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Executive summary

Nudging — subtly guiding people’s behaviors
through modifying the decision-making
environment — can effectively promote
sustainable behaviors, with significant
improvements observed in waste
management and environmental practices.
This policy brief highlights the potential

of culturally sensitive and context-based
nudging as a cost-effective tool for enhancing
broader sustainability goals. It presents

an actionable framework for employing
nudging techniques to enhance sustainable
consumption and waste management

on a global scale. Recommendations
include educational campaigns, strategic
infrastructure placements, and community-
based initiatives to support a range of
nudging approaches.

About ICLD

The Swedish International Centre for Local
Democracy (ICLD) is part of the Swedish
development cooperation. The mandate of

the organization is to contribute to poverty
alleviation by strengthening local governments.

Introduction

In the face of escalating environmental challenges, cities around

the world are seeking innovative solutions to promote sustainable
consumption and effective waste management approaches. While there
is a general understanding of the importance of sustainable practices,

a significant challenge lies in translating this awareness into actionable
behavior at the community level. This brief explores the transformative
potential of nudging, a subtle behavioral intervention that encourages
desirable actions without restricting freedom of choice. Rooted in
behavioral economics, nudging influences decision-making by altering
the environment in which choices are made. While regulatory approaches
set essential frameworks for compliance, nudging can complement

these by encouraging voluntary behavioral shifts, making sustainability
efforts more effective and adaptable. Factors like governmental structure,
administrative capabilities, and community engagement levels play a
significant role in the adaptability of nudging techniques. This brief
offers evidence-based strategies that local governments can implement
to drive meaningful change. It aims to bridge the gap between global
knowledge and local implementation, and position nudging as an effective

approach to enhance broader sustainability objectives.

1 Head of the School of Built Environment, and Professor of Urban Planning, University
of Technology Sydney, Australia.
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Methodology

This policy brief is informed by a literature review that explored the
theories of nudging within behavioral economics, followed by a global
best practice analysis that identified successful nudging interventions in
different global regions. It also considered the case studies of Mombasa
(Kenya) and Visternorrland (Sweden) as part of a context-based
analysis which was informed by a Local Democracy Lab* organized

by ICLD in 2023 upon these two local governments’ request. This lab
provided expert insights into the environmental, cultural, and social
contexts of the specific case study regions. The investigation led to
tailored, evidence-based recommendations for advancing sustainable
consumption and waste management through nudging, offering a

framework applicable to diverse regions worldwide’.
Nudging in context

Nudging involves subtly guiding people’s behaviors towards more
sustainable choices through small modifications in the decision-
making environment. This approach does not rely on mandates or
restrictions but enhances the accessibility and appeal of sustainable
options. Nudging aims to influence intuitive and automatic cognitive
systems to change behavior without requiring conscious effort.

Key theories that form the basis for designing effective nudging
strategies include amongst others a) the Prospect Theory that focuses
on loss aversion and framing choices to emphasize gains or reduce
losses, b) the Dual Process Theory that targets automatic decision-
making processes, ¢) the Choice Architecture Theory that structures
environments to guide behavior, d) the Default Effect Theory that
leverages people’s tendency to stick with default options and e)

the Social Norms Theory that highlights the influence of social
acceptability on behavior. Nudging is recognized as a vital tool in
environmental policy, especially to address unsustainable consumption
and ineffective waste management by encouraging energy reduction,
increasing recycling rates, and promoting sustainable products,
amongst others. The effectiveness of nudges, however, depends

on cultural, social, and economic factors, highlighting the need for

context-specific interventions tailored to diverse societal contexts.

2 A local Democracy Lab is a digital dialogue forum developed by the Swedish Inter-
national Centre for Local Democracy (ICLD) to support policymakers with alanysis and
guidance through discussions with high-level academic experts. While research-policy
connections often start from researchers’ outputs, Local Democracy Labs circle around
policy challenges as experienced by local governments.

3 See the Working Paper associated with this policy brief.
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Utilizing nudging strategies in local governance

While traditional regulatory approaches are necessary to enhance
sustainable practices in waste management and consumption, they often
fall short in instigating sufficient behavioral change, thus necessitating
complementary strategies such as nudging. Nudging is thereby a way

to bridge the complicated division of responsibility between public
actors and individuals, without restricting freedom of choice but

taking stewardship for encouraging sustainable behaviour at household
level. A multifaceted approach, combining nudging with other policy
instruments such as regulation, education, and technological innovation
appear to be most successful. It is important to note that nudging
should contribute to making sustainable behavior a viable choice

not only to those with most resources in terms of time or money,

but take equity and socioeconomic conditions into account in the
design. To promote sustainable consumption and waste management,

governments can implement the following nudging strategies:

Implement default options: Automatically enroll residents in recycling
programs to make participation the norm and simplify waste diversion.
This includes setting eco-friendly choices as defaults, such as green

energy programs, to significantly boost sustainable behavior.

Leverage social norms: Publicize community participation rates and
use social media campaigns to encourage behaviors like recycling and
conservation. Highlight the commonality of sustainable behaviors to
motivate individuals to adopt similar practices, leveraging the influence

of social norms.

Offer incentives: Provide rewards or tax incentives for eco-friendly
actions, such as reducing energy consumption or participating in
community renewable energy programs. Offer immediate rewards
or feedback for sustainable actions to reinforce these behaviors and

encourage their repetition.

Frame information: Highlight the positive environmental impacts of
sustainable practices in communications to influence perceptions and
behaviors. Make the environmental impacts of behaviors more visible
and immediate to prompt individuals to make more environmentally

friendly choices.

4 See the Working Paper associated with this policy brief for a more detailed account of
recent studies of nudging.
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EASY
TOUSE

Simplify processes: Make sustainable practices easier to adopt by providing
clear guidelines, user-friendly facilities, and straightforward online platforms
for activities like recycling and signing up for green energy programs.

Policy recommendations

Nudging should be considered as a flexible, adaptable, and effective
complement to other programmes and regulations to foster sustainable
practices globally. The flexibility makes nudging a particularly valuable
tool for policymakers aiming to enhance sustainability initiatives under
different political and cultural conditions. To effectively utilize the

above strategies, the following policy recommendations are proposed:

Policymakers at local and national levels should incorporate nudging
techniques into existing environmental regulations and programs.
This requires allocating governmental funding and resources to support
the development and implementation of nudging strategies, including
research into local behavioral patterns, and developing guidelines for

incorporating nudging into environmental policies.

Enhancing public awareness and education on the benefits

of nudging should be prioritised. Environmental, and education
departments, supported by local media and academia, as well as
community and grassroots organizations, should initiate public
awareness campaigns to educate communities on how nudging can
facilitate sustainable behavior. These efforts should not only leverage
governmental communication channels and educational materials but
also tap into existing community knowledge and structures (refer to
Policy Brief 17 for example) to build long-term understanding, Engaging
local actors, particularly those with deep knowledge of environmental
services, will ensure that these campaigns resonate with communities.
This can include conducting workshops, implementing ongoing
educational programs in schools and community centers, and creating
spaces for participatory dialogue that involve vulnerable groups. These
initiatives should aim to strengthen transparency and inclusivity in local
policy-making and governance, ensuring that grassroots innovations are

supported and integrated into sustainable solutions.

Incorporating framing and simplification will be critical tools in
driving sustainable behavior change. Governments should prioritize
framing sustainable actions in ways that highlight personal and
community benefits, such as emphasizing the health and environmental

advantages of recycling or energy conservation. Simplifying processes,
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such as providing clear, user-friendly instructions for example for

waste sorting or automatic enrollment in green energy programs,
removes barriers and makes it easier for individuals to adopt sustainable
practices. These strategies ensure that nudges are not only more
effective but also widely adopted, fostering a culture of sustainability

across different regions.

Community-based initiatives and community-public partnerships
should be strengthened to maximize the impact of nudging strategies.
Governments should actively engage community-based organizations
and foster public-private partnerships. Local organizations are well-
positioned to implement and scale nudging interventions that resonate
with specific cultural and social contexts, while partnerships with

the private sector can provide necessary resources and innovation.
Community-public partnerships can also facilitate the development

of sustainable infrastructure projects, such as expanding recycling
networks or creating green spaces, with the support of both local

businesses and community members.

Providing training for policy implementers is another key
recommendation. City planners, environmental officers, and other
stakeholders involved in policy implementation should receive training
on designing and implementing effective nudging strategies within

existing environmental policies.

Local governments, in collaboration with NGOs and community
organizations (such as waste picker groups explained in ICLD Policy
Brief 17), should establish pilot programs to test specific nudging
interventions, such as prominently placing recycling bins or setting
default green energy subscriptions for new utility accounts. with a focus
on monitoring and evaluating their effectiveness, using feedback to

refine and improve the interventions.

2024 | www.icld.se
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Questions for policy discussion

To facilitate meaningful discussions and
reflections on the implementation of nudging
strategies for sustainable practices in local
contexts, the following questions are proposed
for policy discussions with local civil servants
and politicians:

1. What are some unique cultural, economic,
and environmental characteristics of our
local community that need to be reflected
in potential nudging interventions?

2.  What existing local policies could be
effectively complemented by nudging
strategies to enhance their impact on
sustainable behavior?

3. What mechanisms and resources are
necessary to ensure the effective
monitoring and evaluation of nudging
interventions in our region?

Conclusion

Nudging offers a promising pathway to support sustainable
consumption and effective waste management. By integrating
subtle behavioral cues into everyday decision-making processes,

it is possible to steer individuals and communities towards more
sustainable practices. While leveraging social norms and education are
the most tested nudges for waste reduction, local governments can
also implement default options, offer incentives, frame information,
and simplify processes. Successful behavioral change must be easy,
attractive, social, and timely. For policymakers and practitioners,
embracing nudging as part of a broader strategy to promote
environmental sustainability could lead to significant benefits,
enhancing the effectiveness of traditional approaches and ensuring

long-term positive outcomes.
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