endure [53,54]. Yet, if no individual is causing en-
vironmental harm and the aim of GNs is to reduce
such harm, then it would appear that the justification
for GNs would be significantly diminished, especially
if GNs would make nudgees worse-off than they
would have been otherwise. Reply: First, this is not a
special problem for GNs, but can be leveled against
all policy interventions that aim to neutralize en-
vironmental harm. Second, the problem of collective
harm appears to play on the differences between in-
dividual and collective action. If the GN in question
targets me and others, jointly, then the intervention
does nothing to single me out as an individual.

Conclusion

This article aimed to galvanize a mutually enriching
conversation between sustainability scientists, philoso-
phers, and ethicists, thus responding to recent calls from
sustainability scientists for more engagement with the
humanities and behavioral sciences (e.g. [55-57]).

Ethics of Green Nudging Tyler DesRoches et al. 7

While some sustainability scientists might have sup-
posed that, because GNs are pro-environmental, they
are always ethically permissible [58]. The Pro Tanto
model, by contrast, insists that, whenever the advantages
of GNs are outweighed by sufficiently strong counter-
vailing reasons, then such interventions are im-
permissible. With that said, however, policymakers
should still expect that GNs are almost always easier to
justify than WNs. Interventions that reduce environ-
mental harm to a third party are significantly different
from interventions that merely help people make better
decisions for their own well-being.

Finally, it is important to note that the use of a GN to shift
intergenerationally harmful behavior toward a ‘safe oper-
ating space’ (or something like it) is almost certainly per-
missible on the Pro Tanto Model [59]. Indeed, if people
today are, collectively, causing an unacceptably high prob-
ability of catastrophic harm and GNs are part of the most
cost-effective policy package to reduce this probability, then
GNs might not only be permissible but a moral obligation.
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