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Abstract
Whether nudges succeed in promoting pro-environmental behavior strongly depends on
their public acceptance. Prior literature shows that the framing of nudges, i.e., whether
they address the individual (personal framing) or the society (societal framing), is one
critical factor in determining nudging acceptance. Since a personal framing highlights
the costs individuals have to bear to comply, we hypothesize that people accept nudges
more when addressing the general public rather than themselves personally. We expect
the framing effect to be stronger for nudges that elicit high-effort behavior than low-effort
behavior. Results of multilevel linear regression analyses in two online experiments (nStudy 1

= 294, nobs = 4,410; nStudy 2 = 565, nobs = 11,300) reveal an opposite pattern: People accept
nudges more when personally (vs societally) framed. As predicted, nudges receive higher
support when the promoted behavior is perceived as low effort. Exploratory path analysis
in Study 2 shows that the perceived effectiveness of the nudge mediates the positive
relation between personal framing and nudging acceptance. This project provides novel
insights on facilitators and barriers in nudging acceptance and their implications for
policy-making.
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Introduction

Climate change is a major concern for EU citizens, with 77% perceiving it as a serious
problem and 22% considering it the primary global challenge (Baiardi and Morana,
2021). However, people’s pro-environmental awareness does not always translate into
pro-environmental behavior (PEB), i.e., behavior that benefits or minimizes harm to
the environment (Stern, 2000; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002; Steg and Vlek, 2009).
PEBs, such as consuming less meat or using public transport instead of a private
car, do not hinge solely on individual motivation and effective self-regulation strat-
egies (Wenzel et al., 2021) but also on external contextual factors that lie beyond
the individual’s self-control (Ölander and Thøgersen, 1995; Stern et al., 1999;
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Van Raaij, 2002; Thøgersen, 2005), e.g., access to public transport or the availability
of sustainable food options in restaurants.

To promote PEB, policymakers increasingly employ behavioral interventions such
as nudges (Thaler and Sunstein, 2021) that aim to shape individual behavior by
adapting their choice architecture, making sustainable choices more accessible and
appealing. Compared to traditional public policies like mandates, bans, taxes, and
subsidies, a nudge is defined as a change in the decision context that influences peo-
ple’s behavior without prohibiting any choices or significantly changing economic
incentives (Thaler and Sunstein, 2021). The term ‘green nudges’ has been introduced
to distinguish between nudges that primarily improve the welfare of an individual
(e.g., higher financial savings or healthier lifestyles) and nudges that reduce negative
environmental externalities (e.g., waste accumulation or resource use; Carlsson et al.,
2021). Popular examples of green nudges are defaulting consumers to vegetarian
meals in canteens (Campbell-Arvai et al., 2014) and providing information on energy
consumption relative to neighbors to motivate households to save (Allcott, 2011;
Bergquist and Nilsson, 2018).

To widely implement green nudges, acceptance of those nudges from a majority of
the public is crucial (Reynolds et al., 2020). Green nudges that encounter reactance
from the public might be less likely to be implemented and more likely to be dis-
missed. In democratic countries, policymakers hesitate to adopt public policies with-
out sufficient public support (Steg et al., 2006; Cullerton et al., 2016; Howes et al.,
2017). Therefore, understanding the facilitators and barriers of nudging acceptance
is essential for policymakers to develop feasible and successful green nudge policies.

Previous research has identified various factors influencing policy acceptance,
including (green) nudging acceptance (for a comprehensive review, see Grelle and
Hofmann, 2024). These determinants encompass not only psychological factors
like problem awareness and trust in the government (e.g., Evers et al., 2018;
Sunstein et al., 2019) but also nudge-specific factors such as perceived transparency,
intrusiveness, effectiveness and the costs associated with the nudge implementation
(e.g., Reisch and Sunstein, 2016; Sunstein, 2016; Evers et al., 2018; Bang et al.,
2020; De Ridder et al., 2022).

A particularly powerful factor that may increase people’s willingness to accept
nudges is the message framing of those nudges. Message framing involves directing
the audience’s focus in a way that makes the message more convincing (e.g., Petty
and Cacioppo, 1986; Maheswaran and Meyers-Levy, 1990; Davis, 1995; Chong and
Druckman, 2007). According to the framing theory (Chong and Druckman, 2007),
emphasizing specific aspects of information can significantly influence how the audi-
ence perceives and interprets the message.

Previous studies show the significant impact of personal vs societal framing on
public policy acceptance (Cornwell and Krantz, 2014; Jung and Mellers, 2016).
Cornwell and Krantz (2014) found higher support for policies when their justification
was framed in terms of ‘people in general’ (societal framing) compared to ‘themselves’
(personal framing). Jung and Mellers (2016) conducted an experimental study on
American attitudes toward nudges, examining framing effects on nudging acceptance
by manipulating the target (personal vs societal) and reference point (costs vs ben-
efits) of the nudge description. While there was no overall framing effect on nudging
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acceptance, they discovered that empathetic individuals were more receptive to
nudges emphasizing societal costs or benefits. Conversely, reactant individuals were
more resistant to nudges when framed in terms of personal costs of rejection.

One important factor to consider in understanding the framing effect is the effort
people associate with the behavioral change promoted by the nudge. Prior research has
shown that nudges receive less support from individuals who enjoy and engage in the
behavior targeted for change (Sunstein et al., 2019). Generally, citizens are more likely
to reject policies that they perceive to impose high financial or psychological costs,
such as effort or restricted freedom of choice (de Groot and Schuitema, 2012;
Rodriguez-Sanchez et al., 2018; Hagmann et al., 2019). When personal (vs societal)
nudge frames highlight the individual effort required for environmental protection,
it may lead to lower acceptance, as people may seek to avoid these efforts.

Understanding when and how different message frames are effective in communi-
cating pro-environmental policies is crucial for successful policy-making. To achieve
a comprehensive understanding, it is essential to study the effects of message fram-
ings within specific behavioral domains and target groups (Neale et al., 1987;
Bless et al., 1998; Tabesh et al., 2019). Currently, there is limited empirical evidence
on how personal vs societal framing impacts nudging acceptance, particularly in the
environmental domain. This study aims to fill that gap by providing novel insights
into the impact of message framing on green nudging acceptance.

We conducted two online experiments to investigate how nudging acceptance
depends on nudge-framing (societal vs personal) and perceived effort attached to
the promoted behavior, focusing specifically on the environmental decision-making
context, i.e., on green nudges.

Pre-registered hypotheses

For Study 1 and Study 2, we pre-registered the following hypotheses:1

H1. People are more likely to accept nudges when addressing people in general (societal
framing) rather than addressing themselves (personal framing).

Since higher costs (financially or psychologically) attached to a certain climate policy
are associated with lower acceptance of that policy (e.g., de Groot and Schuitema,
2012; Rodriguez-Sanchez et al., 2018; Hagmann et al., 2019), we hypothesize that

H2. People are more likely to accept green nudges if they perceive the behavior encour-
aged by the nudges as low effort rather than high effort.

1We pre-registered further hypotheses on problem awareness and green nudging acceptance (see pre-
registration on https://osf.io/5tjdy/?view_only=61449a06d7b44514bfa97e746b35c140). Based on the sug-
gestions from the reviewers on coherence and the ease of readability, we exclude them from this paper.
The analysis did not reveal any significant effects. To be transparent, the analysis and results for those
hypotheses can be found in the Appendix.
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As the personal (vs societal) nudge framing highlights the effort for the individual to
mitigate climate change, we expect that:

H3. The effect that higher perceived effort is associated with lower green nudging
acceptance (H2) is stronger in the personal framing condition compared to the societal
framing condition.

We further pre-registered to control for policy effectiveness and intrusiveness in our
analysis,2 as they are significant predictors of public policy acceptance among various
policy-specific attitudes (see Grelle and Hofmann, 2024).

Study 1

Methods

Participants
We recruited 299 participants via the platform Prolific. After excluding data from par-
ticipants who failed an attention check or completed the survey in less than two
standard deviations below the average time duration (Mtime (sec) = 1006.5, SDtime

(sec) = 546.4), our final sample consisted of 294 participants (Mage = 26.77, SD =
8.85, ranging from 18 to 64 years, 35.4% female, 50% with University Degree).
Around 40% of the sample identified as German nationality (Supplementary
Table A1). We ensured that only fluent German-speaking people could participate
in the survey, as it was conducted in German.3

Procedure
In an online experiment using the software Qualtrics, participants estimated the effort
involved in reducing specific behaviors in five environmental decision-making con-
texts (meat consumption, plastic consumption, energy consumption, car driving,
and plane travel). They were then randomly assigned to one of two conditions: soci-
etal framing or personal framing. In the societal framing condition, participants
assessed acceptance, perceived effectiveness and intrusiveness of societally framed
green nudges (using the third person plural pronoun ‘they’). In the personal framing
condition, the same nudges were presented but personally framed (using the second
person singular pronoun ‘you’), e.g., ‘In canteens, visitors ( you) can choose from vari-
ous vegetarian dishes. If they ( you) would like to have meat as a side dish, they ( you)
must state this explicitly when ordering’, (Campbell-Arvai et al., 2014). Each partici-
pant evaluated 15 nudges, including defaults, social comparison and feedback nudges
for each context (Supplementary Table C1). Demographic data, including age, gen-
der, education and political orientation, were also collected. Participants received
compensation of 8.3 GBP/hour upon completing the survey.

2In Study 2, we further pre-registered policy transparency as a control variable, see footnote 8.
3Besides our positionality as authors as German citizens, we selected Germany as our study location to

investigate nudging acceptance due to its significance as one of the largest European economies, which is
characterized by high levels of consumption and being one of the main emitters, among other factors.

4 Sonja Grelle et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2024.8 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2024.8


Measures
To measure our dependent variable, nudging acceptance, participants were asked to
rate (1) their level of agreement with the introduction of the measure, (2) their will-
ingness to sign a petition for it and (3) their opposition to the measure (reversed
item) on a Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). We calculated the average
score of these three items as a measure of nudging acceptance (Cronbach’s α = 0.78)
after reversing item 3. Participants also provided estimates of the nudge’s effectiveness
in reducing certain behaviors (e.g., energy consumption) and its intrusiveness in
everyday life on a Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). Additionally, par-
ticipants indicated the perceived effort required to change their behavior (e.g., energy
consumption, meat consumption, car usage, air travel, plastic use) on a Likert scale
from 1 (not effortful at all) to 7 (highly effortful).

Analysis
Since participants’ responses were nested within domains, we conducted multilevel
linear analyses (level 1 = domains and level 2 = individuals) using the statistical soft-
ware R (version 1.3.1093). Continuous predictors were person-centered by subtract-
ing their means to improve intercept interpretation. For Study 1 and Study 2, all
hypotheses, materials used, planned procedures and analyses were pre-registered on
the Open Science Framework (OSF:4 https://osf.io/5tjdy/?view_only=61449a06d7
b44514bfa97e746b35c140).

Results

Results (n = 294, nobs = 4,410) indicate a generally high willingness to accept green
nudges across the different domains and nudge types (M = 4.80, SD = 1.57).
Contrasting our prediction (H1), participants were descriptively more willing to
accept nudges when they are personally (vs societally) framed (β = 0.16, p = 0.13;
see Figure 1 and Table 1), but this effect was not statistically significant.5 This rela-
tionship remained statistically insignificant when controlling for perceived nudge
effectiveness and intrusiveness.6 As expected (H2), lower perceived effort was asso-
ciated with higher acceptance (β =−0.07, p < 0.001). The perceived effort did not sig-
nificantly change the relationship between nudge framing and nudging acceptance
(β =−0.06, p = 0.05; H3).7 Results are discussed in the overall discussion.

4The present article only reports the hypotheses, analyses and materials relevant to this study. See OSF
for the complete material.

5Note that including policy type as a categorical factor in our models (as pre-registered) does not sig-
nificantly change our results (see Supplementary Appendix Table C2).

6Going beyond our pre-registration, we re-conceptualized nudge effectiveness and intrusiveness as
potential mediators (rather than just control variables) and explored possible mediation effects in both
studies. In Study 1, multilevel path analyses revealed that neither policy effectiveness nor intrusiveness
mediated the main link between framing and nudging acceptance.

7Note that the p-value (p = 0.054) of the interaction effect of nudge framing and effort on acceptance
was very close to the border of not significant (p > 0.050). Therefore, we refrained from discussing this
finding.
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Limitations

We identified three main limitations of Study 1. Firstly, the lack of a neutral control
condition (i.e., neutral framing) prevents us from determining the effectiveness of the
experimental framing conditions per se (i.e., we cannot determine whether the per-
sonal or societal framing dominantly affects nudging acceptance). Secondly, the use
of the formal third person ‘Sie’ (‘you’) for the personal framing condition in
German may have introduced confusion with the plural ‘sie’ (‘they’), potentially redu-
cing the framing effect between the experimental conditions. Lastly, the limited
representation of participants of German nationality (40%) may restrict the general-
izability of our findings, as country-specific political systems and challenges can influ-
ence public policy acceptance.8

Study 2

We conducted a second study to address Study 1’s limitations and test our hypotheses
with higher statistical power. We introduced a generic-framing condition using the
German indefinite pronoun ‘man’ similar to ‘one’ in English. This allowed us to
understand better the influence of the framing effect, determining whether personal
or societal framing played a dominant role. Additionally, we used the informal

Figure 1. Bar plot of green nudging acceptance per nudge-framing condition with SE (Study 1).
Note. Societal framing condition (nsocietal = 147, nobs = 2205) and personal framing condition (npersonal = 147,
nobs = 2205).

8For instance, in case, a given policy is already implemented or does not match with the problems the
country encounters.
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Table 1. Predicted values of green nudging acceptance (Study 1)

Predictors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

β SE p β SE p β SE p β SE p

(Intercept) 4.72 0.07 <0.001 4.72 0.07 <0.001 4.96 0.08 <0.001 4.73 0.06 <0.001

Framing (personal vs societal) 0.16 0.11 0.129 0.16 0.10 0.121 0.15 0.11 0.188 0.13 0.08 0.132

Effort −0.07 0.01 <0.001 −0.03 0.02 0.094 −0.05 0.01 0.001

Framing (personal vs societal) × effort −0.06 0.03 0.054 −0.03 0.02 0.152

Intrusive −0.20 0.01 <0.001

Effective 0.51 0.01 <0.001

Random effect

σ² 1.77 1.76 2.49 1.19

τ00 0.69id 0.68id 0.76id 0.44 id

Intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) 0.28 0.28 0.23 0.27

N 294id 294id 294id 294id

Observations 4410 4410 4410 4410

Marginal R²/ Conditional R² 0.003/0.283 0.009/0.285 0.007/0.239 0.310/0.496

Akaike information criterion (AIC) 15608.600 15586.837 17077.397 13892.157
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German ‘Du’ instead of the formal ‘Sie’ to mitigate language-specific limitations, and
we restricted participation to individuals with their main residence in Germany.

Moreover, we included one law for each environmental domain in our presented
policies to better understand whether the effects we observed for green nudging
acceptance are specific to nudges. This comparison enabled us to evaluate the predic-
tions for green nudging acceptance and examine potential differences in the effects of
pro-environmental law acceptance on an exploratory basis.

Method

Participants
We recruited 600 participants via the platform Prolific. As in Study 1, the survey was
conducted in German. Therefore, we restricted participants to individuals that are flu-
ent German-speaking and have their main residence in Germany. After excluding
data completed in less than two standard deviations below the average time duration
(Mtime duration (sec) = 665.5, SD = 365.1) and participants who failed the attention
check, our final sample comprised 565 participants with 11,300 observations (Mage

= 27.17, SD = 8.38, ranging from 18 to 69 years, 56% female, 41% with University
Degree). Around 90% indicated to be of German nationality (Supplementary
Table A1). This sample size provided 80% power for detecting an effect as small as
0.017 with α = 0.05, including two predictors in the model.

Procedure
The questionnaire was developed using the SoSci Survey software. The overall proced-
ure was similar to Study 1. However, compared to Study 1, in Study 2, participants
were randomly assigned to one of the six conditions9 determining how the nudges
were presented: 3 (framing: societal framing, personal framing, generic framing) ×
2 (rationale: with rationale, without rationale). Participants evaluated the policies
(nudges and laws) in terms of acceptance, perceived effectiveness, intrusiveness,
and transparency in each condition. Participants were compensated with 9.35 GBP/
hour for completing the survey.

Analysis
To test our hypotheses, similar to Study 1, multilevel regression analyses were con-
ducted (Level 2 = individual, Level 1 = domain) using the statistical software R (version
1.3.1093). To compare our effects on nudging acceptance with law acceptance, the same
regression models were conducted but with law acceptance as the dependent variable.

9For the completeness of our study design, we briefly introduce the rationale condition, which, however,
is not directly related to the hypotheses we test and discuss in this paper. We included the rationale con-
dition in Study 2 to enhance the contrast between the experimental framing conditions. In each of the three
conditions (personal, societal, and generic), we provided an explicit explanation of the goal of the nudge
(rationale condition). This addition makes our study more comparable to the work by Cornwell and
Krantz (2014), which also included a rationale. Furthermore, we extended their work by comparing accept-
ance ratings with and without the rationale. To assess whether participants perceived the rationale condi-
tion as more transparent compared to the non-rationale condition, we asked them to indicate the extent to
which they found the goal of the presented policy transparent, in addition to assessing policy effectiveness
and intrusiveness for each policy.
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Exploratory analyses (non-pre-registered)
To better understand the findings from Study 1 and Study 2, we explored the influ-
ence of two perceived policy qualities, namely effectiveness and intrusiveness,10 in the
framing effect. Previous research has shown that policy effectiveness can mediate the
relationship between personal vs societal framing and policy acceptance (Cornwell
and Krantz, 2014). Therefore, we re-conceptualized effectiveness and intrusiveness
as potential mediators and conducted multilevel path analyses in both studies.

Results

In Study 2 (n = 565, nobs = 11,300), similar to Study 1, we observed overall high sup-
port of nudges across environmental domains and nudge types (M = 5.37, SD = 1.92).
To test and compare the hypothesized framing effects with Study 1, we set the societal
framing group as our reference group. Contrary to our hypothesis, we found signifi-
cantly higher nudging acceptance when nudges were personally (vs societally) framed
(β = 0.29, p = 0.008, see Figure 2 and Table 2, H1).11 As predicted and similar to Study 1,

Figure 2. Bar plot of green nudging acceptance per nudge-framing condition with SE (Study 2).
Note. Framing conditions: societal framing (nsocietal = 191, nobs_societal = 2865), personal framing (npersonal = 186,
nobs_personal = 2790) and generic framing (ngeneric = 188, nobs_generic = 2820).

10In Study 2, we further explored the mediating effects of policy transparency, see footnote 8.
11Inspecting the three different framing conditions (personal, societal and generic), results of ANOVA

show significant differences in nudging acceptance (F(2, 8472) = 19.99, p < 0.001). A Tukey HSD test reveals
significant differences in nudging acceptance when comparing the personal with the societal framing con-
dition (p < 0.001) and the personal with the generic-framing condition (p < 0.001). Comparing the societal-
and generic-framing conditions did not reveal significant differences in nudging acceptance (p = 0.103),
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Table 2. Predicted values of green nudging acceptance (Study 2)

Predictors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

β SE p β SE p β SE p β SE p

(Intercept) 5.43 0.08 <0.001 5.42 0.08 <0.001 5.42 0.08 <0.001 5.43 0.05 <0.001

Framing (personal vs societal) 0.29 0.11 0.008 0.29 0.11 0.006 0.29 0.11 0.007 0.15 0.08 0.055

Framing (generic vs societal) 0.10 0.11 0.384 0.10 0.11 0.342 0.10 0.11 0.339 0.06 0.08 0.431

Effort −0.10 0.01 <0.001 −0.08 0.02 <0.001 −0.06 0.01 <0.001

Framing (personal vs societal) × effort −0.01 0.02 0.562 0.01 0.02 0.670

Framing (generic vs societal) × effort −0.05 0.02 0.039 −0.02 0.02 0.291

Transparent 0.37 0.01 <0.001

Intrusive −0.39 0.01 <0.001

Effective 0.26 0.01 <0.001

Random effect

σ² 2.16 2.14 2.14 1.22

τ00 1.01id 0.96id 0.96id 0.48id

ICC 0.32 0.31 0.31 0.28

N 565id 565id 565id 565id

Observations 8475 8475 8475 8475

Marginal R²/ Conditional R² 0.005/0.323 0.016/0.321 0.016/0.321 0.460/0.614

AIC 31763.539 31665.692 31676.715 26889.585
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we found that higher perceived effort led to lower acceptance (β =−0.10, p < 0.001,
H2). Contrary to H3, the effect of effort was not moderated by the framing (personal
vs societal) condition. In Study 2, explorative analyses showed the positive relation
between personal framing and nudging acceptance to be fully mediated by the extent
to which people found the nudge effective (β = 0.14, p = 0.006, Figure 3).13 Hence, in
the personal framing (vs societal framing) condition, people perceived nudges as
more effective, increasing their willingness to accept them. Interestingly, for laws,
we did not find a significant framing effect on acceptance (Supplementary Table D3).

Discussion

Do people accept nudges promoting PEB more when they are societally rather than
personally framed? Results from two online experiments provide consistent answers:
Nudges that personally address people (via the second person pronoun) receive
higher acceptance across different environmental decision-making domains than
nudges addressing people in general (via the third person plural pronoun). This pat-
tern was observed in Study 1 and became statistically significant in Study 2.

These findings contrast our predictions in H1. There are different potential expla-
nations for the higher acceptance of the personal framing condition. Heightened con-
cerns about rising greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and their consequences for the
environment and society (e.g., Poortinga et al., 2018; Smith and Mayer, 2018; Baiardi

Figure 3. Mediation analysis on green nudging acceptance using multilevel path analysis.
Note. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between nudge-framing (personal vs societal) and the
acceptance of green nudges, which are fully mediated by the perceived effectiveness of the green nudge. The total
effect when excluding all mediating variables (perceived policy effectiveness, intrusiveness and transparency) is
shown in parentheses (see Model 1 in Table 2).12 Indirect effect (effectiveness): β = 0.16, p = 0.006; indirect effect
(intrusiveness): β = −0.00, p = 0.997; indirect effect (transparency): β = 0.05, p = 0.046. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
***p < 0.001.

suggesting that the default manner of estimating nudging acceptance is similar to considering its impact on
people in general as opposed to its impact on oneself (see Cornwell & Krantz, 2014). In a sense, this finding
may reduce our concern of the limitation of not having a neutral control condition in Study 1.

12We also included the effects of societal vs generic nudge framing in this model. They are depicted in
the Supplementary Figure C1.

13Note that we also found a significant effect of policy transparency mediating the positive effect between
personal framing and nudging acceptance (see Figure 3). However, since the p-value (p = 0.046) was very
close to the boundary, we refrained from discussing this finding further.
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and Morana, 2021) may lead individuals to not only desire encouragement for others
to behave sustainably but also to feel personally motivated to contribute to climate
protection. This increased desire for self-involvement could explain the positive effect
of personal framing on nudging acceptance (i.e., people want to get nudged to behave
more sustainably). It is worth noting that, in general, our studies reveal high accept-
ance of governmental nudge interventions in the environmental domain.14

As predicted and consistent with prior literature (de Groot and Schuitema, 2012;
Rodriguez-Sanchez et al., 2018; Hagmann et al., 2019), both Study 1 and Study 2 con-
firmed that higher perceived effort associated with the nudged behavior reduces
nudging acceptance (H2). This finding highlights the significance of perceived effort
in shaping individuals’ willingness to embrace nudging interventions. Contrasting our
prediction (H3), the results of both studies demonstrate that the framing effect oper-
ates independently of people’s perceived effort. In other words, the perceived level of
effort required to comply with it did not change the higher approval of personally
framed nudges. Apparently, the framing effect we find in our studies is driven by fac-
tors other than the perceived effort. Overall, these results reveal a compelling pattern:
People prefer nudges that directly impact their own behavior, yet the acceptability of
such policies decreases if they require high (personal) effort. This pattern may stem
from the conflicting desires for impactful nudges that can shape one’s behavior and
the reluctance to commit considerable individual effort.

Explorative analyses of Study 2 revealed that the positive relation between personal
framing and nudging acceptance was mediated by the participants’ perceptions of the
nudges’ effectiveness in reducing GHG emissions. Nudges that personally addressed
participants were perceived as more effective, and higher effectiveness, in turn, was
associated with higher levels of support. The positive relationship between perceived
policy effectiveness and acceptance aligns with prior research (Reynolds et al., 2020).
The global scale of climate change can make people feel overwhelmed and helpless
(Leiserowitz et al., 2014), doubting their ability to bring about meaningful change
in climate change mitigation (e.g., Jugert et al., 2016; Geiger et al., 2017). In response,
personally framed nudges may enhance perceived control and self-efficacy. Thus, as
personally framed nudges may provide more tangible guidance, they might be per-
ceived as more effective, leading to a higher willingness to accept.

A more policy-specific explanation can be based on a series of experimental find-
ings by Schroeder et al. (2017), which show that people find paternalistic help (e.g.,
regulations) more effective for others and agentic help (that preserves the freedom to
choose, as with most nudges) more effective for themselves. This finding was
explained by people’s tendency to believe that they have higher cognitive capacities
than others (Waytz et al., 2014) and that paternalistic help is more effective for people
with weaker mental capacities (i.e., others). From this perspective, people may per-
ceive the nudges in the societal (vs personal) condition as less effective for others
than for themselves, believing that more paternalistic actions are required to change

14When problem awareness was very high, we find the difference in nudging acceptance between the two
experimental groups to decrease (see Supplementary Appendix Table G1). Apparently, with a very high
urgency to protect the environment, people want the government to intervene independently of
nudge-framing.

12 Sonja Grelle et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2024.8 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2024.8


the behavior of others successfully. Interestingly, people frequently overestimate their
own ability to regulate their behavior while underestimating others’ capacity for regu-
lation (Buehler et al., 1994; Nordgren et al., 2009; Peetz and Kammrath, 2013).
Paternalistic help diminishes the need for self-regulation and might, therefore, be per-
ceived as more suited for others. Conversely, agentic help allows greater freedom and
autonomy and is therefore preferred. This line of thought is supported by the fact that
we do not find a personal framing effect in the case of laws, suggesting that it may
only apply to less restrictive policies such as nudges. Further research is needed to
delve into the reasons behind the higher perceived effectiveness of personally framed
nudges.

Our findings contradict Cornwell and Krantz’s (2014) research, which linked soci-
etal framing to positive policy acceptance mediated by policy goal achievement.
However, this discrepancy may stem from our exclusive focus on environmental
nudges. As pointed out above, the environmental domain’s unique urgency in miti-
gating climate change may influence attitudes toward policies. People may want to get
involved to counter climate change in response to its urgency. At the same time, its
global scale evokes uncertainty and overwhelm, making people more receptive to gov-
ernmental support in the form of nudges.15

Notably, our sample primarily comprised politically left-leaning individuals in
their 20s or early 30s (see Supplementary Table A1). They may be more affected
by climate change consequences and more eager to engage with and accept nudges.
As left-wingers often prioritize environmental protection (e.g., Gifford and Nilsson,
2014), they are more likely to embrace personally framed nudges over societal fram-
ing. To enhance the generalizability of our findings, future research should address
this limitation by replicating the study with a more diverse and representative sample.

Finally, we chose to use Prolific as a data collection platform as it offers high data
quality compared to similar platforms (e.g., Peer et al., 2017; Douglas et al., 2023),
which can be comparable to lab studies (Peer et al., 2017). However, a major limita-
tion to consider is the potential WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich and
Democratic) bias. Prolific’s participant pool may be skewed toward women, young
individuals and those with higher education levels, potentially limiting the generaliz-
ability of our findings.

Conclusion and policy implications

Our findings reveal a noteworthy pattern: People are more willing to accept green
nudges that address them directly over those addressing people in general, as they
perceive them to be more effective in promoting sustainable behavior. At the same
time, people prefer green nudges that are effortless, aiming to minimize the required
effort of behavior change. These findings have important policy implications that can
inform effective environmental interventions.

Based on our results, policymakers can increase the acceptance of green nudges by
framing them personally (vs societally). By presenting nudges in a way that directly

15Compared to 2014, when Cornwell and Krantz conducted their study, the urgency to combat climate
change has increased, which may also partly explain the different results regarding our main link H1.
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addresses individuals, policymakers can leverage the perceived effectiveness of such
interventions to encourage more sustainable practices. This suggests that policy-
makers should engage with the public and invest in communicating the nudges’
effectiveness in promoting sustainable practices. However, it is essential to recognize
that green nudges aimed at behaviors demanding substantial individual effort may
encounter challenges in garnering widespread support. In such instances, comple-
mentary system-change interventions, such as regulations and taxation, might be
necessary. Combined with system-changing measures, green nudges can be a prom-
ising intervention tool to positively impact a greener future. According to this pro-
ject’s results, people want to take an active part and are willing to accept
government interventions in combating climate change. This finding demonstrates
public support for green nudges and highlights an opportunity for policymakers to
take action in combating climate change.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/bpp.2024.8.
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