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Introduction



CHANGE THE GAME, NOT THE PLAYERS



An actor in a Native American costume paddles a birch bark canoe through a river clogged with floating trash. He pulls his boat ashore and walks toward a bustling freeway where a driver hurls a crumpled paper bag out a car window. As he turns toward the camera, a single teardrop is visible on his painted cheek. The advertisement concludes with a powerful message: “People start pollution. People can stop it.”


Baby boomers in the US might recognize this as the famous “crying Indian” public service announcement, produced by a group called Keep America Beautiful and first aired on Earth Day in 1971. Beyond the irony that the Native American was actually an actor of Italian descent, the ad conveniently neglects to mention that both it, and Keep America Beautiful, were sponsored by beverage and packaging corporations such as the American Can Corporation and the Owens-Illinois Glass Company.


For decades, these companies broadcast the message that “people start pollution”—essentially shifting blame for a massive problem they created onto the public—while energetically fighting against any regulatory measure that would meaningfully reduce pollution, such as so-called bottle bills (laws requiring that people can get a deposit back when they return packaging). The “crying Indian” ad was finally retired in 2023, not because it was revealed to be a front for big business, but because it stereotyped Native Americans.


Yet the same tactic is still in wide use—and not only when it comes to pollution.


It may seem natural for us to feel a measure of personal responsibility for the many problems that plague society; or, if we ourselves don’t feel personally responsible for them, to at least blame them on the actions of other individuals. We see an epidemic of obesity, for instance, and we focus on people’s choices about their diet and exercise. We dread not having enough money for retirement and fault ourselves and other people for failing to put more aside. We see the threat of climate change, and we focus on the type of car we drive or the way we power and heat our home. But in these cases and many more, we have been led astray by the equivalent of a “crying Indian,” misled into believing that individuals created these problems, and that individuals can fix them.


In this book, we will examine many daunting challenges that face our societies and troubled planet: from climate change to gun violence, from obesity to the opioid epidemic, from the crippling cost of health insurance in the US to global income inequality, from a spike in American traffic fatalities to a crisis in pensions and retirement savings. In every case we believe the only way to fix these problems is with a systemic approach, by changing the rules of the game: introducing regulations and taxes, removing perverse incentives, adding checks and balances, remaking infrastructure and redesigning institutions.


Yet over and over again, we will see how vested interests that have created the current situation—and benefit from it enormously—find ways of reframing the debate, whether it’s the National Rifle Association telling us that “guns don’t kill people; people kill people” or the oil giant BP cynically marketing the concept of the “individual carbon footprint” as it fights any and all measures to curb emissions caused by fossil fuels.


If players like these continue to set the rules of the game, the rest of us are bound to lose.
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It’s not only the occupants of the C-Suite (the CEO, CFO, etc.) and lobbyists in the halls of Congress who have distracted us from the real causes of the problems we face by focusing our attention on the flaws and failings of individuals. Over the last few decades, many psychologists and behavioral economists—including the psychologist and the behavioral economist who wrote this book—have also been focused on the shortcomings of individuals.1


We and many of our colleagues in the behavioral sciences have spent our careers running experiments and documenting the many “imperfections” of human judgment and decision-making. We have learned that people struggle to make sensible decisions involving risk and uncertainty; that they focus myopically on the short term; that they see patterns where none exist; that they fail to see patterns that do exist; that they unhelpfully divide the world into in-groups and out-groups (treating the latter with suspicion and hostility); and so on. Making matters worse, our collective research documents how profoundly people are influenced by their peers, whose attitudes, beliefs, and actions they often mimic without much in the way of rational deliberation. So not only do we have our own errors and biases to contend with, but we can inadvertently inherit the errors and biases of our friends, family, and colleagues as well.


With this intense focus on individual irrationality, it is perhaps unsurprising that a widely held view has come to dominate policy discussions—that many of society’s, and the world’s, problems stem from individual failings. We call this perspective on our social and environmental problems the i-frame (individual frame).


Standing in stark contrast to the i-frame perspective is the idea that social problems arise because there is something wrong with the system of complex and interlocking rules that govern our lives. According to the s-frame (system frame) perspective, the outcomes we end up with depend on the rules of the game, not on the conduct of individual players. So when we see social problems that are either relatively new or have gotten much worse in recent years—whether it’s obesity, income inequality, plastic waste, or gun violence—we should cast a critical eye on the playing field. What has changed about how the game is played? What new rules have been instituted (or, more likely, removed)—and at whose behest? What could be done to level the playing field? The mantra of the s-frame is change the game, not the players. And changing the game will usually involve the traditional levers of government: regulations, laws, taxes, incentives, and more.


The i-frame and s-frame perspectives are not, of course, mutually exclusive. The battle against smoking, as we’ll see in Chapter 9, has deployed initiatives that target the i-frame (e.g., reducing or eliminating tobacco marketing; adding stark warnings on packaging; making tobacco products more difficult to obtain; public health campaigns) and the s-frame (e.g., regulating tar levels, ever-higher tobacco taxes, banning smoking in public places).2 And, quite likely, i-frame and s-frame initiatives have been mutually reinforcing—e.g., public health messages may increase support for tough legislation, and tough legislation may reinforce our collective sense that smoking is a “bad thing” for ourselves and our loved ones. The i-frame and s-frame perspectives, however, lead us to search for solutions in very different directions. Thinking in terms of the i-frame, we take the rules of the game as fixed and ask how we can encourage or help the players to play the game better. Thinking in terms of the s-frame, we take human nature as fixed and ask how the rules of the game can be reshaped to produce better outcomes.


The i-frame perspective, we will see in this book, has some undeniably appealing features. It focuses on specific choices made by identifiable individuals; it adopts, as it were, a “person’s-eye” view on social problems. When we see the world through the i-frame, diagnosing social problems by focusing on individual behavior, we tend to try to solve those problems by helping individuals make better choices: eat more healthily, exercise more, use less energy, recycle, avoid harmful addictions, put more money aside for a comfortable retirement, and so on. Self-help books, diet programs, fitness instructors, financial advisers, and life coaches stress how each of us can take control of our lives to be healthier, wealthier, and happier. Many religious traditions likewise focus, in diverse ways, on enjoining us to be better people and to lead better lives. Billions upon billions of better individual choices, the logic goes, will lead to a better world. All of this makes the i-frame perspective intuitively seductive: Individuals and their struggles are easy to relate to and empathize with. You can’t relate to, or empathize with, a system.


With the i-frame perspective in the foreground, governments have attempted to create interventions that will help people make better choices, whether better for the specific individual (e.g., concerning health or savings), or better for the common good (e.g., concerning the environment).


One approach is to give people helpful information: calorie and nutrition labels on foods; clearly specified interest rates on loans; reminders that investments can go down as well as up.3 A more general approach, along the same broad lines, involves education: training people to make better financial, health, or environmental decisions, often through some kind of financial or health “literacy” program. And policymakers also sometimes offer “personalized,” often cleverly crafted, incentives to help specific groups of people, such as paying drug addicts to stay “clean.”4


This all makes intuitive sense: If we are given better information, the education to make use of that information, and the ideal mix of carrots and sticks, surely we will be more likely to make the right choices. Or so one might expect, at least if people are thinking through their choices rationally, with suitable time, care, and attention. But here the catalog of biases and errors in human rationality—and the sheer volume and complexity of choices we have to make—raises the possibility that, even with the right information, education, and incentives, we may still make the wrong choices a lot of the time. Indeed, a large body of research on information disclosures such as product warnings suggests that, more often than not, such interventions yield disappointingly small, if any, benefits.5 Calorie labeling, for example, has become ubiquitous at fast-food outlets, but a multitude of studies have shown that it only has a tiny impact on the body mass index of fast-food consumers. Worse, some studies find that this positive effect is concentrated among those who already have healthy body weight.6 Other studies find that labeling can lead to a reduction in life satisfaction—due to an increase in guilt triggered by the information.7


Beyond providing people with better information to make better decisions, there are a variety of other i-frame interventions that promise to help by harnessing the quirks and foibles of human nature to the policymaker’s advantage—an approach that has become remarkably influential. The basic idea is that we can help people make better choices through what are known as “nudges,” a term that came to prominence after the publication of the 2008 book Nudge by the legal scholar Cass R. Sunstein and behavioral economist Richard Thaler. Nudging involves carefully arranging the choice options people face (rather grandly, the “choice architecture”) so that the quirks of human nature propel us toward doing the right thing and steer us away from doing the wrong thing.


Some randomly chosen but fairly typical examples:




	Making sure that the “default” option—which kicks in if we do nothing—is mostly the “right” option, so that the lazy and inattentive are automatically “opted in” to get healthier food options, put more money aside for retirement, or receive their electricity from “green” providers.



	
Exploiting the power of peer pressure by telling people who are doing the wrong thing (e.g., being late with their taxes, or running up big heating bills) about all those people who are doing the right thing.



	Making unhealthy things less accessible—moving candies, cigarettes, or alcohol away from the supermarket checkout; positioning healthier options at the top of the menu; reducing the sizes of portions and plates.






What is special about nudges, at least in theory, is that they tap into basic psychological mechanisms to help us behave in ways that benefit us irrespective of information, education, or carrots-and-sticks. And crucially, nudges don’t require us to change the actual choice options at all—just the way in which those choice options are presented, which (according to the nudge approach) should help individuals “choose” the right options and promote their own or the greater good.


Nudging aims to go with the grain of human nature—to help each one of us, and by extension all of us, live better, one choice at a time. If billions of bad food choices make an obesity crisis, then billions of better food choices should unmake an obesity crisis. If each of us can be nudged to reduce our individual carbon footprint, then summing up our efforts should surely drive down the carbon footprint of the entire world. Following the i-frame logic, these better individual choices will add up to help mend a broken world.


Nudges are attractive to psychologists and behavioral economists because they seem to offer elegant solutions to the very shortcomings of human nature we’ve spent our careers documenting. Nudges also fit in with the individualistic ethos that is especially prominent in the US. And nudges are also attractive to policymakers in that they promise simple, effective, low-cost solutions for seemingly intractable social challenges—without, importantly, the need for fundamental systemic change.


While direct efforts to deal with policy problems such as obesity and poverty through public policy measures such as laws and taxes often get blocked by powerful interests or get ensnared in political thickets (especially in times of political polarization), i-frame policies such as nudges offer the promise of politically uncontroversial interventions. In fact, the attempt to reach out across the political spectrum was captured in the very titles of the two academic papers that launched the “nudge movement” in 2003: “Libertarian Paternalism” and “Regulation for Conservatives” (George was, in fact, a coauthor of this one).8 The idea was that nudges retain the individual freedoms that are so important to people on the political right (because they don’t actually restrict people’s choice options). But they also enhance people’s welfare, which is so important to those on the left, by designing the choice architecture so that people “naturally” tend to fall into choices that are best for them, and for society.


The nudge movement succeeded in breaking through political boundaries beyond its founders’ wildest dreams. Indeed, political conservatives such as the former British prime minister David Cameron, who while in office in 2010 founded the UK Behavioural Insights Team, colloquially known as the “Nudge Unit,” were some of the movement’s most enthusiastic supporters. The hope, as eloquently expressed in the subtitle of a book by David Halpern, the first head of the UK Nudge Unit, was that “small changes can make a big difference.”9 Across the Atlantic, and on the opposite side of the political spectrum, President Barack Obama founded, in 2015, a similar behavioral insights team in the US. In the executive order establishing the Social and Behavioral Sciences Team (SBST), Obama noted that “a growing body of evidence demonstrates that behavioral science insights—research findings from fields such as behavioral economics and psychology about how people make decisions and act on them—can be used to design government policies to better serve the American people.”10 More broadly, nudge units, under various titles, have proliferated spectacularly across the globe—according to one estimate there were over four hundred by 2021.11 And large numbers of corporations have also established behavioral insights teams, albeit often with goals very different from those of teams established in government (a point we return to in the second half of the book). The concept of a “nudge” itself, always somewhat ill-defined, has also steadily expanded.12 As Sunstein recently noted, “A reminder is a nudge; so is a warning. A GPS [global positioning system] nudges; a default rule nudges. Some nudges are educative; consider labels and warnings. Other nudges are architectural; consider automatic enrollment or website design that places certain options first or in large font.”13 If GPS devices are counted as nudges, then the same is true for just about any aspect of technology, software, or design (or any aspect of education, public information, marketing, or advertising).


As it happens, and in hindsight perhaps not without irony, it was serving on the academic advisory board of the UK Nudge Unit that brought together the two of us, Nick Chater (a psychologist who cofounded Decision Technology, a behavioral science consultancy) and George Loewenstein (a behavioral economist, who has conducted extensive research on food choice, medication compliance, and health insurance). We met in December 2013 in London at a daylong Nudge Unit “retreat,” held in a cubelike room, reached by a slender spiral staircase, atop the monumental Horse Guards building—once the main military headquarters of the British Empire—with spectacular views of Westminster. Chatting during the lunch break, and then at a nearby pub when the retreat disbanded, the two of us discovered that, while impressed with the Nudge Unit Team and its work, we shared increasing misgivings about “nudge” as an approach to public policy.


What was worrying us, exactly? It took a while for us to figure this out. We started working together on a variety of research topics, most of them completely unrelated to public policy, such as the “drive for sense-making” and the function served by boredom. But our many conversations kept returning to whether nudges were really an effective way of addressing social problems. We compared notes on our own disparate attempts to implement effective nudges, which had often proved disappointing. And our reading of the literature suggested that other researchers trying out different nudge interventions weren’t faring much better. Based on these experiences and observations, and on looking over our shoulders at countries that seemed to be successfully solving the same problems through more substantive, systemic changes, our perspective on the limitations of the i-frame began to take shape. We started to worry that classic nudge interventions—such as showing people morphed images of themselves aging to get them to save more, painting perpendicular lines on highways to reduce speeding, or positioning healthy food first in cafeteria lines (the opening example in Nudge)—were unlikely to move the needle on the problems they aimed to address. Finally, we decided to try to crystallize our thoughts by writing this book.


The result was not at all what we expected when we began.


Perhaps most strikingly, when we discovered that an oil company had popularized the concept of the “carbon footprint,” it felt like uncovering a trail of fingerprints at a crime scene. The more we investigated, the more we saw the marks of big business on nearly every problem we researched—hence the final title we settled on: It’s on You: How Corporations and Behavioral Scientists Have Convinced Us That We’re to Blame for Society’s Deepest Problems. And, immersing ourselves in the recent public policy and political economy literature encompassing brilliant analyses such as historians Erik Conway and Naomi Oreskes’s The Big Myth: How American Business Taught Us to Loathe Government and Love the Free Market, we gained a new perspective on the role that behavioral economics had inadvertently come to play in the “marketplace of ideas” influencing public policy.


Rather than i-frame policies arising organically by popular demand, or out of policymakers’ natural inclinations, we found in case after case that there were corporate interests advancing i-frame solutions and perspectives. Corporations and whole industries that benefit from the status quo have figured out that they can effectively deflect pressure for systemic change that might threaten their business models—policy changes that might adversely affect their bottom line—by reframing problems from the s-frame to the i-frame. They have learned to publicly throw their considerable weight behind i-frame interventions—and in some cases behind the academics who back them—knowing full well that such measures are unlikely to have much impact on the problems they ostensibly target, and hence pose little threat to the corporate bottom line.


These and similar strategies—including Exxon’s hiring of prominent economists, lawyers, and decision researchers to debunk methods of valuing environmental damages that would have led to huge punitive penalties for the 1989 Exxon Valdez disaster—go way back in time, and have worked surprisingly well. A variation is to increase the focus on individual solutions to social problems by implying that to advocate any change to the system (which is painted as having arisen spontaneously through the voluntary activities of free citizens) would lead to perverse and gruesome outcomes. Witness the repeated invocation of so-called death panels by opponents of the US Affordable Care Act (ACA, popularly known as “Obamacare”). Such panels, according to the former Alaska governor Sarah Palin, were bureaucratic committees that would be established as part of the ACA to decide whether elderly people or those with serious health conditions should receive care or die, “based on a subjective judgment of their ‘level of productivity in society.’”14 The actual proposal was very different: One provision of the ACA (which was dropped, in the wake of the “death panel” furor) simply allowed Medicare to reimburse doctors for counseling patients about end-of-life care options, such as completing a living will—a document in which individuals specify what actions should be taken for their health if they can no longer make decisions for themselves because of illness or incapacity. But the ominous “death panel” label gained huge political traction and still resonates to this day.


The pejorative term “socialized medicine” has been equally effective in the decades-long campaigning by the US health care industry to turn voters against any form of public health provision.15 Indeed, the general tactic of painting any demand for better regulation or improved public provision of services as the first steps on an inexorable march to something close to a communist state has been widely and effectively deployed. The aim is to seed the idea that any s-frame reform is inevitably tainted, and that people should see the solutions to society’s problems as the responsibility of individuals. 


Of course, the corporations and other special interests pushing this i-frame viewpoint don’t have to really believe that i-frame solutions can work. Indeed, in many cases, they are almost certainly banking on the fact that they won’t work. If the fossil fuel, tobacco, or gambling industries, for example, really thought that individuals could radically cut fossil fuel use or break their smoking or gambling addictions, those industries would be far less keen to promote an i-frame perspective. But they are (rightly, as it turns out) confident that the resulting environmental and social problems can’t and won’t be solved, as it were, one person at a time. While publicly advocating the i-frame, corporations spend substantial resources on lobbying, funding think tanks, and sponsoring academic research to ensure that the game is, and remains, rigged in their favor. This is the corporate sleight of hand: point to the i-frame act on the s-frame; rig the rules of the game, but blame individual citizens for any resulting social ills.


Starting, in Chapter 1, with the fossil fuel industry’s promotion of the carbon footprint—which reassigns responsibility for climate change from the perpetrators to the victims—we will see the same pattern of corporate interests aiming to focus public attention on the i-frame (often with the unwitting backing of academics) replicated in every policy domain we discuss.16 Again and again, powerful commercial interests work tirelessly to block meaningful change, thereby preventing problems from being solved.


Examining a wide variety of social issues, we show that in almost every case the crux of the problem boils down to who—among the complex mix of corporations, billionaires, unions, government agencies, political parties, media, tech platforms, universities, lobbyists, think tanks, and, of course, individual citizens—controls the “rules of the game.” In a perfect democracy, this would be the voters, who presumably would elect leaders who advocate policies that favor the common good rather than special interests. In practice, however, some players will inevitably have a lot more leverage than others.


More than half a century ago the political economist Mancur Olson, in his celebrated book The Logic of Collective Action, provided a crucial and insightful analysis of how conflicts between different interests are likely to play out.17 Olson pointed out that in many policy domains there is a highly asymmetric battle between the concentrated interests of a small but well-organized and well-funded few who stand to benefit (or suffer) substantially from a particular government policy and the diffuse interests of the relatively unorganized many, each of whom may be impacted only slightly by that policy. Thus, a small number of large corporations might stand to lose substantially from tighter environmental standards; more severe regulations in consumer finance; changes to how prescription drugs are marketed, purchased, and prescribed; how health care is paid for; or restrictions on the marketing and sale of calorie-dense foods and drinks. According to Olson’s logic, it is very much in the interests of large corporations in a sector to band together and oppose such policies. The benefits to the population that would result from reduced pollution and greenhouse gas emissions, improved health and well-being, and so on may be very much larger in total, but they are spread across millions and sometimes billions of people, none of whom individually has a strong incentive to push for change, or the resources or organizational support to help them do so.


It is worth stressing that Olson’s arguments do not in and of themselves motivate an antibusiness agenda, because the interests of CEOs and billionaires are not necessarily—or at least not always—at odds with the common good. The remarkable success of market-oriented economies across the world in raising individual living standards and supporting public services such as education and health care provides compelling evidence that commercial and public interests are often aligned. Innovations that make money for their creators often provide huge social benefits. But when businesses can shape the rules of the game to their own benefit—as they will, of course, attempt to do—the result will often not be innovation for the benefit of all, but the extraction of profit at the expense of the public good.


The ability of firms and elites to extract value from economic activity, often in ways—e.g., by securing monopolies in key industries, obtaining tax breaks or government contracts, or weakening labor protections—that diminish long-term prosperity, is a central theme of the work of Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, and James Robinson, whose shared Nobel Prize in economics was announced as we were putting the finishing touches on this book. Acemoglu and Robinson’s 2012 book, Why Nations Fail, showed that the different institutions put in place when Europeans colonized large parts of the globe had profound consequences for economic prosperity that persist to current times. The key distinction, according to the authors, is that some institutions were aimed at exploiting indigenous populations and extracting resources, establishing patterns that persist to today, while other institutions, which upheld the rule of law and property rights, laid the foundations for the inclusive political and economic systems that have led to prosperity. Acemoglu’s book with Johnson, Power and Progress, examines how technological innovations over the past thousand years have typically tended to benefit elites rather than creating prosperity for the populations at large. In media interviews following the announcement of the Nobel award, Acemoglu and his co-laureates cautioned that political polarization and the weakening of the clear, predictable, and impartial rule of law in the US (which restrains elite power) threaten to torpedo the inclusive institutions that are responsible for the country’s immense prosperity. They argue further that without active regulatory intervention, the gains from AI—the latest revolutionary technological development—seem once again likely to accrue almost exclusively to a tiny economic elite.18
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There is, on reflection, something decidedly odd about seeing individual psychological frailties as the root cause of the social problems that face us. After all, most of our pressing social problems of the moment are specific to time and place: The obesity crisis, for example, has emerged over the past few decades and has been very uneven across nations—witness the stark differences in obesity levels in the US and the UK (37 percent and 30 percent, respectively), in 2016, versus France (11 percent) and Japan (4 percent).19 Human psychology (and physiology) is surely more or less the same across history and geography. What has changed, and is continuing to change, is (among other things) the nature of the complex commercial, economic, and technological systems that produce, distribute, and market the cheap ultra-processed and energy-dense foods that now make up a substantial part of our collective diet. The correct diagnosis, then, seems to be at the s-frame level, and any successful “treatment” will most naturally be directed at that level, too. The primary challenge is to fix broken or malfunctioning systems, rather than to circumvent flaws in human nature.


Take environmental challenges—from plastic waste, degraded soils, destruction of habitats, and loss of biodiversity to, most notably, the greenhouse gas emissions that are causing rapid heating of the earth’s atmosphere. Blaming human shortsightedness or selfishness for ecologically unsustainable behavior can’t be the right story, because humans with those very same psychological characteristics have successfully conserved farmland, forests, and fisheries over centuries and even millennia in many parts of the world.20 Humans, it turns out, can be spectacularly good at organizing solutions to tricky governance problems—solutions that can and frequently do robustly overcome human shortsightedness and selfishness. Admittedly, the results have often been highly imperfect and inadequate; but there are numerous success stories to point to, including, perhaps most notably, the global banning of CFCs, the chemicals in aerosols and fridges responsible for the “ozone hole” over the South Pole reported by the British Antarctic Survey in 1985 and addressed by a comprehensive international agreement, the Montreal Protocol, which was adopted just two years later.


To see this point a bit more starkly, let us switch our focus for a moment away from humanity’s manifold psychological limitations and frailties to our equally manifold physiological limitations and frailties. If we are vulnerable to psychological limitations, we are at least as vulnerable to physiological weaknesses, readily succumbing to cold, malnutrition, disease, predation, and violent conflict. An i-frame perspective on these problems would likely involve providing hints and tips to help individuals survive in a hostile world, and these might be helpful—on the margin. But human progress has arisen through s-frame changes—the invention and sharing of technologies (e.g., public water supplies) and the establishment of economic institutions and legal and political systems—which have, collectively, led to spectacular improvements in the material dimensions of life. The physiology of individual humans has changed little over time and across societies, but the systems of rules we live by have changed immeasurably. A continual process of creation, adjustment, and accumulation of s-frame changes—such as universal provision of medical care (in most advanced countries) and systems that provide for financial security in retirement—has transformed our ability collectively to overcome many of our physiological frailties by providing the food, clothing, shelter, and medicine that have enabled us to live ever-longer, healthier, and less perilous lives.


If i-frame interventions were as successful as many people seem to believe, perhaps systemic change, with all its inherent risks, would be unnecessary. Perhaps we could solve climate change by encouraging each individual to reduce their carbon footprint, ensure retirement security by inducing people to save more, eliminate obesity by figuring out clever interventions to promote dieting and exercise. Alas, a mountain of evidence shows that the impact of i-frame interventions—the nudges we have been told are so beneficial—has been disappointing, often showing small or even null results.


For example, one of the nudges that has received the most attention is the impact of defaults (choices that go into effect if one fails to make an explicit decision) on organ donation rates. The clever use of defaults—which are meant to automatically place people on a beneficial trajectory even if they take no action at all—has been the biggest apparent nudge success story, including when it comes to retirement savings (see Chapter 3). An important and hugely influential 2003 paper by Eric Johnson and Daniel Goldstein, published in the prestigious journal Science, reported the striking finding that most countries that adopted presumed-consent policies—in which individuals who failed to make an explicit choice (otherwise known as “opt out”) were by default assumed to have opted in and consented to donate their organs—had consent rates for organ donation of greater than 90 percent, while in countries in which potential donors were required to “opt in” to organ donation, rates ranged between 4 percent and 28 percent.21 Yet, more recent research has tempered expectations about the direct impact of defaults, leading some to conclude that opt-out policies may actually reduce ultimate organ donations. A 2022 study found, for example, that opt-in and opt-out policies have at best a tiny impact on actual donation rates, in part because families, who are often central to the decision over whether donation can go ahead, don’t interpret a relative’s failure to specify their preferences as communicating consent.22 So the apparently stunningly successful nudge turns out to be frustratingly ineffective.23


Actually raising organ donation rates requires coordinated systemic change. Spain leads the world in rates of organ donations. How have they done it? A recent editorial in the leading medical journal, The Lancet, titled “Organ Donation: Lessons from the Spanish Model,” explains that this success “is built on three components: a solid legislative framework, strong clinical leadership, and a highly organised logistics network overseen by the National Transplant Organization (ONT), whose creation led to a doubling of deceased donation activity in less than a decade.” The popular podcast If Books Could Kill (which offers a two-episode critique of Nudge) reinforces the point.24 Podcasters Michael Hobbes and Peter Shamshiri conclude that in order to emulate Spain’s success, “You have to look at a system. You have to dedicate funding to it. You have to take the specifics seriously… that’s how you solve problems.”


Perhaps the most definitive study of the impacts of nudges, by Stefano DellaVigna and Elizabeth Linos, examined all the interventions conducted by two of the largest Nudge Units in the United States—a unique data set comprising 126 real-world experiments testing a total of 241 different nudges and involving a sample of a total of twenty-three million people.25 These experiments tested a wide range of different types of nudges involving elements such as simplification, personalization, prompts, changing defaults, and providing information about what other people are doing. In one intervention, armed service members were sent a letter encouraging them to re-enroll in their Roth individual retirement account plans; another sent postcards to residents of a city encouraging them to fix up their homes to meet code regulations. Averaging over all 241 interventions, the observed effects turned out to be modest—a 1.4 percent change in the behaviors that the interventions targeted.


The authors also asked academics to predict the results; these predictions dramatically overestimated the impact of the nudges. Why this misperception? One factor may be the conclusions of an earlier, highly influential paper (with more than a thousand academic citations, so far) by Shlomo Benartzi and colleagues titled “Should Governments Invest More in Nudging?”26 The article reviewed approximately one hundred nudges and found that they were largely effective (an average effect size of 8.7 percent), and especially—given the generally low cost of implementing nudges—that they were cost-effective. DellaVigna and Linos counter these and other optimistic findings by showing that they mainly resulted from “selection bias.”27 Selection bias arises because researchers often put aside studies in which nudges don’t work, in part because journals are often reluctant to publish studies with effects that aren’t strong and positive.28 Such a bias is unsurprising: Who wants to publish a paper showing yet another failed behavioral intervention? Selection bias is sometimes known as the “file drawer” problem, because unsuccessful studies tend to end up in the filing cabinet instead of in academic journals. Researchers are aware of the problem of selection bias and often do seek to correct for it, but not nearly enough: DellaVigna and Linos found that academics, despite knowing about the file drawer problem, still radically overestimated the average impact of nudges.


Interestingly, however, responses to the same questions directed at a different sample—those working “on the ground” in behavioral insights teams across the world—revealed a far more realistic assessment of the impact of nudges. Perhaps this should not be surprising: These people have daily experience testing behavioral interventions and have a “bird’s-eye” view of their mixed and modest (though sometimes nonetheless valuable) results. Academic researchers may be far more optimistic because their “sample” of studies comes from the published literature, which is skewed by publication bias. The hope of the nudge movement was, according to the Nobel Prize–winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman, that nudges can achieve “medium-sized gains by nano-sized investments.”29 Alas, we have seen reasons to doubt that the medium-sized gains are so easy to come by. And not only that: Many scholars have recently been worried that the investments are often not quite as nano-sized as billed.30 And even when they are shown to work successfully in initial trials, i-frame interventions are rarely scaled up, as would be required if they had any hope of making a dent on the social problems they target.31


If these were the only downsides of nudges, they might appear to be harmless at worst. But there is a more serious problem: They “crowd out” support for (and indeed attention to) much needed, more effective conventional system-changing policies. By promising cheap and quick solutions to policy problems, diverse research suggests, the enormous publicity surrounding nudges convinces people that more fundamental policy change is unnecessary or at least not a top priority. At least, that’s how the nudge agenda is often interpreted. As If Books Could Kill podcaster Shamshiri comments, nudge is “a framework for policy analysis where nothing large ever happens.”32 Hobbes responds, “Yes,… They don’t want the government to do government stuff.” In Chapter 1 we discuss a number of studies documenting this pattern.


Misattributing problems to individual weakness rather than to systemic factors has the further effect of implicitly blaming individuals—and encouraging them to blame themselves—for their inability to swim against powerful currents they have little hope of resisting.33 Beyond the misery it causes by making people feel that they are the architects of their own problems, blaming the victim has myriad other consequences that we will discuss, such as contributing to the sky-high rates of eating disorders in the US population, and intensifying the stigma among drug addicts, which among other consequences leads many to hide their addiction and avoid asking for help.


For the two of us, as behavioral scientists, the really bad news is that the behavioral sciences, including some of our own work, may inadvertently be making matters worse. Starting with the premise that the human mind is inherently fallible and frail, many behavioral economists and psychologists (including ourselves) jumped on the i-frame bandwagon, enthusiastically attempting to find individual-level solutions to deal with society’s woes. There is clear value to such efforts: Getting the “ergonomics” of policies right—designing them to go with the grain of human psychology—is as important when crafting government policy as it is when designing cell phones, computers, or aircraft cockpits. But, as we will argue, by adopting the i-frame, behavioral scientists have drawn attention away from the s-frame, where the real problems, and potential solutions, lie, and, as we discuss in detail in Chapter 9, have diverted huge amounts of researchers’—and to a lesser extent policymakers’—time, effort, and attention to interventions with demonstrably small impacts.
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This book is divided into two parts. In Part One, we document how a strategy of misdirection—a diversion from the s-frame to the i-frame—has been applied methodically by powerful corporate interests across a wide variety of issues, from climate change to the obesity crisis, from poverty in retirement to the growth of inequality, and more. We describe different aspects of psychology that make this strategy work so well. We explain how well-intentioned researchers—including ourselves for more years than we care to remember—can get swept up in i-frame thinking and devote their time and attention to proposing misguided and ineffective solutions to problems. Indeed, psychologists and behavioral economists like us are particularly vulnerable to thinking that solving the world’s problems depends on understanding, and perhaps helping to improve, individual human thinking and decision-making—because that is what we study.


In Part Two, we try to make sense of how we got into the situation of rampant dysfunction documented in Part One. We recount how the transition from the Great Society vision of government gave way to an antigovernment perspective—funded by powerful corporate interests and exemplified by the “Chicago school” of neoclassical economics—which culminated in the election of Ronald Reagan as president in 1980. The resulting “i-frame ideology” eschews all reforms and regulations and champions individual self-reliance and responsibility. A government-mandated cure, we’re told, will always be worse than the disease.


We then document how the new discipline of behavioral economics, which emerged in the early 1980s as a reaction to the assumptions and policy positions of the Chicago school, ended up proposing equally individualistic solutions to public problems in lockstep with those advocated by the Chicago school.


We focus primarily on the US and, to a lesser degree, on the UK, as well as on other fairly rich nations possessing democratic political systems (indeed, the vulnerability of democracy to powerful interests will be a key theme). This is the geographic territory where we have direct experience and where behavioral science has been most extensively applied to public policy. Some of the problems we discuss, especially the cost of health care and the crisis in retirement savings, are particular to, and particularly acute in, the US. For readers outside the US and UK, we hope that both the contrasts and the parallels with their home country will be instructive.


This book does not attempt to outline detailed policy programs for each area we discuss; we don’t have the expertise to do so in any case. But finding the right policies typically is rarely the main obstacle to change. In many areas, there is a fair degree of consensus among experts about the right direction for policy. But behavioral economics and psychology nonetheless have a crucial role to play, both by refocusing our collective attention on how and why so many social, political, and economic “games” have been rigged, and by helping to design, communicate, and implement s-frame policies that “change the game” while “going with the grain” of human nature.


S-frame change is essential, but it is no panacea. Yes, systemic solutions are the only way to make progress on a host of problems, but systems can and do go horribly wrong, leading to monstrous regimes, collective delusions, and human destruction and suffering on a vast scale, as history amply illustrates. In fact, seeing exactly how such systems have gone horribly wrong in the past only underlines the power of the s-frame—and the importance of getting it right.
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Part One



FLAWED PLAYERS OR RIGGED GAMES?
















Chapter 1



THE CORPORATE BOOT THAT MADE THE CARBON FOOTPRINT



[The fossil fuel interests are] deflecting attention away from the needed systemic solutions or policy solutions to [focus instead on] individual behavior. “Oh, it’s just about us becoming vegans and not flying anymore.” Well, individual action is important, it’s part of the solution, but it’s not a substitute for the needed systemic changes, changes that the fossil fuel industry, frankly, doesn’t want to see happen.


—Michael Mann, author of The New Climate War, interviewed by Jeff Goodell in Rolling Stone magazine


In the early 2000s, the world’s second-largest non-state-owned oil company, BP, began a massively funded media campaign—with the tagline “Beyond Petroleum”—to improve its environmental image. For years, BP and its fossil fuel allies had supported climate-change-doubting academics and mounted PR campaigns to discredit legitimate climate scientists, trying (often successfully, despite a mountain of evidence) to sow doubts about the reality of climate change. That was the old climate war. But, as documented by Michael Mann, in his book The New Climate War, in the face of an onslaught of climate-driven catastrophes that were unlikely to be ignored or misinterpreted by the general public, the oil companies shifted gears.1 Rather than opposing climate science directly, they worked to reframe the problem of carbon reduction as a matter of individual responsibility. This is the new climate war: Promote the idea that addressing climate change is a problem of behavior change for each citizen, not a problem requiring systemic reform.


The “Beyond Petroleum” televised advertisements featured a baritone voice intoning Brave New World–reminiscent phrases like “Beyond darkness, there is light,” “Beyond fear, there is courage,” and “Beyond power, responsibility.” The keystone of the campaign, however, was the development and marketing of the personal “carbon footprint”—a measure of the total amount of greenhouse gases produced by an individual.2 BP developed its own carbon footprint calculator, which nearly three hundred thousand people completed in 2004, and the idea spread like a climate-change-induced wildfire.3 Media organizations, governmental agencies, and even environmental groups such as The Nature Conservancy have all provided their constituents with access to carbon footprint calculators to help them reduce their impact on the planet.4


Examined superficially, BP’s campaign seems benign and constructive. If we could just motivate people to decrease their personal carbon footprints, the implicit logic suggests, we could together substantially mitigate the problem of climate change. Indeed, behavioral scientists have stepped up to the task, most prominently with “green-energy nudges.” The most popular of these involves showing people graphs that compare their own home energy use with that of their neighbors.5 In a high-profile TED talk given in the year before he became the British prime minister, David Cameron extolled the virtues of this intervention.6 “The best way to get someone to cut their electricity bill,” according to Cameron, “is to show them their own spending, to show them what their neighbors are spending, and then show what an energy-conscious neighbor is spending.” The apparent virtues of such an approach—which seemed simple, unobtrusive, and cheap—jibed nicely with Cameron’s professed conservative values. “Behavioral economics,” he continued, “can transform people’s behavior in a way that all the bullying and all the information and all the badgering from a government cannot possibly achieve.”


By “bullying” and “badgering,” Cameron meant traditional regulatory policies such as mandated energy efficiency standards or targeted taxes designed to discourage energy use. The most prominent of these measures in the context of climate change are a carbon tax and a cap-and-trade policy. A carbon tax sets a fixed price on carbon emissions, making it costly to pollute and therefore incentivizing businesses and consumers to reduce their carbon footprint through market-driven decisions. A cap-and-trade system, by contrast, sets a total emissions limit (cap) and allows companies to buy and sell allowances, also creating a financial incentive for reducing emissions efficiently. Both policies aim to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by making pollution more costly, but a carbon tax provides price certainty, while cap-and-trade ensures a specific emissions reduction target. Both policies generate substantial public revenue, and both also encourage investment in technologies to reduce carbon emissions.


Indeed, Cameron seemed to suggest that such measures might not be necessary at all. Behavioral economics is thus portrayed as providing a different, effective, and less onerous route to help people lower their fuel bills and thus reduce their personal carbon footprints—a notion that BP had masterfully elevated to a central focus in the climate change debate.


The oil giant’s “Beyond Petroleum” campaign may seem constructive or, at worst, innocuous. But Mann’s analysis suggests that it was in fact a clever exercise in framing: deliberately describing a problem in a particular way in order to shift the debate and shape the solutions that come to mind.7 BP’s focus on individuals’ carbon footprints encourages us to see the problem of carbon reduction as one of individual responsibility that should be solved by individual action. The trick works because of a key feature of human perception that is well illustrated by the “Necker cube,” a visual illusion beloved by psychologists.








[image: A grid of nine three-dimensional cubes. Shading on each cube indicates the sides visible when the grid is viewed from below. ]

Figure 1.1. Nine boxes viewed from below.
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Figure 1.2. Nine boxes viewed from above.










So named because it was created by Swiss scientist Louis Albert Necker in 1832, the Necker cube illustrates how easily our perception can flip between two entirely different interpretations. When Necker’s ambiguous cube is depicted among clearly oriented versions, our brain is “lured” into interpreting it in a way that aligns with the dominant perspective of all the neighboring cubes.


To see the effect, first consider the nine boxes in Figure 1.1. Notice how all the cubes share the same orientation—they look as though you’re viewing them from below and slightly to the left, with the boxes angled to the right. Now consider the nine boxes of Figure 1.2. Here, you’ll see that the cubes are again uniformly oriented, but now they appear as though you’re viewing them from above, with the boxes angled to the left. So far, everything seems straightforward. But now take a closer look at the central transparent box in each set. Surprisingly, although we interpret the two sets of cubes as very different 3D objects, these central cubes are actually the very same 2D image.








[image: A three-dimensional cube.]

Figure 1.3. The Necker cube. In Figures 1.1 and 1.2 we see one 3D interpretation or the other (aligning with the 3D shapes of the surrounding boxes). But if you look at the Necker cube for a sustained period, you will likely find your interpretation “flipping” rather unpredictably. But we are only ever aware of one interpretation at a time.










What happens if we consider the Necker cube in isolation (see Figure 1.3)? Now you find that one or the other of these two possible 3D cubes will pop into your consciousness alternately, and somewhat unpredictably. When we shift between interpretations (the famous “Gestalt switch”), we have the feeling that something in the image must be changing—but the lines remain exactly the same. All that has changed, of course, is our interpretation. Oddly, though, when looking at the arrays of boxes, we typically have no idea that the central item has any other interpretation—it just seems unequivocally to align with the other boxes.


What these observations reveal is, on reflection, rather startling: Our brain seems unable to “see” the world in more than one way at a time—even when, as here, two potential ways of seeing are entirely possible. If we see one cube, the other vanishes; when the second interpretation bobs into consciousness, the first is obliterated. And if we are “lured” to latch onto one interpretation (as when we look at one of the surrounding cubes), the tendency to spontaneously see the other possible interpretation is suppressed. Indeed, if we’re looking at the Necker cubes without much attention, we may not realize that another interpretation is even possible.


This phenomenon doesn’t work just for cubes, of course. It’s the same story for the interpretation of any kind of sensory information. Psychologists and artists have created all manner of images that can, for example, be alternately seen as either ducks or rabbits (see Figure 1.4, a duck facing left, or rabbit facing right). Again, crucially, we only see one interpretation at a time; and unless prompted to look carefully, we will think the first interpretation we see is the only possible interpretation.






[image: Illustration depicting a figure that can be interpreted as either a rabbit or a duck.]

Figure 1.4. The famous duck-rabbit, a staple of psychological and philosophical discussion for more than a century. (“Kaninchen und Ente”—rabbit and duck—first appeared in the October 23, 1892, issue of Fliegende Blätter, a German humor magazine.)








We needn’t rely only on visual examples. When you see the letters B-O-W, you might think of a word that rhymes with cow or flow, but not both simultaneously; similarly, the letters B-A-R may conjure up pubs, lawyers, iron rods, chocolate bars, salad bars, sandbars, restrictions, and many more things—but only slowly, one after the other.


Economists have explored a parallel phenomenon. In their paper “Using Models to Persuade,” Harvard’s Joshua Schwartzstein and Adi Sunderam note that persuasion often doesn’t involve providing new data to make a point, but instead involves providing a “model” of the world—an interpretation of known data that highlights a relationship between outcomes and data in a way that leads the audience to adopt the interpretation favored by the persuader.8 As illustrated in Figure 1.5, the same bunch of dots plotting a company’s performance over time can be used to argue for a variety of different trajectories; an ambiguous cloud of dots can seem to fit a variety of different models of the world—once we see the trajectory, we find ourselves easily convinced that our interpretation “emerges” from the dots themselves. Indeed, we find it difficult even to consider other interpretations of the data once a pattern has been suggested to us. Schwartzstein and Sunderam use their perspective to make sense of diverse examples of persuasion—e.g., so-called technical analysis of stocks, and methods that lawyers use to influence jurors.9 The trick, in a nutshell, is, when faced with ambiguous information, to provide a story that alters our interpretation of the data—without our awareness. The possibility that there might be other, equally good stories/interpretations simply doesn’t occur to us.








[image: Three scatter plots labeled ‘Linear’, ‘Accelerating’, and ‘Decelerating’, each showing different trends. The linear plot indicates steady increase, the accelerating plot indicates uncontrolled growth, and the decelerating plot indicates a tapered decline.]

Figure 1.5. When the data are highly ambiguous, almost any pattern can seem plausible. This example is inspired by a cartoon in the online comic xkcd: A Webcomic of Romance, Sarcasm, Math, and Language. (Randall Munroe, “Curve-Fitting Methods,” xkcd no. 2048, March 5, 2019, https://xkcd.com/2048/.)








Researchers have extrapolated from these and many other examples to conclude that the human mind struggles to entertain more than one interpretation at a time of anything—including, of course, questions of politics and policy. And this really matters. In particular, it means that one interpretation of a policy problem will tend to block our mental access to other possible interpretations. This provides a potentially powerful way to change people’s minds without needing to resort to evidence or argument. To stop people “seeing a duck,” we don’t need to persuade them that no duck is present; we just need to find a way to make them see a rabbit—and the “duck” will vanish, at least as long as the rabbit is in view. This trick is known as “framing.” By making one interpretation more salient, other interpretations are suppressed. Sometimes the effect is only temporary. But in other cases it is not. Once we’ve taken the path, we can walk for many miles before realizing we are heading in entirely the wrong direction—or never realize it at all. Once we are convinced by a clever framing trick that the person at the other end of the phone line is a police officer and not a scammer, we may unthinkingly give away our bank details; once we have succumbed to a conspiracy theory, the very idea that we have been duped may seem inconceivable.


The same phenomenon works, we suggest, for the i-frame and s-frame: Presenting a problem such as climate change as one that was caused—and can be fixed—by individual actions can block out thoughts of the role of systemic factors.
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It is not just BP that has been focusing on individual responsibility for the climate crisis and deflecting attention from the radical systematic changes required—changes that will entail almost entirely phasing out fossil fuels. A 2024 piece in Fortune magazine quotes Exxon Mobil CEO Darren Woods to the effect that “people who are generating the emissions need to be aware… and pay the price,” seemingly placing the blame squarely on the consumer. Woods adds that people must “be willing to pay for carbon reduction, because today we have opportunities to make fuels with lower carbon, but people aren’t willing to spend the money to do that.”10 It seems that the “people” really need to step up—and pay up. According to Woods’s account, the fossil fuel industry is willing, but largely powerless, to help. In short, Exxon Mobil portrays carbon reduction as an i-frame problem, while lobbying tirelessly against the s-frame regulations and international agreements that may actually reduce carbon emissions (and, of course, wreck the fossil fuel industry’s business model), such as innovation and deployment of low-carbon energy and energy efficiency measures, powerful new regulations, and a carbon tax.11


The same pattern of disingenuously blaming the consumer for the status quo is revealed by systematic analysis of Exxon Mobil’s internal and external documents by science historians Naomi Oreskes (whom we will meet later) and Geoffrey Supran.12 Particularly telling illustrations are the company’s “advertorials.” For example, one in 2008 suggested that the “cars and trucks we drive aren’t just vehicles, they’re opportunities to solve the world’s energy and environmental challenges.” Another, in 2007, offered readers “simple steps” to combating climate change: “Be smart about electricity use”; “Heat and cool your home efficiently”; “Improve your gas mileage”; “Check your home’s greenhouse gas emissions” using an online calculator. The oil companies present themselves as facilitating, and participating in, the fight against human-induced global warming. In the case of BP, its carbon footprint calculator included personal appeals, such as “It’s time to go on a low carbon diet.”13


But by continually presenting the challenge of combating climate change as a problem for individual citizens, the fossil fuel companies helped frame the conversation on their terms.14 And they found unwitting allies in the media, even the more progressive media. The Guardian and The New York Times have published numerous articles focusing on how individual behavior—decisions about what to eat, how and where to travel, and how to heat and power your home—can combat climate change.15


We are not saying that the use of carbon footprints as a metric is misguided in every context; clearly, the measurement of individual carbon output is in many cases useful for academic researchers, governments, companies, and individuals. But by framing the problem of climate change as one of shrinking individual climate footprints, we may indeed be distracting ourselves from exploring systemic changes that are needed.


We’ve fallen into this trap ourselves. In consulting and advisory work, Nick, in particular, has spent years thinking about what kinds of interventions can help individuals reduce their use of heating, insulate their homes, and shift to low-carbon transport and more plant-based diets.16 Upon reflection, however, we doubt that the problem of reducing carbon emissions can be solved or even noticeably alleviated by nudging individual behavior—whether these interventions involve giving people better or more transparent information, making them more aware of their own consumption and how they compare to their neighbors, or just defaulting them into buying green energy or auto-enrolling them into other climate-friendly programs.


Depressingly, in line with the pattern we mentioned in the Introduction, many nudges that seem at first to move the needle on climate change do a lot less than their proponents promise. For instance, consider the case of a “default” nudge, studied in a recent and impressively large-scale field trial in which Swiss consumers and businesses were defaulted into receiving electricity from renewable sources unless they actively opted out. At first sight, this nudge looked pretty effective (if rather heavy-handed): 85 percent of Swiss consumers and 75 percent of Swiss businesses stuck with this tariff over many years, despite the extra cost.17 The authors of the paper evaluating the field trial estimate that nudging customers through this “green default” could yield very large carbon savings, especially if the program was scaled up.


In an optimistically titled commentary on this research (“Green Defaults Can Combat Climate Change”), Cass Sunstein (one of the authors of Nudge, and a frequent collaborator with George) directly contrasted i- and s-frame approaches to fighting climate change: “It has long been thought that to reduce environmental harm, the best approach is an economic incentive, perhaps a corrective tax. In recent years, however, increasing attention has been given to non-monetary interventions including ‘nudges,’ such as information disclosure, warnings, uses of social norms, and default rules. A potentially promising intervention would automatically enroll people in green energy, subject to opt-out.”18


From an s-frame perspective, however, it becomes clear that the impact of such policies will be slight, at best. When a newly defaulted consumer switches to green energy, the system does not respond by instantaneously producing more green energy. Instead, someone in a back office (or nowadays probably a piece of accounting software) simply changes a spreadsheet so that existing green energy is reallocated to the newly green consumer—so one consumer gets greener, another gets browner, and there is no overall impact on the energy mix.19 So, contrary to Sunstein’s optimistic appraisal, this type of i-frame intervention does not, in reality, provide a real alternative to the s-frame regulatory and fiscal measures that are already decarbonizing the power systems in several countries (including, for example, the UK, France, and the Scandinavian countries—and in the US, the Biden administration’s curiously named Inflation Reduction Act pursued this approach).


If defaults—arguably the most iconic, and effective, type of nudge—have limited potential to combat climate change, results are arguably still more dispiriting for other types of climate-related nudges, such as having people make commitments to change their behavior, providing people with diverse kinds of information (e.g., about the impact of their activities on the climate), and providing real-time feedback about energy use.20 A comprehensive recent survey of eighty-three different randomized controlled trials (the type of experimental field trials often viewed as a gold standard of scientific rigor) of climate-change-targeting nudges of all sorts, comprising over three million individual observations, concludes that nudges “promote climate change mitigation to a very small degree while the intervention lasts, with no evidence of sustained positive effects once the intervention ends.”21 Our behaviors are determined, in large part, by the complex economic and social systems of which we are a part—we don’t have a lot of wiggle room, it seems. And when a nudge “wiggles” our behavior momentarily, its impact doesn’t last long.


Beyond the paucity of their likely cumulative effects, climate change nudges provide perhaps the best illustration of another pitfall of nudges—their propensity to “crowd out” support for more substantive policies. A series of experiments by George and his colleagues David Hagmann and Emily Ho illustrates this point: They show that merely alerting people (including policymakers in one study) to the potential of implementing an i-frame intervention (the green-energy nudge, discussed earlier in this chapter, which defaults residential consumers into a renewable energy plan) reduces support for more substantive policies (such as a carbon tax).22 The research not only documented the “crowding out” phenomenon but also revealed how it works: The green-energy nudge gives people the false hope that the problem of climate change can be addressed without imposing costlier, but immeasurably more effective, policies. Interestingly, this effect can be counteracted with information. When research participants were informed of how small an overall impact the green-energy nudge was likely to have, the crowd-out effect disappeared.


In a separate line of work, social scientist Seth Werfel provides powerful evidence that these effects apply in the real world. Households in Japan that were randomly selected to report the actions they took to save energy were less supportive of a carbon tax, and those who reported being particularly conscientious about energy saving became especially unsupportive.23 The paper concluded that the effect is “driven by an increase in the perceived importance of individual actions relative to government regulation.” When people take individual responsibility for a problem, it seems, they are ironically less likely to support the kind of systemic change that could actually solve it.


The idea that potentially well-meaning, but ineffective, initiatives can crowd out more substantive interventions is also well illustrated by the enormous growth in “ESG investing” (in companies that meet Environmental, Social, and Governance criteria, aiming for strong financial returns while promoting sustainability and ethical practices). Perhaps the most forceful takedown of ESG as currently practiced by large financial institutions was provided by Tariq Fancy, the former chief investment officer for sustainable investing at BlackRock, who left the company in 2019 and uploaded his explosive story The Secret Diary of a Sustainable Investor to the internet two years later.24 Fancy argues convincingly that ESG investing has little to no direct impact—just shuffling who owns which assets, rather than actually making businesses greener.25 But, he argues, it plays a crucial role in distracting attention away from the sweeping systemic changes that governments need to enact. And it gives the spurious impression that businesses—or individual investors, through their impact on businesses—can handle environmental challenges and that government action is less urgent or perhaps even largely unnecessary.


In a comment that echoes the themes of this book, Fancy notes, “Many business leaders would no doubt respond that regulation is the correct answer in theory, but it’s not possible in the real world. Why? Because it’s politically impossible to get anything done right now, especially in the US.” So, the suggestion goes, we should look to business to lead the way, if politics is deadlocked. Fancy continues, “While it seems like a fair point on the surface, it’s disingenuous for business leaders to argue that they’re the best option available today if the ideal method, recommended by the experts, is actively being blocked by those same business leaders through misleading marketing campaigns and political spending and lobbying behind the scenes.” This is the sleight of hand in action—focusing our attention on the i-frame (purportedly helping individual investors wanting to invest sustainably) while lobbying at the s-frame to ensure that real progress toward sustainability remains logjammed.26


The main problem Fancy identifies is, in our terms, “crowding out” the political pressure and policymaker time that could, in theory, be spent pursuing systemic changes.27 Fancy also reports an experiment he conducted in which three thousand people from the US and Canada were asked whether government or business should lead the way on sustainability. In one experimental condition, they were first shown headlines about corporate environmental and social initiatives; in the other, they were asked the question without first looking at any headlines. Canadians, perhaps already accustomed to the benefit of greater regulations, chose the government option in both conditions. But, Fancy reports, “there was a large and statistically significant difference in the US. Exposure to the headlines made people 17 percent more likely to say that business, not government, will lead the way in building a more sustainable economy.”28


The impact of such framing effects on individual citizens may not be the most important type of crowding out. Potentially more important is that politicians, government policymakers, campaigners, journalists, and academic researchers focus their limited time and attention on ineffective i-frame measures at the expense of s-frame policy changes that could really help address social ills. These s-frame policies need as much focus from all sides as possible because the changes required are often large, and choosing the right ones, and implementing them successfully, is enormously difficult. While changing the system, if done correctly, can make a huge positive impact, it could also be ineffective or even counterproductive if done incorrectly. Implementing, monitoring, and adjusting systemic changes so they work as designed requires careful analysis. Building a coalition of support that can make change politically possible itself is a major challenge. So we need to focus as much as possible on getting s-frame change right, and distractions that focus our collective attention and resources on ineffective “alternatives” need to be avoided. Certainly, as academic researchers, we have found our own attention on public policy issues substantially “crowded out” by a focus on diagnosing and correcting individual behavior, and we, Nick and George, are hardly alone. Whole swaths of academics, policy researchers, funders, journalists, politicians, and more have been focusing on finding i-frame solutions to problems that, we would argue, can only be solved by s-frame reform.


Not all our colleagues are convinced that prompting people to think about the i-frame actually does undercut support for s-frame measures. One paper that seemed to argue the opposite point—“Moderating Spillover: Focusing on Personal Sustainable Behavior Rarely Hinders and Can Boost Climate Policy Support”—was written by Gregg Sparkman and his colleagues. In that study, the researchers encouraged some participants to think through their own pro-environmental behaviors—and in some cases also asked them to think about how these behaviors related to their values—while gauging their support for a state-level carbon tax (which was framed as imposing costs either on individuals or on industry). Strikingly, echoing the finding of Werfel and contradicting the paper’s title, when the carbon tax was framed as costly to individuals, the authors observed “crowding out”: “Participants who reflected on their sustainable actions and were shown a tax framed as having costs fall on the individual had lower support for the carbon tax as compared to participants in the no reflection control.”


A second point made by our critics is the correct observation that if you look across people at their support for different policies, those supporting nudges targeting climate change also tend to support more substantive policies, such as a carbon tax; in academic parlance, there is a positive correlation between supporting climate-targeting nudges and substantive policies. It is surprising that critics who have made this observation, most of whom are behavioral or social scientists, seem to be ignoring perhaps the single most common correction that social scientists make to lay (commonplace) beliefs: Correlation does not equal causation. This applies to the positive relationship between support for nudges on the one hand, and taxes and regulations aimed at mitigating climate change on the other. People who believe in climate change and think it poses a major threat are most likely to support any intervention targeting the problem, including both nudges and substantive policies.29 However, when you assess causality by manipulating people’s awareness of the potential to nudge climate-related behavior in a rigorous randomized experiment, the most consistent finding is that awareness of nudges actually tends to reduce support for the more substantive policies.


So there is a real danger that merely entertaining the possibility of i-frame interventions can weaken the impetus behind s-frame change. As usual in the behavioral sciences, where iron laws are vanishingly rare, there will no doubt be nuances and exceptions. Indeed, it is entirely possible that there are some circumstances in which i-frame interventions to, for example, encourage people to make small actions to help reduce climate change (e.g., improving their home insulation, buying an electric car, and so on) might actually increase their support for wider policy changes. According to many influential theories in social psychology, for example, people might reason something like this: “Here I am buying an electric car (perhaps actually caused by some imagined, but unusually effective, nudge). So I guess I must be the kind of person who cares about the environment. If so, I must (for consistency) be the kind of person who supports tough government action on climate. OK then—I’m all in favor of a carbon tax.”


This might seem fanciful (and indeed, it has not, to our knowledge, been demonstrated in any domain related to climate policy), but psychologists have created many ingenious experiments showing that people use their choices to infer their own beliefs or attitudes according to this kind of logic. Nonetheless, the current state of the evidence strongly suggests that the opposite pattern is far more common: The main impact of highlighting the i-frame is obscuring the s-frame.30


In any case, highlighting the i-frame doesn’t just divert attention away from the s-frame in the mind of the individual. As noted above, the more pressing issue is the huge diversion of time and attention on the part of academics, journalists, and policymakers. Social and behavioral scientists trying to understand and address society’s problems have finite time and grant funding; journalists focusing on social problems have a fairly fixed budget of column inches; and space on political and policymakers’ agendas is hotly contested. In all these areas, focusing on i-frame solutions almost inevitably squeezes out consideration of the s-frame. And that is surely what the corporations promoting the i-frame to the public and politicians are hoping to achieve.31


The trick of shifting the public’s attention from the system to the individual can seem subtle in the case of BP’s “Beyond Petroleum” campaign. But other industry-led efforts, such as the “wedge campaigns” that pit individual action against collective action, are far cruder. As Mann writes, “Dividers have sought to target influential experts and public figures in the climate arena as ‘hypocrites’ by accusing them of hedonistic lifestyles entailing huge carbon footprints.”32 For instance, a subset of attendees of the COP26 summit in Glasgow were attacked in the media for arriving in private jets and producing “over 1,000 tons of CO2.”33


One thousand tons is, of course, a drop in the ocean compared to the billions of tons of carbon dioxide emitted each year worldwide. Linking climate advocates with their carbon footprints uses an individualistic focus to discredit those advocating for systemic reform, branding them as “climate hypocrites”—a powerful tactic.34 As Amy Westervelt, a climate writer, comments, “The strategy of shifting responsibility to the public… provides a purity test that no climate activist can possibly pass.”35


The people with the power and influence to change the system are unlikely to be living entirely sustainable lifestyles on remote islands—so almost everyone pushing for reform can be summarily dismissed, or at least tainted with hypocrisy. Indeed, fossil fuel industry allies have actively backed efforts to “carbon shame” climate scientists and activists for driving, flying, or eating meat.36


Not only that: Even if we successfully motivate many individuals to make supposedly climate-friendly choices, market-level effects often undercut well-intentioned individual action. To take a simple illustration, let’s return to the green-energy nudge discussed earlier and raise a further problem with it. Suppose that a person or company switches to a green-energy supplier. This marginally increases the demand for green energy and thus slightly pushes up its market price, while at the same time reducing (equally slightly) the demand for so-called brown energy (generated by fossil fuels), the price of which falls. But now that brown energy is cheaper, those who are happy to use polluting energy are likely to use more of it—so the use of brown energy remains largely unaffected. Thus, the impact of an individual’s green choice is “dampened” by the operation of the market.


Just how powerful these dampening effects can be is illustrated in important recent theoretical work by economists Marc Kaufmann, Peter Andre, and Botond Kőszegi.37 Their analysis shows that consumers who want to further prosocial ends—e.g., by not eating meat, by reducing flying, or by buying secondhand clothing—may have little to no effect when they are part of a market. Suppose, to take an extreme example, that all consumers care about the harm they do to the environment (what, in economics, is called fully “internalizing” the costs of their actions on society). One of those consumers choosing to do the “right thing,” for example by not flying, doesn’t just reduce carbon emissions directly. It also reduces the cost of flying. And this in turn will change the equilibrium behavior of other socially conscious consumers. Now that flying is cheaper, consumers (whether socially conscious or not) will fly slightly more than they would have done (everyone is sensitive to price to some degree, after all). Worse, to the extent that they understand this, a fully rational consumer would be less liable to “do the right thing” in the first place, since they would take account of the fact that their own restraint will duly be dampened. Dispiritingly, the dampening effect still applies even if everyone wants to be green.38 While these extreme conclusions are undeniably dependent on the specific assumptions the authors incorporate into their model, at a minimum this theoretical exercise highlights the importance of taking account of market-level effects when predicting the impact of individual actions.


On the positive side, Kaufmann, Andre, and Kőszegi show that traditional s-frame policies such as carbon taxes and cap-and-trade schemes can effectively accomplish the goals that individual action cannot (indeed, their analysis helps to clarify how to design these schemes). Their conclusion is that old-fashioned “social planning” approaches to externalities, such as regulating pollution emissions, are, at least in these contexts, more effective than relying on an individualistic approach.


The very effectiveness of carbon tax and cap-and-trade schemes (which discourage hydrocarbon extraction by increasing the cost of carbon-intensive goods and services) is, of course, why the fossil fuel industry wants to distract us from supporting such interventions.39 For fossil fuel producers, having their opponents distracted by unworkable solutions while fossil fuel extraction continues as usual is the desired (and, so far, largely realized) outcome.
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By focusing on the individual, we are thinking of the problem in entirely the wrong way—indeed, just as the architects of BP’s marketing campaign wanted us to. Individual behavior matters, of course, and we should each seek to play our part in solving the global challenge of averting irreversible climate change. But cajoling, informing, or nudging the players will be hopelessly ineffectual unless we radically change the rules of the game—and the rules of the game that govern climate change are dysfunctional in ways that by now we understand quite well. The rules are not dysfunctional by accident; they have been shaped by the relentless political campaign funding, lobbying, and misinformation from the companies whose profits, and indeed long-term future, depend on this dysfunction.


There is a scientific and policy consensus concerning what needs to change. A series of global agreements, from the 1997 Kyoto Protocol to the 2016 Paris Agreement and beyond, have set out a road map for change—though admittedly one that is persistently too vague and that lacks “teeth.” And individual nations and blocs have also set more aggressive targets, now including the UK, the EU, and, briefly under President Biden, the US, pledging to get to net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. With the right regulations and political will, this is entirely possible.


To succeed, governments will need to be extremely active; leaving progress “to the market” alone will be hopelessly inadequate. Key measures will surely include (among many others): massive subsidies for renewable sources of energy; tightening regulatory standards on products and manufacturing; subsidizing insulation and tightening building standards; “carbon border adjustments” (to avoid nations merely driving carbon emissions overseas, with no net overall effect); a shift away from heavily meat-based diets; preserving and extending forests; large government investments (alongside private money) in research and development of green technologies; and large cross-national subsidies so that developing nations benefit, rather than lose, by adopting these policies.40 Extending carbon cap-and-trade schemes, or imposing a sufficient carbon tax to force polluters to pay for the damage their products cause, is likely to be an important part of the mix (though politically challenging).


Governments also have to reverse lots of current policies: They need to eliminate subsidies for fossil fuel exploration, extraction, and use across the world; stop issuing licenses for new exploration and drilling; and eliminate the plethora of perverse incentives rife throughout the energy system. Let’s take just two well-known examples. In the US, there is a long history of subsidies for light trucks (and SUVs, crossovers, and vans) that have led them to dominate US roads.41 In the UK, the costs of decarbonizing the energy network are loaded onto electricity bills (which are increasingly green), but not onto the bill for carbon-burning gas, thereby creating a huge obstacle for the vital rollout of heat pumps. And not only that: To achieve all this, governments will need to restrict the lobbying power of commercial and national interests (most obviously fossil fuel companies and oil-exporting countries) that benefit from slowing the green transition.


Many economic, technological, and financial indicators are starting to move in the right direction. Solar, wind, and battery technologies are growing on a steep exponential curve, and their costs are falling. Entrepreneurial opportunities are emerging across sectors, from the “circular economy” (which minimizes waste by keeping products, materials, and energy in use for as long as possible) to switching to more plant-based diets and finding a range of alternatives to meat, to negative-emissions technologies (whether simply increasing forest cover or the more speculative chemistry of direct air capture and storage), and many more.


Dispiritingly, lobbying power and other distortions of democratic processes (more on this in Part Two) have already proved all too powerful, especially in the US. Indeed, in the second Trump administration the fossil fuel industries and their allies have already begun to decisively shift the rules back in their favor, both domestically (following the ominous slogan “Drill, baby, drill”) and internationally (by withdrawing from, and actively undermining, international climate agreements).42


It may turn out that our effort to combat climate change will be too little, too late; or against the odds, perhaps we may avoid disaster just in time.43 It is clear that human ingenuity and cooperation have made astonishing progress in collectively addressing the problem of climate change. But there are powerful interests working hard to frustrate these efforts, and these may be gaining the upper hand. If we collectively fail to address the problem of climate change, human nature won’t be to blame; blaming human nature would be like blaming a death by drowning on the human body’s reliance on oxygen, while ignoring the role of the concrete shoes affixed to the victim’s feet.
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