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A thought experiment

• Your financial advisor receives a commission every time their 
recommendation for a fund from Alpha corporation converts into 
a sale.

• Their recommendations to a particular client (say, you) will 
include Alpha products. What’s the ethical thing for them to do:

• Disclose the potential conflict of interest?

• Not disclose the potential conflict of interest?
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Structure of remarks

• Some examples

• Nudge and Sludge

• Perspectives

• What’s out there – Content analysis

• An empirical approach to ethics – A research agenda

In the end: More questions than answers, the need for 
nuance - and a different approach
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Sludge: A friction that 

impedes the end user

1)Clunky processes

2)Information: Excessive or 

Insufficient, Shrouded

3)Emotional barriers
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Source: https://uxknowledgebase.com/dark-patterns-3b41ed7a690e

https://uxknowledgebase.com/dark-patterns-3b41ed7a690e
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Sludge is unethical

Always……?
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One perspective

“It is pointless to raise ethical objections to nudges and 
choice architecture. [. . .] No government (organization) can 
avoid some kind of choice architecture. We can object to 
particular nudges, and particular goals of particular choice 
architects, but not to nudging in general [.. .] government is 
(organizations are) nudging even if it does not want to do so.”

-Sunstein (2016), The Ethics of Influence

(Additions mine)
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Other 
perspectives

• The other end of the spectrum

• Fixed pie – Ethics vs. Profits

• The ethics of not doing 
anything

• Intuitively (conceptually) 
ethical versus empirically 
ethical

• Sah, Loewenstein and Cain 
(2013)
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Again: The same thought experiment

• Your financial advisor receives a commission every time their 
recommendation for a fund from Alpha corporation converts into 
a sale.

• Their recommendations to a particular client (say, you) will 
include Alpha products. What’s the ethical thing for them to do:

• Disclose the potential conflict of interest?

• Not disclose the potential conflict of interest?
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Ethics Guidelines: What’s out there?

• Codes of conduct, recommendations, 
guidelines

• General ethical themes: Honesty, 
Responsibility, Fairness, Respect, 
Transparency, and Citizenship

• Most lack implementation guidelines or 
operational advice 

• All lack population-dependent guidelines, 
they are all context-independent
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Must-haves for effective codes

1) Concrete and visible actions that are as judgment-
independent as possible

2) Situation specific guidelines

3) Neutral oversight
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Some handy 
“checklists” 

Source: www.bvanudgeunit.com

Richard Bordenave

1)The Behavioural Scientist Checklist

2)FORGOOD Framework

3)BVA Nudge Unit’s Five-item list

http://www.bvanudgeunit.com/
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Our discourse on ethics ignores two 
central themes of our field….

…and a third, heterogeneity!
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Fairness: An empirical approach
(e.g., Kahneman, Knetsch and Thaler, 1986)

Fairness perceptions were moderated by

1) Justification for cost differential

2) Framing (price increase versus 
reduced discounts)

3) Offering people a choice

4) Offering extra service or value

Also, a large “empathy gap” – could this 
also be the case for ethics?
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A similar set of variables may be at 
play here

• Outcome framing (e.g., lives lost versus lives gained)

• Resistability (e.g., the ease of opting out)

• Effectiveness Information (e.g., presenting evidence to show 
that the intervention “works”)

• Choice (e.g., having a say in whether the intervention is 
implemented, or consent to be part of a trial)

• Heterogeneity (e.g., “just because I find this problematic, not all 
people will)
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Wrapping Up • The ethics question is tricky: Is there a 
world without choice architecture?

• Intent matters (but may not be east to 
capture)

• Rules to live by are often (largely) 
accurate, but not helpful

• A field that believes in context 
dependence and evidence doesn’t 
have much of either in its discourse of 
ethics

• Heterogeneity and possible empathy-
gap muddies the waters further

• We need a robust program of 
experimentation to come up with 
helpful guidelines!
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Resources

www.rotman.utoronto.ca/bear; www.biorgpartnership.com

@UofT_BEAR @dilipsoman @BE101x
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