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Abstract: A recent development within nudge theory is the concept of sludge,
which imposes frictions on decision-making. Nascent literature adopts a
normative interpretation of sludge: nudge good, sludge bad. However, this
normative interpretation leaves much to be desired. A clear definition and
treatment of sludge remains absent from this literature, as is a complete
understanding of ‘frictions’. Furthermore, the relationship between nudges and
sludges is unclear. This paper proposes the concept of nudge/sludge symmetry
in an attempt to advance the conceptual understanding of sludge. Building from
the definition of a nudge, three types of friction permissible under nudge theory
are identified: hedonic, social and obscurant. Sludge is then positioned, in terms
of frictions, relative to nudge: nudges decrease relative frictions, sludges increase
relative frictions. A consequence of this proposition is nudge/sludge symmetry –
where a nudge decreases the frictions associated with a specific option, sludge is
simultaneously imposed on all other options available to a decision-maker.
Nudge/sludge symmetry subsequently challenges the normative interpretation of
sludge, and so a new framework drawing on the literature on nudges in the
private sector is offered, with the choice architect placed at the centre. This new
approach to sludge and emphasis on the role of the choice architect, in turn,
reaffirms the importance of transparency in public policy interventions.
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Introduction

Thaler and Sunstein’s (2008) concept of nudge has seen remarkable adoption
and success in the decade or so since the term was coined. Nudges are often
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used to help people save for retirement (Madrian & Shea, 2001; Beshears et al.,
2016), to encourage healthier food choices (Bucher et al., 2016; Kroese et al.,
2016) and to encourage energy-saving behaviour (Allcott, 2011; Allcott &
Rogers, 2014), amongst a plethora of other policy applications (Halpern,
2015; Sanders et al., 2018).

A relatively recent development in the world of nudging is sludge (Thaler,
2018; Sunstein, 2019, forthcoming; Soman, 2020). Sludge is typically under-
stood as frictions that make good decisions harder (Sunstein, forthcoming),
reflecting a normative understanding of sludge that might be summarized as:
nudge is good, sludge is bad (Thaler, 2018). Take, for instance, Thaler
(2018), who introduces the term ‘sludge’ into the behavioural science
lexicon. Thaler (2018) writes:

Sunstein and I stressed that the goal of a conscientious choice architect is to
help people make better choices ‘as judged by themselves’. But what about
activities that are essentially nudging for evil? This ‘sludge’ just mucks
things up and makes wise decision-making and prosocial activity more
difficult. (Thaler, 2018, p. 431)

This comment, coupled with the concluding remark, ‘Less sludge will make the
world a better place’ (p. 431) and an additional remark by Thaler quoted in
Goldhill (2019) – ‘[Sludge] has two defining characteristics: Frictions and
bad intentions’ (para. 4) – would certainly suggest Thaler (2018) normatively
considers sludge bad.

Thaler (2018) is not alone is this assessment. Ip et al. (2018) argue that where
nudges should ‘nudge us into making better choices without removing our right
to choose’ (para. 1), ‘the goal [of sludge] is different – instead of helping us make
better choices, the aim is to unnecessarily increase [costs]’ (para. 3). Nobel
(2018) also takes this position: ‘[S]ludge [is] a behavioral intervention that
does not have the individual’s best interest in mind. It uses the same tools
based on cognitive biases and choice architecture, to nudge people towards
choices that will not necessarily increase their welfare’ (para. 4).

Soman (2020) is not conclusive on the normative question of sludge. Soman
(2020) defines sludge as ‘frictions in any process that impedes end users, and
ultimately reduces welfare’ (p. 3), but later writes, ‘Sludge impedes our
ability to get things done by creating psychological fences. Mind you, not all
fences are bad. Sometimes we want to deliberately slow people down from
making rash decisions’ (p. 3). Thus, Soman (2020) would seem to suggest
sludge for good may exist.

Sunstein (forthcoming) offers a broader discussion of sludge. They suggest that
where sludge is defined as ‘excessive frictions’ (p. 4), sludge ‘is bad by [this]
definition’ (p. 5). However, Sunstein (forthcoming) also recognizes that one
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could choose not to define sludge as ‘excessive’ frictions, but rather as increased
frictions (Sunstein, 2019). Thus, ‘On [this] definition, sludge would be a kind of
nudge – a distinctive subset – and it too could be imposed for good or bad pur-
poses … we could easily imagine “sludge for good”’ (p. 7). In doing so, Sunstein
(forthcoming), like Soman (2020), entertains a non-normative definition of
sludge, just as they do a non-normative definition of nudge (Sunstein, 2019).

Current research may benefit from considering sludge from a non-normative
perspective, if for no other reason than it is difficult to sustain a normative pos-
ition in the face of heterogeneity. For instance, evenwhere the net benefits of, say,
a nudge are expected to be positive (i.e., welfare-enhancing) on average, and so
the nudge may be called ‘good’, some very heterogeneous individuals may, by
virtue of their heterogeneity, suffer as a result of being nudged (Sunstein,
2012; Mills, forthcoming). Equally, what is burdensome sludge for some (or
indeed many) may be a valuable shield from the harms of impulsivity for others.

This paper presents a definition and discussion of sludge in line with this
second interpretation by considering the (behavioural) frictions that are charac-
teristic of both sludges and nudges. Doing so reveals the concept of nudge/
sludge symmetry. This concept argues that sludge occurs whenever a nudge is
used, and vice versa. Whenever a decision-maker is nudged towards a healthy
snack, they simultaneously face sludge if they want an unhealthy snack
(Sunstein, 2019). Whenever a decision-maker faces an onerous series of
checks to unsubscribe from a magazine subscription (i.e., sludge), they are sim-
ultaneously nudged towards keeping the subscription (Soman, 2020). Under
nudge/sludge symmetry, both nudging and sludging are defined in terms of rela-
tive friction. As a result, the position adopted here is not that sludge itself is a
novel development, but that sludge is a novel reconceptualization of nudging.

Such a conclusion can only be reached by abandoning a normative position,
for if nudges sludge and sludges nudge, one cannot be ‘good’ while the other is
simultaneously ‘bad’. This, of course, is messy (though defining ‘good’ and
‘bad’ in the first instance is a messy prospect as well). I propose a systematic
approach to understanding (good and bad) nudges and sludges by considering
how choice architecture is changed and for whose benefit.

The structure of this paper is as follows. Firstly, the concept of nudge/sludge
symmetry is developed by considering how nudges work. In understanding the
mechanisms that drive nudges, a source of the frictions that are so closely asso-
ciated with sludge is revealed. So too is the symmetrical relationship between
the two. Secondly, the question of normativity is considered. Drawing on pre-
vious literature, a simple model of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ nudges and sludges (with
these terms defined appropriately) is offered. Then, by considering examples of
good and bad sludges, the broad normative assumption adopted by some
authors and commentators (Ip et al., 2018; Nobel, 2018; Thaler, 2018) is
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expanded upon. Thirdly, the transparency implications of nudge/sludge sym-
metry for public policymakers is discussed, followed by concluding remarks.

Nudge/sludge symmetry

The standard definition of a nudge (Oliver, 2015; Sunstein, forthcoming) is
given by Thaler and Sunstein (2008, p. 8):

[A nudge is] any aspect of choice architecture that alters people’s behaviour
in a predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly changing
their economic incentives. To count as a nudge, the intervention must be easy
and cheap to avoid. Nudges are not mandates.

This is a definition to which I will frequently return. It is immediately interest-
ing to consider how this definition, and nudging generally, can be related to
‘friction’. From this definition, nudges cannot significantly change economic
incentives. Where economic incentives are significantly changed, such an inter-
vention may more closely resemble a tax, for instance (Oliver, 2015). Yet, this
doesn’t mean that nudges don’t impose any significant incentives; nudges, by
this definition, can impose non-economic incentives.1

For instance, Sunstein (forthcoming, p. 6) writes, ‘[A] nudge might not
impose monetary costs, but it might impose costs of a certain kind.’ Sunstein
(forthcoming) offers the example of hedonic costs to illustrate this argument,
where hedonic costs are broadly taken to be costs that reduce individual pleas-
ure. For instance, Sunstein (forthcoming) argues that a graphic health label
may not impose or change the economic incentives of a decision-maker, but
the label can certainly induce a degree of discomfort and displeasure for the
individual. A similar behavioural cost has been described by Thunström
(2019, p. 11) as an ‘emotional tax’.

Hedonic costs are not the only explanation of why nudges may work.Within
the literature, two additional candidates can be found: (1) social scorn and
stigma; and (2) obscurantism.

Social scorn and stigma

Several authors (Bernheim, 1994; Sunstein, 1996; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004;
Cialdini et al., 2005), writing on social norms and conformity, argue that
people often adjust their behaviour to fit in with others and avoid social
stigma. For instance, Sunstein (1996) argues, ‘Many well-known anomalies

1Hausman and Welch (2010) offer an addendum to Thaler and Sunstein’s (2008) definition to
incorporate non-economic incentives. I am grateful to Leonhard Lades for this observation.
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in human behavior are best explained by reference to social norms and to the
fact that people feel shame when they violate those norms’ (p. 909).

Mills (2018) has also contributed to this discussion, noting that the use of
significant social incentives in nudging does not violate the concept of liberty
as set out by J.S. Mill. For instance, Mill ([1859] 2001) writes, ‘For a long
time past, the chief mischief of the legal penalties is that they strengthen the
social stigma. It is that stigma which is really effective’ (p. 31, emphasis
added). Here, Mill ([1859] 2001) is arguing that a driving force of the law is
the social stigma that breaking the law brings. Also consider Tocqueville’s
([1831] 2000) discussion of the ‘moral power’ of majorities (p. 271), or
Sætra (2019) for a more contemporary account.

On the use of nudges by choice architects, Mills (2018, p. 401) writes:
‘Troublingly, this response [choice architecture] fails to recognise that a con-
straint need not be weak just because it is non-material. The scorn of my
peers may be far more damaging to me than any fine or financial penalty.’
Other proposed names for these social incentives are ‘moral utility’, which
Allcott and Kessler (2019) state ‘arises when actions impose externalities, are
subject to social norms, or are scrutinized by others’ (p. 240), and ‘social sanc-
tions’ (Hausman & Welch, 2010, p. 125).

Obscurantism

The notion of interfering with understanding, either by hiding or by obscuring
routes to understanding, has also been discussed as a feature of nudging.
Hertwig and Grüne-Yanoff (2017), for instance, argue that the default
option nudge may function because it fosters a lack of deliberate understand-
ing. They write: ‘[S]ome nudges may operate behind the chooser’s back and
therefore appear manipulative. Default rules can be criticized on these
grounds – they take advantage of people’s assumed inertia and skirt conscious
deliberation’ (p. 981). In this instance, Hertwig and Grüne-Yanoff (2017)
suggest that default rules seek to utilize people’s psychological states, rather
than bolster understanding.2

A similar notion is offered by Sætra (2020) in their discussion of liberty in the
face of big data and nudging. They utilize the term ‘psychological force’ (p. 2),
and they write, ‘I dispute the claim that nudging changes behaviourwithout the
use of force; the force is simply psychological, not physical’ (p. 6, emphasis in

2 The argument that nudges do not bolster understanding is a common one (Rebonato, 2014;
Gigerenzer, 2015). This, largely, is a separate point to the argument being made here. In the language
of interference (Sætra, 2020), one can argue that purposely fostering understanding – or not fostering
understanding – represents a manipulation of understanding regardless of the policy adopted.
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original). Of course, the term ‘psychological’ is expansive, and insofar as more
specificities regarding friction are desired here, a more specific understanding of
the term is required. Fortunately, Sætra (2020) offers such specificity, arguing
that psychological force describes the purposeful interference in a person’s
understanding that influences the actions that they take.

Bringing these ideas together, obscurantism may be a good candidate for
friction. The Cambridge Dictionary (2020) defines obscuration as ‘the act of
preventing something from being seen or heard, or something that prevents
something else from being seen or heard’, while the word itself finds its
origins in the Latin for darkening. This latter understanding seems more satis-
factory than the former, as nudges make concerted efforts not to limit options.
But the notions of obscuring understanding (Sætra, 2020) and not promoting
understanding (Hertwig & Grüne-Yanoff, 2017) seem resonant with the
description of obscurantism as a force for darkening. In some very recent
work on sludge, Shahab and Lades (2020) offer the costs of searching for infor-
mation as a potential candidate for friction; a candidate very reminiscent of
what might be called ‘obscurant friction’.

Frictions

A tentative taxonomy, incorporating the frictions discussed here, is offered in
Table 1. This taxonomy is offered for illustrative purposes and does not make
any claim to being exhaustive. These frictions are not far distinguished from the
factors that Kahneman (2011) offers as governing an individual’s voluntary
effort: ‘cognitive, emotional, [and] physical’ (p. 41). Indeed, these factors
map quite well onto the frictions offered here – the exception being social,
which one might excuse from a list offered by a psychologist concerned with
individual thinking. For instance, cognitive would certainly seem reminiscent
of obscurant, physical reminiscent of more classical liberal notions of coercion
(i.e., physical imposition and impositions on property) and emotional reminis-
cent of hedonic costs or emotional taxes.

The proposition offered here is that hedonic costs, social costs and obscurant
costs are all prime candidates for what, in discussions of sludge, are called fric-
tions. Take, for instance, paperwork – a popular example of sludge (Sunstein,
forthcoming). For an administrator being paid to complete paperwork, while
one may debate the efficiency of this expenditure, insofar as the paperwork
must be completed, the economic cost of doing so is satisfied.3

3Here, the line between the economic or material costs of sludge and the non-economic and non-
material costs of sludge is rather thin. For instance, insofar as an economic value can be placed on time
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The concept of paperwork as sludge is the tedium and frustration of it. In this
first instance, this may involve processing the same document containing the
same information numerous times, invoking hedonic costs, while in the
second instance, phrasing, layout or simply an excessive amount of necessary
information may make documents frustrating and difficult to understand,
invoking obscurant costs. As Sunstein (forthcoming) notes, much of the paper-
work undertaken by government could be streamlined by the use of nudges
such as default options. This does not eliminate the paperwork per se, but it
could make the completion of the paperwork, on average, easier. In this
sense, this nudge would reduce the hedonic and obscurant costs borne by
those completing the paperwork (say, a claimant of a government provision)
and those verifying the paperwork (say, a government administrator). Thus,
these costs are the frictions characteristic of sludge. Once more, consider
Sunstein (forthcoming): ‘Some of the benefits of sludge reduction are psycho-
logical and hedonic – a reduction of frustration, anxiety and perhaps a sense

Table 1. Frictions.

Friction Description
Permissible under
nudge theory

Economic Changing economic/material (dis)incentives to encourage/
discourage specific decision outcomes (i.e., adding a
premium charge for a specific outcome)

x

Hedonic Changing individual pleasure/comfort to encourage/discour-
age specific decision outcomes (i.e., adding a graphic health
label to cigarette packaging)

✓

Social Changing social/moral costs to encourage/discourage specific
decision outcomes (i.e., informing households about the
energy use of their neighbours)

✓

Obscurant Changing the psychological/cognitive burden to encourage/
discourage specific decision outcomes (i.e., using excessive
and complicated language in a document)

✓

(or insofar as a person’s time is a material consideration), the somewhat circular logic proposed here
that these costs may be justified because someone is willing to pay for them is flawed, hence the
acknowledgement of the role of efficiency. But just as this argument is made about sludge, so too
is it made about nudge. Sunstein (forthcoming) states: ‘If all costs are commensurable, we might be
tempted to say that there is no clean line between nudges and material incentives’ (p. 6). I defer to
Sunstein’s (forthcoming) argument that while such arguments may be made, it is useful for the pur-
poses of discussion to qualitatively distinguish between various costs (or frictions): ‘The only response
is that qualitative distinctions are useful, and there is an important qualitative distinction between
(say) a tax or a fine on the one hand and a pointless form-filling requirement on the other’ (p. 5).
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of stigma or humiliation’ (p. 4). Such frictions have also been identified by
Moynihan et al. (2015) in their work on administrative burden – a close fore-
runner of behavioural sludge (Hattke et al., 2019).

But it is important to recognise that the frictions offered in Table 1 are
arrived at by considering that which is permissible under nudging. If these fric-
tions are exemplar of sludge, they must also be – in some capacity – features of
nudging. One explanation is that nudging, generally, should reduce frictions.
This is a naturally emerging conclusion: if nudges can reduce sludge as
Sunstein (forthcoming) argues, and sludge is understood as an increase in
fictions (or indeed, as excessive frictions), nudges would seem to reduce
frictions.

Armed with this conception of frictions, a new formulation of nudging and
sludging is offered:

Nudges reduce frictions associated with a specified option, while sludges
increase frictions associated with a specified option.

Symmetry

Why, then, might the principle of symmetry be offered? The reason is rather
straightforward. An understanding of the frictions associated with sludge is
arrived at by considering how nudges work. If a nudge is reducing the frictions
associated with a specified option, the relative frictions associated with all other
options are being increased. This is to say, sludge is being imposed as a result of
the nudge.4

For instance, a default option nudge that automatically enrols employees
into a workplace pension scheme reduces the frictions associated with the
scheme – a person may face fewer hedonic costs such as anxiety from not
saving, fewer obscurant costs as the nudge means they don’t have to evaluate
all options themselves and fewer social costs as the nudge normalizes saving.5

But for a person who does not want to be in the scheme, they now face
increased frictions, from time wasted opting out, to the cognitive burden of
having to understand how to opt out, to the social costs of going against the

4 The term ‘symmetry’ used here may face some objection. After all, don’t nudges and sludges
impose frictions in opposing directions, and are thus asymmetrical? This is a fair comment, though
substantially inconsequential. The origin of the notion of symmetry used here is analogous: in particle
physics, the concept of symmetry describes particles with the same mass and spin but opposing
charges. In the same sense, nudge/sludge symmetry describes behavioural interventions that utilize
the same frictions but with differing ‘charges’, which is to say, either increasing or decreasing
frictions.

5 Each potential cost is discussed for completeness. In practice, evidence may suggest some costs
are significant and others insignificant.
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grain (Herd et al., 2013). Furthermore, it matters little if this person wants to
choose a different pension plan or no pension plan – all other options now face
increased frictions, which is to say sludge.

The reverse is also true, hence why this relationship is considered symmet-
rical rather than asymmetrical. For instance, Sunstein (forthcoming) begins
their discussion of sludge with several examples, including immigration proce-
dures, entitlement applications and monetary refunds. In each instance,
Sunstein (forthcoming) concludes that, for many people, the onerous nature
of these tasks will result in the task, ultimately, being left incomplete. Thaler
(2018) suggests similar, characterizing one of the purposes of sludge as being
to ‘encourage self-defeating behavior’ (p. 431).

Thus, the concept of nudge/sludge symmetry is that every nudge imposes
sludge on options not being nudged towards, while sludge results in relatively
easy options being, in effect, nudged towards.6 Some allusion to this idea has
already been made. Sunstein (2019) writes – though only in a footnote – ‘If
people are nudged to choose healthy over unhealthy food, through good
choice architecture, they might face sludge when they seek unhealthy food’
(p. 1850, footnote 25). Furthermore, the symmetrical relationship described
here fits well with Thaler’s (2018) two forms of sludge: ‘It [sludge] can discour-
age behavior that is in a person’s best interest … and it can encourage self-
defeating behavior’ (p. 431). If a decision afflicted with sludge is taken to
experience both an encouraging and a discouraging effect on outcomes, I
would argue that the encouragement is, in terms of frictions, the same as
nudging. But to make such an argument, the normative position – nudge
good, sludge bad – must be abandoned, as such an argument implies bad, or
perhaps ‘evil’ nudges. I will return to the question of normativity shortly.

Defining sludge; defining nudge

An important implication of distinguishing between nudges and sludges based
on their respective changes to relative (behavioural) frictions occurs when one
returns to the definition of a nudge given by Thaler and Sunstein (2008) – this
definition says almost nothing of frictions. Furthermore, it would be desirable,

6 The term ‘relative’ is used as, in many instances, it seems inappropriate to discuss absolute fric-
tions, while offering no clarification would seem to be an oversight. Relativity is proposed from the
perspective of a closed decision system (for lack of a better term), where the sum of frictions across the
choice set does not change unless the decision system is disrupted (e.g., choices added or removed, new
regulations imposed). As such, all frictions associated with one choice are relative to all other frictions
associated with all other choices. Of course, there may be a temptation to speak in terms of absolute
frictions, but this seems practically difficult to do, if not impossible, and certainly contingent on prob-
ability estimates.
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having established the notion of nudge/sludge symmetry, to arrive at a defini-
tion of sludge. A modest alteration to the definition of a nudge given by Thaler
and Sunstein (2008) is offered, as well as a complementary definition of sludge:

. A nudge is any aspect of choice architecture that decreases the hedonic, social
or obscurant frictions associated with a specific outcome relative to other out-
comes and in doing so alters people’s behaviour in a predictable way without
forbidding any options or significantly changing economic frictions. To count
as a nudge, the intervention must be easy and cheap to avoid. Nudges are not
mandates.

. Sludge is any aspect of choice architecture that increases the hedonic, social or
obscurant frictions associated with a specific outcome relative to other out-
comes and in doing so alters people’s behaviour in a predictable way
without forbidding any options or significantly changing economic frictions.
To count as sludge, the intervention must be easy and cheap to avoid. Sludges
are not penalties.

One may object to the term ‘penalties’ used in this definition of sludge, rather
than simply mirroring the term ‘mandates’ used in the definition of nudge.
However, following Sunstein (forthcoming), ‘A mandate may or may not be
sludge, depending on what is mandated’ (p. 5). This qualification requires
further explanation from Sunstein, as it remains unclear what mandates
could be considered sludge within the current expanse of behavioural
science. Where less objection can be found is on the question of cost and pen-
alties. Once more, Sunstein (forthcoming) writes: ‘If consumers are told that
they must pay a specified amount to obtain insurance or that they can obtain
a better seat on an airplane for a small additional fee, they are facing costs,
not sludge’ (p. 5). One perhaps can challenge Sunstein’s (forthcoming) use of
the adjective ‘small’ here, as this presents potential difficulties when discussing
insignificant economic (dis)incentives, as both definitions imply that small add-
itional fees may be permissible – for instance, a small charge on plastic shop-
ping bags is often taken to be a nudge (or perhaps sludge by the definition
given above), but this would also seem not to qualify as a behavioural interven-
tion following Sunstein (forthcoming). Definitional work on what significant
means remains to be done in nudge theory, but for immediate clarity, penalties
are taken here to represent significant economic (dis)incentives.

An additional comment on these proposed definitions concerns the frictions
named within the definitions. One may prefer the term ‘non-economic fric-
tions’ rather than the specific frictions given here. These frictions have been
included in the definitions as they have previously been disucssed in this
article. However, these categories may be disputable – is social scorn not a
kind of hedonic cost in terms of pleasure, and where hedonic effects cloud
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one’s judgement, may these not be considered obscurant? In short, these cat-
egories are disputable, though an exact taxonomy of frictions is not an
intended contribution of this paper. The decision to name specific frictions
aims to avoid an unhelpful incidence of tautology – if nudges, by definition,
do not change economic frictions, to affect some influence they must change
some non-economic frictions. In most instances, the specificity of these
changed frictions will be of interest, not an exacting list of what these frictions
are not. Though, for elegance, I would suggest behavioural frictions might
suffice when ‘non-economic’ frictions is undesirable.

Normative implications

An ontological problem

Nudge/sludge symmetry raises an ontological problem – if every nudge pro-
duces sludge, and if every sludge produces nudge, in what language should
an intervention be discussed? This is not simply a matter of semantics. As it
is hoped that behavioural insights should inform policy (Sanders et al.,
2018), the choice of whether to frame an intervention as a reduction in frictions
or an increase in frictions could have profound implications on the acceptabil-
ity of the intervention. For instance, one could imagine, following loss aversion
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), that a weight loss intervention that is framed as
‘making it harder to enjoy guilty pleasures’ would be less popular than the
framing ‘making it easier to improve your health’.

Taking a normative position may appear to solve this problem, but, in
reality, it imbues subjectivity. For instance, if a nudge is a reduction of frictions
for a ‘good’ purpose, while sludge is a reduction of frictions for a ‘bad’ purpose
– both subjectively determined – which is the nudge and which is the sludge
when opinions on ‘good’ and ‘bad’ differ? One might contend that this char-
acterization is inaccurate, as normative sludge doesn’t actually reduce frictions
associated with ‘bad’ outcomes; instead, it increases frictions associated with
good outcomes. But this contention does not resolve the issue of subjectivity
introduced from adopting a normative position; it merely arrives at a position
already adopted here, namely that nudges reduce frictions and sludges increase
frictions. In short, because people have differing determinations of ‘good’ and
‘bad’, a normative approach offers little recourse to the present issue.

The solution to the problem offered here is a rather simple one: an interven-
tion should be labelled ‘nudge’ or ‘sludge’ based on how choice architecture is
changed. This position follows from Wendel (2016), who discusses a problem
that arises in the digital design community: ‘[A]ll designs are inherently persua-
sive’ (p. 103). Nudge theorists should recognize this refrain – a common

Nudge/sludge symmetry 319

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2020.61 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2020.61


defence of nudging and choice architecture is that choice architecture is
unavoidable (Sunstein, 2013). Wendel (2016) argues that interventions
should be evaluated based on the following questions: (1) What was developed
as part of the intervention? (2) How were these developments applied? (3)
What was the intended behavioural outcome?7

For instance, automatic enrolment is a nudge because the intervention reduces
frictions associated with a specified outcome with the intention of encouraging
people to select that outcome. While sludge is imposed on all other choices fol-
lowing nudge/sludge symmetry, this is a by-product of the intervention. By con-
trast, a subscription service that will only accept cancellation of subscriptions via
written notice delivered in the mail is a sludge because the intervention increases
frictions associated with a specified outcome with the intention of encouraging
an alternative outcome – namely, that people remain subscribed.

Pareto and rent-seeking interventions

If one is to abandon a normative stance on sludge – namely, that sludge is
inherently bad – it seems imperative to identify instances of sludge for
good.8 But to do so, one must define quite what is meant by ‘good’ and, con-
sequently, what is meant by ‘bad’. This is no easy feat, given that people are
often heterogeneous in their preferences (Sunstein, 2012; Mills, forthcoming).
An outcome that is ‘good’ for one person, as judged by themselves (Thaler &
Sunstein, 2008), may be considered ‘bad’ by another person. Thus, depending
on whose perspective is adopted – the former or the latter – any examples come
to be interpreted very differently. This is the basis of the weakness of defining
sludge normatively.

This is also a weakness of Sunstein (forthcoming), who does much to
advance the discussion of sludge for good but does so without establishing cri-
teria for ‘good’ or ‘bad’. As such, I propose a means for determining whether
an intervention is good or bad using ideas offered in the literature on nudging
in the private sector, where notions of exploitative nudging (what one might
call libertarian exploitation) are commonly explored. This framework, of

7One will note that a similar principle is already embedded within Thaler and Sunstein’s (2008)
definition of a nudge in that they stipulate that choice architecture should alter behaviour in a predict-
able way, implying both development of an intervention upon which to base a prediction and inten-
tional application in order to test said prediction.

8 I wonder whether the nascent reputation of sludge being bad isn’t a product of selection bias.
One tends to remember onerous moments of administration or difficulty, even if the ultimate harm
was rather negligible. On the other hand, does one tend to recall moments of ease that lead to tremen-
dous harm, or instead focus on the harm without a second thought for the mechanism by which one
stumbled into it?
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course, is not beyond criticism, as any attempt to define in any solid form the
meaning of words such as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ only invites Wittgenstein’s
monster. I would simply argue that any specification for determining how
‘good’ and ‘bad’ should be understood is better than none.

Bar-Gill (2012) argues that many commercial contracts are designed so as to
nudge consumers towards outcomes that may not be of benefit to them, but the
choice architect (i.e., the company). Because of this, Bar-Gill (2012) argues that
government has a role in providing counter (welfare-promoting) nudges to
protect consumers.

In another discussion of nudging in the private sector, Beggs (2016) proposes
‘Pareto’ and ‘rent-seeking’ nudges (p. 127). Pareto nudges are to be understood
as nudges where both the decision-maker (i.e., the consumer) and the choice
architect (i.e., the company) benefit from the outcome being nudged
towards. The term ‘Pareto’ is borrowed from the economic lexicon but is
not used to describe a Pareto optimality. Pareto here considers only the
choice architect and the decision-maker, and not third parties, who of course
may or may not benefit directly or indirectly as a result of an intervention.
Rent-seeking nudges, by contrast, are to be understood as nudges where
only the choice architect benefits from the outcome of the nudge.9

Note that these conceptions of nudging in the private sector are not in oppos-
ition. The nudges that Bar-Gill (2012) considers to require counter-nudging by
government would seem to be rent-seeking nudges, while one can interpret
these counter-nudges by governments as being Pareto insofar as choice archi-
tects within government also benefit from the nudge. This is not an unreason-
able assumption; good policy benefits politicians seeking re-election and
benefits public servants seeking promotion (Rebonato, 2014).10

Furthermore, choice architects are often biased themselves (Rebonato, 2014),
and as citizens who themselves can be nudged, they can also reap the
benefits of Pareto nudges. Finally, this framework of Pareto and rent-seeking

9 Benefit is taken here to broadly mean welfare, which follows the general treatment of nudges in
the literature (Allcott & Kessler, 2019; Sunstein, 2020) and in how Beggs (2016) deploys these terms.

10 This is something of a reversal of Rebonato’s (2014) argument. Rebonato (2014) criticizes
nudging by government because ‘“government” is not an abstract entity (benevolent or malevolent,
according to one’s political bent). It is made up of individuals, with their own interests (first and fore-
most to be elected and reelected), who operate through a bureaucracy which is in turn made up of real
people with their agendas, interests, biases and, yes, bounded-rationality limitations’ (p. 360).
However, within a well-functioning democracy, the motivations of these individuals who assume
the role of choice architect should align with the interests of (most) voters (Downs, 1957). Of
course, they will never align with all individuals because individuals are heterogeneous (Sunstein,
2012), but the same motivations that Rebonato (2014) characterizes as the flaws of choice architects
can also be argued as motivating conscientious choice architecture.
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nudges captures quite accurately the notion of ‘bad’ intentions discussed in the
nascent sludge literature.

Thaler (2018) argues that sludge is bad or ‘nudging for evil’ (p. 431) because
it makes prosocial behaviour more difficult. To be sure, Pareto nudges are dif-
ferent from prosocial behaviour insofar as Pareto nudges focus on reciprocity
while prosocial behaviour is concerned with the benefits of others.11 But where
the benefits for others produce a benefit for oneself –which, it is argued here, is
the case for both the public and private sector – this discrepancy is insignificant.
Ip et al. (2018) – who focus on sludge in the private sector – argue that the
purpose of sludge is to raise costs for decision-makers. This is not inconsistent
– and in fact seems rather aligned with – Beggs’ (2016) notion of rent-seeking
nudges and Bar-Gill’s (2012) critique of private-sector nudging. Finally, Nobel
(2018) argues that sludge is a nudge that does not have the decision-maker’s
best interests in mind. As discussed above, this equivalency between sludge
and nudge is rejected, but the implicit understanding of why sludge is bad –
it does not have the best interests of the decision-maker in mind (Soman,
2020) – can easily be captured within the concept of a rent-seeking interven-
tion. Even above, in the discussion of sludge as paperwork, the benefits of redu-
cing sludge through nudging were described in terms of a Pareto nudge –
applicants face less of a burden in completing paperwork and administrators
face less tedium and challenge in verifying paperwork.

The terms ‘Pareto’ and ‘rent-seeking’, therefore, may be a useful basis from
which to construct a proposition given the present normative difficulties.
Adapting Beggs’ (2016) terms slightly, a Pareto intervention is taken to be
an intervention where the choice architect may maximize their own benefit
by maximizing the benefit received from the intervention by the decision-
maker. In some instances, the maximal benefit to one party may be no
change in benefit. A rent-seeking intervention, by contrast, is an intervention
where the maximum benefit for the choice architect can be achieved by using
an intervention that does not maximize the benefit for the decision-maker. In

11 This assertion may be a point of contention either as some may not define prosociality as
benefit exclusive to others or because some may consider reciprocity prosocial. On the latter, for
instance, Oliver (2019) argues that reciprocity – which the Pareto nudge idea integrates – is ‘substan-
tively prosocial’ (p. 922), and thus one may choose to replace the terms ‘Pareto’ and ‘rent-seeking’
with ‘prosocial’ and ‘pro-self’, respectively. The substantive benefit of this, however, seems only to
reduce the use of esoteric language. Furthermore, this is possibly a curse in disguise – conceptions
of prosocial and pro-self nudges already exist within the literature (Hagman et al., 2015; Tyers,
2018), and thus using these terms here may simply confuse matters. Another issue regarding reci-
procity may be the implication of some interaction between the decision-maker and the choice archi-
tect, which may be an unfair assumption in some contexts. The simpler idea of mutual benefit may,
therefore, be more appropriate. I am grateful to a reviewer for this suggestion.
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some instances, both parties may benefit from a rent-seeking nudge, but the
decision-maker’s benefit would not be maximized, even when increased.

The common conceptions of bad sludge (which often, in terms of frictions,
describes bad nudges) can be understood consistently using the language of
Pareto and rent-seeking interventions. This language offers another advantage
– an intervention is determined to be Pareto or rent-seeking based on the incen-
tives motivating the choice architect. Thus, there is a degree of parsimony in
this conceptual approach: when delineating whether an intervention should
be called a nudge or a sludge (assuming it is one of these two), it is argued
that the change to friction made by the choice architect should be evaluated;
when delineating whether an intervention is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, it is argued that
the incentives for the choice architect as they relate to decision-makers
should be evaluated. The choice architect is central in both instances.

Henceforth, Pareto and rent-seeking interventions are taken to define ‘good’
and ‘bad’ interventions, respectively. An intervention is described as good if
both the choice architect and the decision-maker would be expected to
benefit. An intervention is described as bad if the choice architect is expected
to benefit while the decision-maker is not.

Sludge for good

Having established on what basis ‘good’ and ‘bad’ will be determined (i.e.,
Pareto and rent-seeking, respectively), attention may now turn to the question
of sludge for good. Sunstein (forthcoming) offers two examples, namely (1)
cooling-off periods, and (2) are-you-sure checks. Furthermore, Sunstein and
Gosset (forthcoming) introduce another potential candidate for good sludge
– administrative burdens that reduce the false or fraudulent claiming of govern-
ment benefits. The latter, however, as Sunstein and Gosset (forthcoming) make
clear, is often a balancing act, and can easily become damaging when frictions
impede too many qualifying applicants from accessing their benefits. For this
reason, the proposition by Sunstein and Gosset (forthcoming) is not discussed
further. Also see Thaler’s (2018) discussion of sludge and voter fraud.

In addition to the examples of cooling-off periods and are-you-sure checks, I
propose a third example: disfluency.

Cooling-off periods

Cooling-off periods refer to a period of time (typically) following a purchase in
which a person may reconsider their decision without any consequences
beyond those stipulated under the conditions of the cooling-off period.
Cooling-off periods may also apply in areas such as higher education, where
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students may be able to change their major/course of choice within a given
period of time, or divorce law (Soman, 2020; Sunstein, forthcoming).

For vendors who must implement cooling-off periods, the benefit seems
limited, as the period gives customers time to request a refund that the
vendor would rather not be obliged to provide. However, in many instances,
it is not the vendor but the government who mandates cooling-off periods in
various circumstances, such as in a mortgage application.

From theperspective of government as the choice architect, a Pareto relationship
can be identified, with the government seeking to foster favour with the public by
providing decision-makers with decisional protection in the form of a cooling-off
period. In the instance of, say, a university allowing students time to evaluate their
subject choices – even when this is not mandated by the state – an expectation of
mutual benefit by the choice architect is reasonable, as a student may appreciate
the flexibility that a cooling-off period provideswhenmaking such a large life deci-
sion, and the university may benefit from a student who is still satisfied and in
attendance. Insofar as companies seek to maintain a good reputation with their
customers, companies may also find a cooling-off period to be of mutual
benefit. These examples, then, may also be described as Pareto relationships.

However, one may argue that cooling-off periods are a rather dubious form of
sludge, as most periods do not end with a vendor asking the decision-maker if
they wish to change their decision – decision-makers are merely assumed to be
satisfied. In this sense, a cooling-off period is sludge only insofar as the frictions
it imposes represent a prompt to re-evaluate a decision and an opportunity to
choose again.

Are-you-sure checks

What may render a cooling-off period more typically sludge is the addition of
an are-you-sure check (Soman et al., 2010). Such checks prompt decision-
makers to evaluate if they are really sure that they want to choose a given
option before ultimately committing.

The parallels between are-you-sure checks and cooling-off periods are rather
obvious, therefore, though the are-you-sure check takes the sludge a bit further.
Unlike the cooling-off-period, which has an implicit default that a customer is
satisfied with their decision, the are-you-sure check has no default and
demands the customer make a confirmatory choice (Soman et al., 2010). In
this sense, the are-you-sure check imposes more frictions than the cooling-off
period, and where such a check is mandated, a candidate for the ‘mandates
as sludge’ proposed by Sunstein (forthcoming) may be revealed.

The use of are-you-sure checks has become popular on social media in recent
years, particularly following the rise of popular misinformation and the risk of
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personal-life consequences of social media posting. On the former, the social
media site Twitter has recently implemented a feature asking users if they are
sure that they want to share a link to content they themselves have not read
(Hern, 2020; Soman, 2020), while on the latter, the photo-sharing site
Instagram now prompts users if they are sure that they want to share a
comment that is potentially hurtful (Bryant, 2019). These prompts are sludge
and have even been described within the language of sludge and nudge. Hern
(2020), for instance, writes, ‘Twitter’s solution [to sharing unread information]
is not to ban such retweets, but to inject “friction” into the process, in order to
try to nudge some users into rethinking their actions on the social network’
(para. 6).

In the case of social media, the frictions imposed appear to be social (e.g.,
‘are you sure you want others to see this?’), but one could also imagine the
imposition of hedonic costs in other contexts, such as weight loss (e.g., ‘are
you sure you want dessert while you’re dieting?’). As with cooling-off
periods, the mutual benefit of this sludge can be seen. For instance, social
media sites prosper on the quality of content supplied by users of their plat-
forms. If content is seen as being substandard or hurtful, the platform will
suffer. Equally, users who consume said content benefit not only from avoiding
the potential consequences of their own posting, but also from a better stand-
ard of content and discourse generally.

Disfluency

Perhaps the most interesting instance of sludge for good can be found in the use
of purposely difficult, yet still conscientious, fonts and aesthetics. This follows
the notion of disfluency – the act of making tasks more cognitively difficult.

Diemand-Yauman et al. (2011) demonstrate the power of disfluency in
increasing understanding by using text fonts that are harder to read (i.e., bad
fonts). The authors report that the added difficulty of reading meant that
readers had to engage with the text more, and thus this promoted their under-
standing of the content. As Benartzi (2017) writes, ‘Sometimes, people actually
remember more when the information is slightly harder to process; the percep-
tual struggle is a good thing’ (pp. 122–123). Benartzi (2017) even contrasts
disfluency with nudge, writing, ‘Richard Thaler puts it [nudge] this way …
“Make it easy.” … But making things easier is not always ideal’ (pp. 121–
122). It seems likely that Benartzi (2017) would have related disfluency to
sludge had the concept been established at the time of their writing.

For instance, disfluency imposes obscurant frictions that, in the vein of
Sætra’s (2020) psychological force, interfere with understanding. But unlike
the common perception of difficulty reducing understanding, Diemand-
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Yauman et al. (2011) report the opposite. Insofar as understanding may be
crucial, such as during a mortgage application or car rental (Benartzi, 2017),
the use of disfluent techniques such as bad fonts can be considered sludge for
good. Kahneman (2011) likewise reports on a type of disfluency when using
a second language; the lack of immediate intuition slows thinking down and
can lead to more considered outcomes. Even in marketing, evidence of the
mutual benefit of disfluent fonts has been identified. Motyka et al. (2016)
find significant evidence that disfluent fonts increase customer engagement
with promotional offers, leading customers to choose the better option.
Thus, where a vendor is seeking to promote a product that is better value for
the customer than an alternative, more fluent brand, the added sludge of a
difficult font may lead to mutual benefit.

Furthermore, fluency can be deceptive and induce bias. As Carpenter et al.
(2013) find, fluent instructors often left students feeling as though they had
learned a lot, while actual assessments of learning showed no significant
benefit. To reiterate Benartzi (2017), ‘making things easier is not always ideal’.

The quirks (and quarks) of nudge theory

There is an inconsistency across Sunstein (2019) and Sunstein (forthcoming)
that complicates the discussion presented in this paper. Sunstein (2019)
writes, ‘It should be clear that nudges can be for good or for bad. It should
also be clear that sludge can be for good or for bad’ (p. 1850, footnote 25).
From this statement, the normative position set out above – nudge good,
sludge bad – is not adopted by Sunstein (2019). On the other hand, Sunstein
(forthcoming) writes, ‘[W]e can see that some helpful nudges reduce frictions
(“make it easy”), while other helpful nudges increase frictions (“make it
hard”)’ (p. 7). Here, Sunstein (forthcoming) labels two functionally different
interventions (in terms of frictions) as nudges, seemingly on the basis that
both functions prove ‘helpful’. The normative position has returned.

This is not to accuse Sunstein (forthcoming) of error; when defining sludges
merely as ‘frictions’, Sunstein (forthcoming) argues that ‘sludge would be a
kind of nudge’ (p. 7, emphasis added), thus resolving this surface-level incon-
sistency. Yet, this all still remains messy, which is why I propose that the sys-
tematic approach of understanding (good and bad) nudges and sludges from
the actions and motivations of the choice architect is desirable.12 This
approach does not require the various caveating of nudges as seen with, as

12 I am reassured by Sunstein’s (2019) proclamation that, ‘to be sure, more work remains to be
done on definitional issues’, followed by their useful comment, ‘My hope is that the examples [pro-
vided here] will be sufficient for purposes of the current discussion’ (p. 1850, footnote 25).
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Sunstein (forthcoming) dubs them, deliberation-promoting nudges – these may
simply be dubbed Pareto sludges (see Table 2).

However, Sunstein (forthcoming) explains the reasoning for the caveat –
namely that sludge is generally understood as an unpleasant entity and thus
it may be beneficial to reserve such a term only for unpleasant instances and
refer to ‘sludge for good’ in terms of nudging. This, I would argue, is not a
robust argument, for two reasons. Firstly, pejorative connotations should
not supersede substance – I use the terms ‘nudge’ and ‘sludge’ based on the
change in relative frictions, not as a reflection of whether an intervention is
good or bad given subjective determination. Secondly, could not the same
pejorative argument be made about the term ‘nudge’? On this basis, this
whole discussion devolves into an unhelpful debate over language.

Implications for public policy

Nudge/sludge symmetry, and indeed sludge as a novel reconceptualization of
nudge, may create challenges for public policymakers. One such challenge
has already been discussed – what might be called the ‘branding’ challenge
of behavioural interventions. Where nudges sludge, and sludges nudge, the
choice of how to frame an intervention to the public is one of consequence.

This challenge is partially informed by another challenge that is not a novel
imperative identified here, but is certainly given greater importance following
the arguments made above – transparency.

Transparency, or the lack thereof, has long been a criticism of nudges
(Bovens, 2009; Lades & Delaney, forthcoming). For instance, Rebonato
(2014) argues that nudges are intentionally opaque and therefore struggle to
justify any claims to preserving genuine freedom of choice. While this claim
has partially been refuted by an expanding body of literature (Loewenstein
et al., 2015; Steffel et al., 2016; Bruns et al., 2018; Bang et al., 2020),13 the

Table 2. Good and bad, nudge and sludge.

‘Good’ ‘Bad’

Decreased frictions Pareto nudge Rent-seeking nudge
Increased frictions Pareto sludge Rent-seeking sludge

13 This body of research focuses primarily on what would be described as Pareto nudges. It may
be a valid hypothesis that the effectiveness of rent-seeking nudges in the presence of transparency
would not fare as well.
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importance of transparency within nudge theory has remained, insofar as one
questions the reasoning behind the use of behavioural interventions (Lades &
Delaney, forthcoming).

It is important that it should be possible to scrutinize nudges (Delaney,
2018). Thaler and Sunstein (2008) argue that such scrutiny should follow
Rawls’ (1971) publicity principle, whereby a policy must be sufficiently trans-
parent so as to be understood by those it will affect and rejected if necessary.
An important principle espoused in this paper – that the choice architect is
central – only reinforces this imperative. In the first instance, such that the
framing of an intervention (i.e., nudge or sludge?) can be properly critiqued,
choice architects should be transparent as to what choice architecture they
have changed. In the second instance, choice architects should be open
about their motivations and the motivating factors behind any behavioural
intervention, providing – where possible – explanations of the expected
benefits of an intervention and – when dealing with heterogeneous groups –
explanations for their selection of said groups (Mills, forthcoming). Recent
literature (Reijula & Hertwig, forthcoming) has even begun to suggest that
transparency regarding nudging should extend beyond merely revealing the
presence of an intervention to revealing the psychological mechanisms and
biases that enable nudges to work.

Of course, beyond merely discussing what elements of choice architecture
should be made transparent, it is a pertinent question to whom transparency
information should be made available. The publicity principle provides a valu-
able guide in this regard – in a world of intelligently designed nudges and
sludges, transparency regarding (1) the motivations, (2) the calculations, and
(3) the mechanisms of the interventions should be available to all of those
impacted by the interventions, which it is argued here is most likely all citizens.

Furthermore, nudge/sludge symmetry lends credence to an idea previously
proposed by Sunstein (forthcoming): that of the sludge audit. If, as it is
argued here, all nudges produce sludge and all sludges produce nudge, it
seems reasonable to suspect that a tremendous amount of decision interactions
contain a wide variety of frictions that, through intelligent choice architecture,
could be improved upon. Sunstein’s (forthcoming) sludge audits are designed
to ‘catalogue the costs of sludge and to decide when and how to reduce it’
(p. 1). However, given nudge/sludge symmetry, instances of rent-seeking
nudges seem as worthy of resolution by a conscientious choice architect as
that of rent-seeking sludges, and so a broader notion of a behavioural audit
might be emphasized.

Returning to the question of transparency, behavioural audits could function
as accessible reports produced by choice architects, both public and private,
and would likely include, beyond cost–benefit evaluations as proposed by
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Sunstein (forthcoming), declarations of interest on behalf of choice architects,
internal evaluations of the efficacy of various behavioural interventions and a
summary of the audience that choice architects think their interventions are
targeting.

Finally, any transparency in behavioural interventions – whether via a
behavioural audit or another framework (Lades & Delaney, forthcoming) –
should consider the relationship between obfuscation and transparency. The
goal for transparency, particularly in the matters of interpretation that
nudge/sludge symmetry invokes, should be such that disclosures can be inter-
preted by others (e.g., decision-makers, other policymakers, citizens generally)
in a meaningful way, rather than a mass of disclosure information being used
to obfuscate understanding (Berg, 2018; Mersch, 2018).

Conclusion

This paper offers a contribution to the nascent sludge literature by proposing
the notion of nudge/sludge symmetry. Through a consideration of the drivers
of nudging, three candidates for ‘friction’ often associated with behavioural
sludge are identified: hedonic frictions, social frictions and obscurant frictions.
With this understanding of friction, I reconsider the relationship between
nudge and sludge, arguing that the former decreases frictions associated with
a specific option, while the latter increases frictions associated with a specific
option. Given such a relationship, it is argued that nudging, as a by-product,
increases relative frictions on all other options (i.e., sludge), while sludging,
as a by-product, decreases relative frictions on all other options (i.e., nudge).
This is nudge/sludge symmetry.

Nudge/sludge symmetry challenges the normative position of ‘nudge good,
sludge bad’. Under nudge/sludge symmetry, any ‘good’ nudge also imposes
‘good’ sludge, which is not an acceptable conclusion under this normative pos-
ition. As such, I reconsider the role of normativity in nudge (and sludge) theory
and argue that, by defining nudges and sludges in terms of (changes in) fric-
tions, the normative position must be abandoned.

Insofar as it is useful to talk of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ interventions, however,
abandoning a normative (and implicitly subjective) position creates issues.
As a resolution, I draw on the private-sector nudging literature and utilize
Beggs’ (2016) notions of Pareto and rent-seeking nudges to establish a criterion
for the appraisal of the goodness or badness of an intervention. Nudge/sludge
symmetry and this new criterion re-emphasize the centrality of the choice archi-
tect and, I argue, in turn re-emphasizes the importance of transparency in
public policy nudging/sludging.
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