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Abstract 

In the debate on how to present and prevent climate change, the opinions have been conflicted. 

Some argue that a pessimistic projection will trigger a doomsday-effect and others argue that 

an optimistic projection enhances the risk of remaining passive. However, there is a fine line 

between what is too optimistic and too pessimistic. With the basis from choice architecture 

and the Zero Contribution Thesis, this study has dealt with how, and if, different projections 

could influence people's attitudes through nudges. By conducting two surveys which project 

different outcomes of climate change, one pessimistic, and one optimistic, this study aims at 

contributing to a greater understanding of how the use of communication can influence 

peoples’ attitudes and commitment towards climate change. When being a choice architect and 

constructing a nudge, it is crucial to carefully consider the design of the nudge since it is vital 

to understand that small details have a significant effect on the choices a person makes. By 

making small changes in our everyday life, we can reduce the impact of our ecological 

footprint. With the results it can be concluded that a purely pessimistic or optimistic projection 

may not be the most effective method when trying to influence environmentally friendly 

behaviour. Therefore, it could be beneficial to use a combination of both an optimistic- and 

pessimistic- projection of climate change. Furthermore, nudges could be considered as a 

legitimate policy tool when trying to create environmentally friendly behaviour. 

 

Keywords: Nudging, Choice architecture, the Zero Contribution Thesis, Social Norms, 

Climate change. 

 

 

  



  

  

3 

Table of Content 

 

Abstract 2 

Table of Content 3 

Introduction 4 

Problem 5 

Purpose and Research Questions 5 

Background 6 

Previous Research and Theory 7 

Previous Research 7 

Nudging as a policy tool 7 

Human Decision-Making - The Operating Systems and Heuristics and Biases 7 

Optimism vs pessimism when debating the topic of climate change 8 

Theory 9 

The Zero Contribution Thesis 9 

Choice Architecture and Different Types of Nudges 10 

Methodology 12 

General Methodological Approach 12 

Choice architecture in the survey 13 

Survey - Construction 13 

Survey - Collection of Results 17 

Statistical Analysis 18 

Results and Analysis 20 

Respondents 20 

Attitudes based on the different projections 21 

Attitudes towards Default nudges 22 

Attitudes towards Feedback nudges 24 

Discussion 26 

Conclusion 29 

References 30 

Main sources 30 

Other Sources 31 

Appendix 33 

 

  



  

  

4 

Introduction 

In this section, an overall introduction is presented, later the problem formulation and the 

purpose of the study with associated research questions is presented.  

 

Humans have a strong sense of group affiliations (Svanen, n.d.) and studies have shown that 

social norms affect major parts of our everyday life (Reisch, et al., 202). The individual is 

influenced and adapts to the expectations and behaviours that are common in the group to 

which the individual belongs (Lindbeck, 2008). Our everyday behaviour is the biggest threat 

to humans and the environment (Krukow, 2013, 3:15). By implementing more environmentally 

friendly behaviours in our everyday lives we can make a significant difference for the climate 

and our future (ibid). 

 

 Sweden, like many other countries that have joined the Paris Agreement to stop climate 

change, has difficulty reaching the goals to reverse it (SCB, 2019, 6). To achieve the goals of 

Agenda 2030 to become carbon neutral, it requires political accountability and the realization 

of the previously set goals, and at the same time an increased collective behaviour/norm which 

are beneficial for the climate. The Swedish government has a strategy towards implementing a 

circular economy, which can be used as a tool for achieving the climate goals and influence a 

more environmentally friendly collective behaviour (Miljödepartementet, 2020). By reducing, 

or completely obliterating the harmful utilization of natural resources through a circular flow 

of material huge, environmental benefits can be made (Schubert, 2017; Dussaux & Glachant, 

2019).  

 

 The destructive behaviour of continuous consumption of goods and the associated use 

of resources has almost certainly resulted in climate change (Schubert, 2017). By making small 

changes in our everyday life, such as reuse- and recycle materials instead of consuming virgin 

materials, a reduction of the overutilization of resources is possible (Dussaux & Glachant, 

2019). Nudges, small directions towards a beneficial behaviour, could be an effective tool when 

trying to influence more environmentally friendly behaviours and choices (Schubert, 2017). 

Nudges can influence a behaviour which is better for the individual and the collective's best, 

without affecting the individual's freedom of choice nor should the nudge contribute to a 

monetary disadvantage (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, 4-6). When constructing a nudge with the 

aim to benefit the climate, the construction, presentation and the feelings the nudge projects, 

will have an effect on the commitment to act for the climate (Morris, et al., 2020). The use of 

emotion in the debate of climate change appeals is a debated topic (ibid).  

 

“it’s a fine line, to not be too hopeful so that people fall asleep and at the same time 

does not make it seem all too pessimistic”1 (Our translation; Greta Thunberg; see SVT 

Nyheter, 2021-05-21). 

 

 
1 “Det är en väldigt fin balansgång, att inte vara för hoppfull så att människor somnar om och samtidigt inte får 

det att framstå som alltför negativt” (Sic) (Greta Thunberg; see SVT Nyheter, 2021-05-21). 
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Problem 

As mentioned in the previous section, humans are greatly influenced by collective behaviours 

and social norms (Reisch, et al., 2021). To create a desirable outcome and to benefit the climate, 

nudging is an available policy tool (Schubert, 2017; Felsen, et al., 2013). The previous studies 

have focused on nudging and the civic approval towards nudging as a behavioural informed 

policy. Even if the previous studies have presented a great understanding of the usage of 

nudges, less studies have focused on how different projections affect our attitudes, or how the 

understanding of communication can influence environmental-friendly choices or attitudes. To 

construct a “nudge” careful thought must be put into the message, and the method used to 

change the behaviour (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, 3-4). Additionally, we need to understand how 

the Swedish residents perceive nudges as a policy tool and how the Swedish residents respond 

to different types of projections of the image of climate change.  

Purpose and Research Questions  

This study aims to investigate how the choice architecture can affect people's actions and 

choices. In addition, the Swedish residents’ attitudes towards different types of nudges 

regarding environmental issues is investigated. By conducting two surveys, one which gives a 

pessimistic projection of climate change, and one that gives a more optimistic projection, this 

study aims to show how the use of choice architecture through different projections can affect 

our attitudes and choices. Therefore, this study has the ambition to investigate in particular the 

choice architecture, i.e. the setup of a nudge, and how, or if, it can be used to influence different 

outcomes when projecting different images of climate change. This study aims at contributing 

to a greater understanding of how communication can influence peoples’ attitudes and 

commitment towards the climate.  

 

The questions to be answered in this study are: 

- Do different projections of climate change give a significantly different outcome in the 

different surveys? 

- Could different projections of climate change influence people’s attitudes? 
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Background  

This section presents the background for the study with focus on explaining the use of nudging 

and related examples. 

 

 

As humans we tend to care what people think of us and our actions (Reisch, et al., 

2021). This results in changes in our behaviour both on a conscious and unconscious level 

(Naturvårdsverket, 2019b, 28). When presenting some form of social information, you can 

influence a different decision based on the norm (Naturvårdsverket, 2019b, 18). Social 

influences can either be bad - e.g. in Jonestown where the reverend Jim Jones, founder of the 

Peoples Temple, used social influence to convince all his followers to commit suicide (Thaler 

& Sunstein, 2009, 53), or good- e.g. when we see someone throwing their trash in a public trash 

can, the possibility that we will do the same increases (ibid, 4-6).  

 

 Casserlöv (2014) did a review on Naturvårdsverkets (2019b) report about nudges. One 

example from this article is from ICA Maxi in Södertälje (Casserlöv, 2014). The company 

wanted to encourage their customers to buy foods with a short “expiration date”. Instead of 

using a red price tag, which could give the signals of lower quality, they used a green price tag 

labelled “low in price- eat soon. (...) buy this and you will save money and the environment”. 

The sales of green-labelled products increased (ibid). Another study, Nudge de la carte focused 

on reducing meat consumption in lunch restaurants (Naturvårdsverket, 2019a, 5). The nudges 

were constructed to increase the consumption of vegetarian foods, without a decrease of sales. 

This study reconstructed the lunch menu to present the vegetarian options before the meat-

based options. This nudge was also successful. The consumption of meat decreased and 

alternatives which were vegetarian or consisted of fish increased (ibid, 5).  

 

 Another example of a nudge focused on decreasing the energy consumption among 

consumers in the US (Thaler & Sunsten, 2009, 196). The first attempt to reduce the energy 

consumption, through messages and emails to inform the user about their consumption, was 

not successful. However, when they changed tactics and gave people an ambient orb which 

gave out a red light if people used too much energy and a green light when at a good level, the 

results were positive. Some weeks during the test period the energy usage decreased with 40% 

(ibid). Why the first experiment did not work could underlie the fact that energy use is not 

visible for the user (ibid). The users were not aware of how much energy they were using, and 

therefore most people did not bother to change. But when the energy usage is visualized, 

perhaps a small change is enough to make your orb green again (ibid, 196). The energy 

company Fortum (2021) recently started a similar project where the idea is to include 

consumers in the work towards a cleaner planet. The project is based on a challenge where the 

consumer could earn free “electric hours” which are deducted on the yearly electric bill, by 

completing different tasks- such as recycling and/or eating vegetables (ibid).  
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Previous Research and Theory  

In this section the previous research on nudging and human behaviour and decision-making 

will be presented. Furthermore, the theories which formed the basis for the analysis as well as 

the construction of the survey. The previous research and theories are presented in general so 

that the important aspects are highlighted. 

Previous Research 

Nudging as a policy tool 

The method of nudging originates from economic and social scholars and seeks to influence or 

restrict a specific human behaviour (Wilkinson, 2013). Some people claim that nudging 

restricts a person's autonomy as it affects the decision-making process and therefore can be an 

act of manipulation (Felsen, et al., 2013). But in fact, as Thaler & Sunstein (2009, 4-6) claims 

- nudging can be used to increase a person's autonomy. When the intention of the nudge is pure, 

and used to simplify the decision-making process in order to help people make better decisions 

for themselves without restricting any choices, it's not manipulation - it’s nudging, based on 

Libertarian Paternalism (Wilkinson, 2013). Nudges focus on making the decision to adapt to a 

more beneficial behaviour more available, rather than changing a person's attitudes or 

knowledge (Ledderer, et al., 2020).  

 

Previous research found that nudges are largely approved as a policy instrument by the 

public (Sunstein, et al., 2019). However, for a nudge to be ethically accepted, or increase 

legitimacy, governmental use for nudges should follow a set of principles. Some of the main 

principles are that a nudge should have good intentions, it shall not manipulate, and it should 

align with individual’s dignity, rights and interest (Sunstein & Reisch, 2016). How the 

government presents a problem might be accepted, but the means to handle the problem might 

be unethical and unjustifiable (Lehner, Mont & Heiskanen, 2016). However, when designing 

a nudge which is used for the sole purpose of reducing an action which has a negative effect 

on the climate, governments sometimes have to interfere with individual interest and work for 

the welfare of the community (Naturvårdsverket, 2019b).  

Human Decision-Making - The Operating Systems and Heuristics and 

Biases 

When making decisions, or being nudged, humans use two operating systems - The automatic 

system or the reflective system (Groenewegen, n.d.). The two cognitive systems help us 

understand complex problems, for example running down a hill without falling or remembering 

an old memory (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, 18). The human mind is very complex but sometimes 

it systematically goes wrong (ibid, 18). This is called systematic biases. Biases are a systematic 

distortion which occurs from cognitive restrictions and affects how we think and make 

decisions (Karolinska Institutet, KI, n.d.). When we make decisions, we often use our previous 

experiences and knowledge which resembles the question ahead of us. For example: What 

happened the last time I encountered this scenario? Will I get a similar outcome this time? Our 
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decision is not based on facts but on our heuristics and biases and helps us make easy decisions 

at the same time as it can cause serious misconceptions (Kahneman, 2011, 27).  

 

To greater understand the cognitive process behind the human decision-making, the 

operating systems will be further explained;   

 

Automatic System 

The automatic system is fast, automatic, effortless - responsible for 98% of our thinking 

(Groenewegen, n.d.). When the automatic system kicks in, it does so unconsciously and 

without any effort (Kahneman, 2011, 31). The automatic system consents to involuntary mental 

actions and mechanisms, such as attention and reaction (ibid, 31). This system's most important 

function is to connect associations with facts, events and actions that occur with some type of 

regularity. When these connections are created, patterns of associating thoughts occur and 

construct your reception of your present and future (ibid, 107).   

 

“I think that most of us feel that we have reasons for what we are doing, but in fact we do what 

we are doing largely because of reasons that we are not necessarily completely aware of, and 

then when we are asked - why do you do this? We have reasons but the reasons are not 

necessarily the causes of our actions” (Sic.) (Kahneman, 2013, 2:20). 

 

Reflective System  

The reflecting system, unlike the automatic system, works slow and uses rational thinking- 

responsible for 2 % of all our thinking (Groenewegen, n.d.). The human defines itself as the 

reflective system since that is where the big decisions are made together with consciousness 

and the reasoning (Kahneman, 2011, 31). The reflective system kicks in when different tasks 

are too complicated for the autonomic system and it needs more specific processing (ibid, 37). 

The reflective system is designed to be critical, but is also idle, which means that people 

sometimes make the “wrong” decision, for example when persuaded by a commercial when 

tired (ibid, 122). The reflective system has a main assignment to evaluate and decide on actions 

sent by the automatic system. These actions are then evaluated, and the reflective system selects 

the solution which aligns with the situation, based on personal biases (ibid, 66). 

Optimism vs pessimism when debating the topic of climate change 

Warnings, threats and doomsday examples in attempts to foster collective action regarding 

climate change have previously been used in the debate regarding climate change (Morris, et 

al., 2020). The debate has shifted focus from a pessimistic projection of climate change which 

is considered to foster a sense of hopelessness and would reduce the chance of collective action. 

The optimistic projections, on the other hand, were considered to increase people's willingness 

to engage towards a collective action against climate change. However, Morris, et al., (2020) 

research shows other results. They argue that a pessimistic projection of the results from 

climate change contributes to increasing peoples’ risk perception (ibid). By that, the authors 

mean that a person's feeling of losing something increases and it results in the persons’ risk 
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perception being triggered. An optimistic projection can rather contribute to the opposite, 

peoples’ perception of risk and commitment decreases, and one tends to avoid new information. 

Optimistic projection of the results from climate change can, however, help to comfort people's 

climate anxiety by erasing the doomsday effect (ibid). 

 

The results from Morris, et al., (2020) study shows that a pessimistic projection of the 

result from climate change contributes people to believe that their individual action is important 

when trying to solve climate change. Morris, et al., (2020) argues that this effect occurs even 

if the individual is influenced by doomsday projections. In conclusion, people are less likely to 

act when being affected by a too hopeful or too hopeless projection of the results from climate 

change, which is an effect of our cognitive functions (ibid). 

Theory 

The Zero Contribution Thesis 

In many economic studies, the model of the rational egoist is a concept which helps predict 

outcomes in competitive market situations and by explaining market related behaviours 

(Ostrom, 2000). The rational individual wont, by free will, contribute to the collective’s best 

interest and does not participate in activities that benefit the common good, unless he gains 

from it himself (ibid). However, studies have shown that people do not always act as a rational 

egoist, people contribute to the common good - when voting, paying taxes, providing protection 

against risks etcetera (ibid).  

 

 In the Zero Contribution Thesis, the evolution theory has a central part (Ostrom, 2000). 

The evolution theory explains the human behaviours’ connection to norms as an inheritance 

people have acquired by an evolutionary adaptation to norms and common understandings. 

Ostrom (2000) also states that individuals observe behaviours and norms in the society in which 

they belong and, in most cases, act accordingly. The collective behaviours and norms may 

increase collaboration and contribution to the collective good and is a central part of the 

individual's actions and behaviours (ibid). 

 

 Ostrom (2000) performed a study with the ambition to research human behaviours in 

market situations, which later formed the basis of the Zero Contribution Thesis. To investigate 

this, the author created a situation where study's participants were given an 

illustrative/symbolic payment. The results indicated that people tend to donate from their 

illustrative/symbolic payment, in the beginning, but after some time the donation sum 

decreased. The participants in the study were more likely to donate if they thought that the 

other participants would donate. However, the dominated strategy where - zero contribution, 

regardless of what the other participants did (ibid). Communication improved the collaboration 

and the participants discussed optimal strategies which would benefit the common good. This 

by donating more of their own illustrative/symbolic payment to punishing those who made zero 

contributions - these are the willing to punish. Ostrom (2000) argues that although the 

participants in these studies received illustrative/symbolic payment, decisions were made based 
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on the transformation of these into inherent biases based on how strongly their values conform 

to the social norm. Those who value justice, reliability and reciprocity make subjective changes 

which are in line with the norms they are shaped by as well as the norms they experience in the 

given situation. This means that individuals can initially act in a certain way and later change 

the behaviour through trust and cooperation(ibid).  

 

 By these studies we can identify two types of participants in collective action problems, 

except from the rational egoists - willing to contribute and willing to punish (Ostrom, 2000).  

 

Rational Egoist 

Rational egoists value their own profit higher than the social norms (Ostrom, 2000). A rational 

egoist has a higher tendency to free ride on a collective good than the other participants. This 

type of participant will contribute less than the other participants due to lack of trust and the 

expectation that others will do what aligns with their best interest and not the collective (ibid). 

 

Willing to Contribute 

Those who are willing to contribute exist in most of the collective action situations and are a 

relatively big part of the overall contribution (Ostrom, 2000). Due to trust and being 

trustworthy, the willing to contribute tend to voluntarily contribute more to the collective 

goods, but their tolerance towards free riders varies. The willing to contribute can influence 

other participants to contribute, but if they get disappointed by the other people's lack of 

contribution, their will to contribute will decrease. If so, they influence other participants to 

stop contributing as well (ibid). 

 

Willing to Punish 

The willing to punish were less tolerant towards free riders and were more willing to punish 

those who free ride (Ostrom, 2000). The willing to punish can also be willing to reward the 

participants who contribute with more than the minimal agreed contribution. Willing to punish 

can also be willing to contribute and vice versa. Communication and trust increase the overall 

cooperation and increases contributions (ibid). 

Choice Architecture and Different Types of Nudges 

Now that we know how humans think, behave and what affects our cognitive abilities, we can 

use that information to influence people to make “better” choices (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, 5). 

Studies have shown that people tend to make bad decisions for themselves when they are not 

provided with enough information or by the influence of biases (ibid, 5-6). Choice architectures 

can use different nudging methods, for example product placements, when trying to influence 

a choice or behaviour change (ibid, 65-66). When being a choice architect and constructing a 

nudge, it is beneficial to understand that small details have a significant effect on the choices a 

person makes (ibid, 3-4). An example that illustrates what changes in the physical environment 



  

  

11 

can do is, for example in supermarkets or cafeterias, it is common to use a method where the 

placement of different products increases the willingness to buy a specific product. Products 

that are placed closest to the checkout sell well (Lehner et al., 2015). So, if fruit would be 

fronted next to the check-out, instead of candy, it would be easier for people to choose a 

healthier option (ibid). 

 

 Since humans are greatly influenced by everyday social behaviour (Thaler & Sunstein, 

2009, 63), choice architectures can create a nudge based on these understandings by using 

different representations of information, words or images. For example, when seeing a movie 

and the actor smiles or laughs, you will most likely also smile (ibid, 53). By presenting 

information with emotional images, choice architects can increase the impact of a nudge (ibid, 

67-69). The use of words and information can also increase the impact of the nudge when trying 

to increase the image of the problem or solution which the nudge is trying to amplify (Thaler 

& Sunstein, 2009, 67-69). There will be a difference in the response whether you say “You can 

continue your behaviour, so long as you pay for the social harm that it does'' or “You must act 

exactly as the government says”. The first sentences will make people more receptive to change 

(ibid, 188).  

 

Default Nudges 

If a behaviour is common and normalized in society, it increases the possibility that more 

people follow it (Lehner et al., 2015). They often take the path of least resistance and are 

strongly influenced by standard and default choices which are predetermined by social norms 

(Sunstein & Reisch, 2013). Humans prefer to postpone an action and not act if they do not have 

to (Lehner et al., 2015). For example, Sunstein & Reisch (2013) mentions that the default 

option is to print one sided paper which results in an unnecessary usage of paper. The paper 

consumption can be reduced by changing the default option to two-sided printings (ibid). 

 By making a beneficial action more available and accessible, the chances of it becoming 

the default option increases (Sunstein & Reisch, 2013). This will enhance the chance that it 

becomes the social norm (Lehner et al., 2015). 

 

Feedback Nudges 

Nudges can be used to show the consequences of a behaviour, for example, but can also show 

possible solutions to thus contribute to a behaviour change (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009, 187). 

People often do not understand the impact of their actions (ibid). If you don't know how your 

way of living is affecting the environment, how can you possibly be expected to change, and 

why would you? Feedback nudges can increase the awareness of the environmental impact of 

an action and thus benefit the climate (ibid, 187-190). When doing so it opens the possibility 

to nudge people and encourages them to change, if necessary, while it being a cheap and less 

intrusive method (ibid, 191). An example of feedback nudges is the risk label on the cigarette 

package and on pharmaceutical products (ibid, 192).  
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Methodology 

In this section the study method will be presented in detail. The first section presents the study's 

general methodological approach and follows by a discussion of the theories which form the 

basis for this study, analysis and the construction of the surveys. Then follows a detailed 

presentation of this study's use of choice architects when conducting the surveys and collecting 

data and later the associated statistical analysis will be presented. 

General Methodological Approach 

This study is based on secondary and primary data and uses an overall qualitative method with 

quantitative elements. A purely quantitative method would not have been possible with the 

study’s ambition to provide a deeper understanding of the complexity of, and the attitudes 

towards, nudging. Thus, the quantitative elements that the survey uses are considered to 

contribute to more clearly representing the attitudes of the Swedish residents, and therefore 

considered to increase the survey's viability. 

 

 This study uses a combination of inductive and abductive approaches. To allow a 

greater understanding of how human decision-making works and what affects it. This by using 

an inductive approach when reading Thaler & Sunsteins book - Nudge improving decisions 

about health, wealth and happiness. Later, the empirical material was supplemented with peer-

reviewed articles, books and other sources of information based on the relevance for this study 

to ensure the study's validity.  The collection of secondary data was through the search engines 

Scopus, Söder scholar and Google Scholar. Since nudging is a relatively new research area, an 

annual delimitation was excluded. The key words used while searching were Nudging, 

Manipulation, Human decision-making, Policy instrument and Cognitive thinking. To 

contribute to an informative background the empirical material was complemented with 

examples on how nudges are used in Sweden. In this stage Google’s search engine and 

Naturvårdsverkets website were used. 

 

 After these steps, the study was considered to have empirical saturation and thus the 

formation of the primary data began. Digital surveys, based on theories and previous research, 

were used during the collection of the primary data. The surveys were constructed using Sunet 

Survey2. Surveys were the preferred method to investigate residents’ attitude towards nudging 

because it allows a wider response rate than, for example, interviews would have. The study 

does not aim towards a general result concerning the whole population (Alveshus, 2016, 127), 

but strives to find tendencies which can explain the Swedish residents’ attitude towards 

nudging. One reason is that we could not create a random sample of the population to which to 

distribute the survey.  

 
2 Sunet.artlogic.net. 
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Choice architecture in the survey 

The theories on which the surveys and analysis is based are the Zero Contribution Thesis and 

Choice architecture and different types of nudges. This theoretical basis is considered to form 

a broad and explanatory basis and is considered to contribute to an increased understanding of 

what this study is intended to examine.  

 

 The Zero Contribution Thesis explains why individuals act in a certain way and with 

what conditions collaboration or non-collaboration may arise. This is considered to contribute 

to a profound analysis and understanding of Swedish residents' attitudes to different types of 

nudges and thus enable an enriched analysis of the results. Choice architecture and different 

types of nudges are expected to form a good basis for the use of different nudging methods and 

are also thought to be able to contribute to good foundations for the structure of the surveys. 

These nudging methods were chosen since it allows the respondents to take a hypothetical 

position. A pure nudge theory was not chosen as this study does not aim to complete a full-on 

nudge, but to increase the knowledge of how, or if, people's attitudes change when being 

affected by choice architectures. Therefore, the chosen theoretical base is considered to be most 

suitable for this study's purpose. As this study is a combination of different scholars, such as 

environmental science, behavioural science and economics, a theoretical framework with 

various behavioural economic theories would contribute to an interesting analysis when trying 

to understand social norms and behaviours. However, as this study is intended to explain 

attitudes but also how the use of choice architecture through different projections can affect 

our attitudes and choices, the chosen theoretical basis is considered to achieve theoretical 

saturation. 

Survey - Construction 

The two surveys are constructed with the aim to investigate the Swedish residents' attitudes 

towards, what we in the surveys called - different climate-promoting initiative, and how, or if, 

the attitudes change by different projections in the introductory part of the surveys. Since the 

study aimed to examine how different projections influenced attitudes, it was considered more 

appropriate to have two different surveys instead of one with both scenarios. Only using one 

survey could change the outcome of the results and therefore decrease the study's validity. 

 

 Each survey has the same questions with fixed response options but different 

introductions which aim to project different images of climate change. The pessimistic survey 

was aimed to project a pessimistic image of climate change. The other survey projected an 

optimistic image (See figure 1 and figure 2).   

 

  Each survey had an associated picture3 which would help to reinforce the feeling which 

the introductory text projected. The pictures were chosen as a reinforcement to the introductory 

text which was designed to influence the respondents. The pictures were chosen based on our 

own personal biases and references; our idea of an optimistic and pessimistic future and might 

 
3 Due to copyrights the pictures used in the surveys had to be removed. 
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therefore project different feelings for different people. To increase the possibility that the 

respondents would receive the feeling and image which the pictures, as well as the 

introductions were supposed to amplify the surveys were tested by sending pilot surveys out to 

a test group. The original surveys in Swedish can be found in appendices 1,2 and 3. 

  

Projection of climate change, pessimistic survey. 

We're destroying our planet. The garbage mountain continues to grow as the speed of consumption increases. 

The forest is destroyed, the trees are cut down as animals go extinct. Human activities have resulted in 

devastating consequences for animals, nature as well as for future generations. Our everyday behaviour is the 

greatest threat to humans and the environment. In order for future generations to have the opportunity for what 

we naturally regard as a human right, to breathe fresh air, to be able to drink clean and fresh water as well as 

to experience the green embrace of spring and summer - we must change our behaviours! Below are some 

initiatives and ideas which, according to the research, can contribute to a decrease on the effects of climate 

change. 

 

[Picture of a young girl surrounded by garbage mountains in flames]4 

 

Figure 1. Projection of climate change, pessimistic survey. This figure shows the introduction to the pessimistic 

survey and the associated picture which is meant to enhance a pessimistic projection of climate change. 

 

Projection of climate change, optimistic survey. 

We can save the climate! By making small changes in our everyday lives, we can reduce our ecological impacts. 

Sweden is currently working to convert to a more circular economy, which means that we drastically reduce, 

or eliminate, the over-utilization of nature's resources and that we make use of the natural resources we have 

through recycling and reuse. Below are some initiatives and ideas through which we residents can contribute 

to saving the climate. Together we can make a difference, are you with us? 

 

[Picture of a grandfather and grandchild walking hand in hand in the forest]5 

Figure 2. Projection of climate change, optimistic survey. This figure shows the introduction to the optimistic 

survey and the associated picture which is meant to enhance an optimistic projection of climate change. 

 

The response alternatives are based on Ostroms (2000) Zero Contribution Thesis and the 

different types of participants which in this study represents attitudes. The response alternative 

one is based on the attitude rational egoist, alternative two is based on the attitude willing to 

contribute and alternative three is based on the attitude willingness to punish (See table three 

and four). Fixed response options were chosen to obtain the most suitable answers to the 

research question, which decreases the risk of fall outs during the analysis (Trost & Hultåker, 

2016, 74–75). What needs to be considered is the so-called Hawthorne- effect, which means 

that respondents can change their behaviour and answers since they are aware of being a part 

of a study (Naturvårdsverket, 2019b). Therefore, words such as “initiative” or “ideas” were 

 
4 Text that replaces the image that was part of the projection in the pessimistic survey. 
5 Text that replaces the image that was part of the projection in the optimistic survey. 
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used instead of default and feedback when described to the respondents and published on social 

platforms (See appendix 4).  

 

 In addition to the Zero Contribution Thesis the questions were also constructed with the 

aim to investigate the different attitudes towards the different types of nudges - default- and 

feedback nudges. Therefore, the surveys are divided in two sections (See table 1 and 2). This 

is to contribute to transparency for the reader and allow a distinct analysis of the results. The 

surveys were constructed and presented in Swedish (See appendices 1,2 and 3) but in this study 

the explanations and projections are presented in English. 

  

Table 1. Illustration of the construction of the questions and answers about default nudges. Used in both 

surveys. The different answer alternatives based on the Zero Contribution Thesis. 

D 

E 

F 

A 

U 

L 

T 

  

N 

U 

D 

G 

E 

S 

Question Rational Egoist Willing to 

contribute 

Willing to 

punish 

No opinion 

Studies have shown that we 

litter less if the trash cans that 

are available have a 

distinctive colour. Do you 

think it should be introduced 

in Sweden? 

 

Feels like the tax 

money can be 

invested better. 

If it can reduce the 

rubbish in nature, I 

think it is a well-

invested measure. 

This is a good 

thing, but I 

believe that 

stricter rules 

should be 

introduced for 

littering, such as 

fines. 

No opinion 

Eating more vegetarian food 

is good for the climate. 

Studies have shown that 

placing the vegetarian options 

at the top of the menu 

reduces meat consumption. 

Do you think more 

restaurants should do that? 

 

I will continue 

with my eating 

habits. 

 

If all options 

remain on the 

menu, it is an easy 

way to get more 

people to make 

environmentally 

friendly choices. 

This is good, at 

the same time 

one should raise 

the prices of 

meat alternatives. 

No opinion 
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Table 2. Illustration of the construction of the questions and answers about feedback nudges. Used in both 

surveys. The different answer alternatives based on the Zero Contribution Thesis. 

F 

E 

E 

D 

B 

A 

C 

K 

  

N 

U 

D 

G 

E 

S 

Questions Rational Egoist Willing to 

contribute 

Willing to 

punish 

No 

opinion 

Food waste is a major climate 

culprit. To reduce food waste, 

several companies have taken 

the initiative to label products 

who’s best before date has 

begun to approach with a green 

price tag that says “Eat soon. 

Buy this and save money and 

the environment”. What do you 

think of that idea? 

It is a good way 

to save money, 

but if I have the 

opportunity, I 

buy fresher 

goods. 

This is good, I 

think the stores 

should front these 

goods more 

clearly, so they 

become more 

accessible. In this 

way, people may 

buy more "Eat 

soon" goods so 

that together we 

can reduce food 

waste. 

This is good, 

more people 

need to 

understand that 

just because it is 

a short date, the 

product is not 

bad. 

No opinion 

By taking small steps for the 

climate, you can lower your 

electricity bill. Several 

electricity companies have 

made an investment in the 

climate through various 

challenges. This is done by 

consumers doing climate-

friendly tasks such as source 

sorting, eating more vegetables, 

etc. and collects free energy 

consumption hours. Is this a 

challenge you would take on? 

 

Feels like it's 

more strenuous 

than what they 

put into earned 

energy 

consumption 

hours. 

It is a good 

initiative and I had 

accepted the 

challenge. 

 

It is a good 

initiative and I 

had accepted the 

challenge. On 

the other hand, I 

believe that, for 

example, source 

sorting is already 

a consumer 

responsibility. 

No opinion 

 

This survey aims to investigate Swedish civic attitudes towards different types of nudges and 

how, or if, the attitudes change by the different projections of climate change and later be able 

to statistically test if there is a significant difference. To be able to test these variables there is 

a need for a variation of respondents. To ensure a variation of respondents the survey was 

constructed with four questions about the respondents. These were Gender, Age6 and 

Occupation (See table 3).  

 
6 The age alternatives were 18-30, 30-40, 40-50, 50-60, 60-70+. After collecting the results from the surveys, 

the realization that the answer options 30, 40, 50 and 60 were each found in two answer options. This has led to 

a decrease in the reliability of the study's results because of that the respondents which belong to this age group 

can be found in multiple categories. With the assumption that respondents who do fit in two categories will 

automatically choose the one with the “younger group” the results will be presented with a modified age 

category ; 18-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60, 61-70+ (See table 6). 
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Table 3. Questions used about the respondents, finishing questions in both surveys. 

Control Questions Question Alternatives 

Age  18-30, 30-40, 40-50, 60-70 +. 

Gender Female, Male, Other 

Occupation Student, Employed, Pensioner, Other 

 

Survey - Collection of Results 

The surveys were published on social platforms. Using this kind of method allows a broader 

distribution of the survey. However, it can contribute to a decrease of the validity of the 

respondents, since it assumes that all respondents possess digital knowledge (they have to be 

familiar with the Internet and Facebook). This results in loss of possible survey respondents 

and it is not a random sample of the Swedish population. However, digital surveys were still 

considered to be the most favourable method to reach a broader audience and gather a wide 

range of data. The conduct of physical surveys also imposes certain forms of ethical dilemmas 

such as integrity and anonymity (Regeringen, 2018). The previous problem is something the 

digital survey escapes, at the same time as it allows a broad group of respondents, while 

respecting people's integrity and anonymity.  

 

 A pilot survey was sent to a test group before releasing it to the public to be able get 

feedback and increase the validity by ensuring that the surveys were critically reviewed. When 

feedback was received changes were made to the surveys and they were published. Date of 

publication: April 22, 2021. 

 

 In order to reach a wider audience, the surveys were published in different Facebook 

groups (See table 4) with a mix of gender, age and with a large number of members (1000+). 

The search for suitable Facebook groups based on the number of members and that the group 

would not be for a certain type of audience such as gender, etc. and therefore reach more neutral 

respondents which most likely will mirror the real population.  

 

Table 4 - Compilation of the various Facebook groups in which the surveys were published. Each post was 

published between 1-7 days. 

Name of the group Number of members  

Svenskar i Australien 21 000 

Klimatklubben 22 000 

Omtanke & Citat & Tänkvärda meningar 20 000 
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Vandringsleder i Sverige  210 000 

Odla i växthus och trädgård 90 000 

Vegetarianer och Veganer i Sverige 46 700 

Jessica's tyger, retro, nytt och sytt 1 500 

DIY - Gör det själv! 42 000 

 

When publishing the surveys in the different groups, an introduction was made with the 

ambition to explain the study's purpose and what the respondents could expect from the surveys 

and also with an explanation that one respondent would only do one of the two surveys (See 

appendix 4). After the explanation both surveys were published with the URL-link. Based on 

the previously presented knowledge that people will make easy and quick choices, we assumed 

that people would choose the survey which was presented first. To avoid a significantly greater 

frequency of responses on the survey which were presented first, we as choice architects, 

changed the placement on the different URL-links when published in the different Facebook 

groups. This to avoid a significantly higher response rate to the survey that would first have 

been presented. The surveys were available for seven days, but the time they were visible in 

the different Facebook groups varied. This was because the different groups had various rules 

about how long a survey was allowed to be on their “wall”. 

  

 After a week, the pessimistic survey had received 325 responses and the optimistic 

survey had 297 responses. The surveys were closed exactly one week after they were published: 

April 29, 2021.  

Statistical Analysis 

The program in which the surveys were constructed provided the number of respondents and 

the answers in quantity and in percentages. This was used in the study to show variations among 

the respondents (See table 6) which are shown in the results. The data from the different surveys 

and the different answers were arranged in Excel to enable statistical testing in R-studio7 and 

Rcmrd8 (R Commander). The statistical test Chi- square will show if there are associations 

between the observed and expected values in two or more sets of categories (Ennos & Johnson, 

2018, 171). Since our data has two or more sets of categories and we want to test association 

(if the outcome of one category is affected by the other categories) (See table 5) a chi- square-

test for associations was used (Ennos & Johnson, 2018, 1). Since this study aimed to investigate 

how the different projections influence respondents' attitudes to different types of nudges, the 

categories for the first chi-square test were the pessimistic and optimistic survey and the four 

different answer alternatives. For the two other tests the categories were Feedback nudges 

(from both surveys) and the four attitudes, respective Default nudges (from both surveys) and 

the four attitudes.  

 
7 Rstudio team 2015, http://www.rstudion.com/ 
8 Fox & Bouchet- Valat, 2020 

http://www.rstudion.com/
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The first step to enable the statistical analysis was to arrange and count the data in excel 

with a pivot table; three datasets were arranged (See table 5). This to determine if Chi-square 

was an appropriate statistical test by calculating the expected value ((total row) x (total 

column)/grand total) for all the different datasets (See table 5). Since none of the expected 

values were <5, Chi-square were appropriate and thus no Fisher’s exact tests were needed 

(Ennos & Johnson, 2018, 177). This calculation was needed because a Chi- square test is an 

approximate test and if the value is <5 there is a possibility that the test is not accurate enough 

and may show incorrect results, hence a fisher’s exact test would be necessary (Faragher, 2018, 

0:48). The values from the contingency table were visualized with a graphical display of 

correlation matrix to show the differences within the answer alternatives.  

 

The expected value shows how many times the measured categories could be expected 

in a real population. The observed value illustrates the data that occurred in the population that 

was tested. If the observed value and the expected value do not differ significantly, the null 

hypothesis can be accepted, i.e., there is no association between the categories. 

 

Table 5. illustration of contingency table which shows how the data sets were arranged to enable the calculation 

of the expected value and later chi-square test. 

Different projection or nudges Pessimistic survey Optimistic survey Total 

Rational_egoist    

Willing_to_Contribute    

Willing_to_Punish    

No_Opinion    

Total    
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Results and Analysis 

In this section the results from the surveys and the statistical analysis will be presented. First, 

an introductory section will present an overview of the respondents who participated in the 

surveys. Later, the study's results and statistical analysis are presented with the associated 

analysis. 

Respondents  

The pessimistic survey had a higher number of respondents (325) than the optimistic survey 

(297). In both surveys, we found an even distribution of respondents of all ages, lower for 70+. 

The respondents in both surveys had a significantly higher rate of female respondents than male 

respondents (See table 6). Employed respondents had a significantly higher answer rate than 

all other occupation alternatives. 

 

Table 6. illustration of the respondents from each survey. The results are presented with the observed value and 

in percentages to show differences between the surveys. 

Control Questions Question alternatives Respondents (number and 

percentage) from the 

pessimistic survey 

Respondents (number and 

percentage) from the 

optimistic survey 

Age 18-30 59 (18,2%) 87 (29,3 %) 

 31-40 70 (21,5%) 49 (16,5%) 

 41-50 70 (21,5%) 53 (17,8 %) 

 51-60 81 (24,9%) 63 (21,2%) 

 61-70 37 (11,4%) 30 (10,1%) 

 70+ 8 (2,5%) 15 (5,1%) 

Gender Female 249 (76%) 227 (76 %) 

 Male 76 (23,4%) 69 (23,2 %) 

 Other 0 (0,0%) 1 (0,3%) 

Occupation Student 47 (14,5%) 57 (19,2%) 

 Employed 237 (72,9%) 204 (68,7%) 

 Retired 29 (7,1%) 29 (9,8%) 

 Other 23 (7,1%) 13 (4,4%) 
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Attitudes based on the different projections  

 

The results show that there is an association between attitudes (rational egoist, willing to 

contribute, willing to punish and no opinion) and the different projections since the p- value < 

0.05 (Chi-squared = 9,8052, df = 3, p-value = 0.0203). The null hypothesis is therefore rejected 

- there is an association between attitudes and the different projections. In table 7 the number 

of answers is presented with the different expected values. Thus, a conclusion can be made in 

the pessimistic survey that the rational egoists and willing to punish had a higher observed 

value than expected and in the optimistic survey only willing to contribute had a higher 

observed value than expected. 

 

 Table 7 shows that both surveys have similar distribution on the different attitudes and 

the attitude willing to contribute had the highest answer rate in both surveys. Willing to punish 

also had a high observed value in both surveys. Rational egoists had a higher observed value 

in the survey with the pessimistic projection of climate change than in the survey with the 

optimistic projection. 

 

Table 7. Contingency table which illustrates the observed answer rates per question and survey with the expected 

values in parenthesis. The numbers besides the parenthesis represent the observed answer rates, i.e., the total 

number of answers per survey and answer alternative. The number inside the parenthesis represents the expected 

value, i.e. the number of responses per survey and response options expected for the population. 

 

Attitudes - projections Pessimistic survey Optimistic survey 

Rational Egoist 155 (146.30) 125 (133.69) 

Willing to Contribute 563 (594.09) 574 (542.90) 

Willing to Punish 541 (512.05) 439 (467.94) 

No Opinion 41 (47.54) 50 (43.45) 

 

Further, figure 3 shows the values which indicates that willing to contribute for the pessimistic 

survey had a higher amount of observed values than expected and in the optimistic survey for 

willing to contribute the observed value were lower than expected. For willing to punish the 

observed value was higher than expected in the pessimistic survey, but lower than expected in 

the optimistic survey. Rational egoist had a higher amount of observed values than expected in 

the pessimistic survey, but lower on the optimistic survey, whilst no opinion had the opposite. 
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Figure 3. A graphical display of correlation matrix which shows the residuals for each category. The dots represent 

how much the residuals differ from the expected and observed values. S_1 represents the pessimistic survey, S_2 

represents the optimistic survey. The big dots differ more from the observed and expected values than the smaller 

dots. The colour of the dots determines the positive (Blue, more than expected) and negative (red/orange, less than 

expected) difference, see colour scheme in the side section of the matrix.   

 

The overall picture shows that more people than expected have the attitude rational egotists 

when being influenced by the pessimistic projection of climate change, as well as willing to 

punish, but also that fewer than expected have the attitude willing to contribute and no opinion. 

A person who was influenced with a pessimistic view of the future tends to choose the 

alternative rational egoist as well as a tendency to choose the alternative to punish those who 

do not contribute, this might be a result of the feeling of hopelessness. It might also explain 

why less people than expected choose not to have an opinion when being influenced by a 

pessimistic projection of the future, as the projection might have increased the feeling of anger 

towards those who do not contribute to reduce the climate change and therefore the need to act 

might increase thus the no opinion attitudes where not as common as expected.  

 

With the positive projection, we see that less than expected answered rational egoist, 

and that far less than expected responded willing to punish. However, with a positive 

projection, more people are willing to contribute without the will to punish those who do not. 

There were more than expected who answered no opinion, which may indicate that when the 

projection shows a positive future, you choose to have no opinion as the future already feels 

hopeful. 

Attitudes towards Default nudges  

The results shows that there’s no association between attitudes (rational egoist, willing to 

contribute, willing to punish and no opinion) and default nudges since the p- value > 0.05 (Chi-

squared = 3.4417, df = 3, p-value = 0.3284). The null hypothesis can therefore be accepted.  

 From table 8 a conclusion can be made from the pessimistic survey that willing to 

punish were observed more than expected and willing to contribute and no opinion were 
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observed less than expected, while rational egoists had the same expected and observed value. 

In the optimistic survey only willing to punish were observed less than expected and all other 

categories were observed more than expected.  

 

Table 8. Contingency table which illustrates the observed answer rates per question and survey with default nudges 

with the expected values in parenthesis. The numbers besides the parenthesis represent the observed answer rates, 

i.e. the total number of answers on the questions about default nudges in each survey. The number inside the 

parenthesis represents the expected value, i.e. the number of responses per survey and response options expected 

for the population. 

Attitudes - Default Nudges Pessimistic survey Optimistic survey 

Rational Egoist 77 (77.33) 71 (70.66) 

Willing to Contribute 330 (341.72) 324 (312.27) 

Willing to Punish 232 (217.88) 185 (199.11) 

No Opinion 11 (13.06) 14 (11.93) 

 

Figure 4 showed that willing to punish for the optimistic survey had a higher amount of 

observed values than expected and in the pessimistic survey the observed values were less than 

expected. Both willing to contribute and no opinion had fewer observed values than expected 

for the pessimistic survey but had a higher amount of observed values than expected for the 

optimistic survey. In both surveys, the observed and expected values for rational egoist were 

the same and therefore the dots for rational egoist is close to invisible (See figure 4).  

 
Figure 4. A graphical display of correlation matrix which shows the residuals for each category. The dots represent 

how much the residuals differ from the expected and observed values. S_1 represents the pessimistic survey, S_2 

represents the optimistic survey. The big dots differ more from the observed and expected values than the smaller 

dots. The colour of the dots determines the positive (Blue, more than expected) and negative (red/orange, less than 

expected) difference, see colour scheme in the side section of the matrix.  

 

A conclusion can be made from the pessimistic survey that the observed and expected values 

were the same when it comes to the attitude rational egoist towards default nudges. This may 
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mean that regardless of the projection of climate change, it does not influence the attitude 

rational egoist toward default nudges. When it comes to willing to contribute, fewer than 

expected were willing to contribute when being influenced by a pessimistic projection of 

climate change considering default nudges. On the pessimistic projection, however, we saw 

more willing to punish than expected. This could be that a pessimistic projection influences the 

attitude of wanting to punish more prominently than the attitude of wanting to contribute 

considering default nudges. It can be strengthened by looking at the optimistic survey, which 

is more positive, where the attitude willing to contribute was more prominent than the attitude 

willing to punish when it comes to default nudges. However, there were a higher number of 

respondents who answered no opinion when being influenced by the optimistic projection than 

on the pessimistic one. This might mean that the pessimistic projection influences a stronger 

sense to act and when being influenced by the optimistic projection the respondents feel that a 

solution is already happening and therefore the individual does not feel that the same 

responsibility to act and contribute to the solution. 

Attitudes towards Feedback nudges  

The results show that there is an association between attitudes (rational egoist, willing to 

contribute, willing to punish and no opinion) and feedback nudges since the p- value < 0.05 

(Chi-squared = 8,3765, df = 3, p-value = 0.03884). The null hypothesis is therefore rejected - 

there is an association between attitudes and feedback nudges. From table 9 a conclusion is 

from the pessimistic survey that the attitudes willing to punish, and rational egoist were 

observed more than expected and the other attitudes were observed less than expected. When 

in the optimistic survey only willing to contribute were observed more than expected and all 

other categories were observed less than expected. Table 9 illustrates that both surveys had 

similar distributions on the different attitudes. Willing to contribute had high answer rates in 

both surveys but willing to punish were the attitudes which got the highest answer rate in both 

surveys. 

 

Table 9.  Contingency table which illustrates the observed answer rates per question and survey with default 

nudges with the expected values in parenthesis. The numbers besides the parenthesis represent the observed 

answer rates, i.e. the total number of answers on the questions about feedback nudges in each survey. The number 

inside parenthesis represents the expected value, i.e. the number of responses per survey and response options 

expected for the population. 

Attitudes - Feedback Nudges Pessimistic survey Optimistic survey 

Rational Egoist 78 (68.97) 54 (63.02) 

Willing to Contribute 233 (252.37) 250 (230.62) 

Willing to Punish 309 (294.17) 254 (268.82) 

No Opinion 30 (34.48) 36(31.51) 

 

Further, figure 5 showed the values which indicates that rational egoist had a higher amount 

of expected values in the pessimistic survey, but less than expected in the optimistic. In the 

pessimistic survey, willing to contribute had fewer observed values than expected and in the 
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optimistic survey the observed value for willing to contribute were higher than expected. 

Willing to punish had more answers than expected in the pessimistic survey, but fewer in the 

optimistic survey, whilst no opinion had the opposite.  

 
Figure 5. A graphical display of correlation matrix which shows the residuals for each category. The dots 

represent how much the residuals differ from the expected and observed values. S_1 represents the pessimistic 

survey, S_2 represents the optimistic survey. The big dots differ more from the observed and expected values 

than the smaller dots. The colour of the dots determines the positive (Blue, more than expected) and negative 

(red/orange, less than expected) difference, see colour scheme in the side section of the matrix.   

 

The rational egoist attitude towards feedback nudges showed that more people than expected 

chose the attitude rational egoist when it comes to the pessimistic projection than the 

optimistic. This may indicate that people feel a sense of hopelessness when being influenced 

by the pessimistic projection and therefore the attitude of rational egoist increases. The 

pessimistic projection of climate change and the answer alternatives on feedback nudges 

influences a more prominent attitude of the rational egoist and willing to punish. While with 

an optimistic projection of climate change, the attitude towards feedback nudges becomes more 

willing to contribute than to punish. This could imply that when given an optimistic projection 

the solution to climate change feels more accessible and easy and therefore the contribution 

feels easy and the need to punish is not as profound as the solution is in close range. With the 

pessimistic projection, there are fewer than expected who had no opinion. It can be explained, 

just as above, that with pessimistic projections the need to act is stronger than to do nothing. 

 

To summarize; A pessimistic projection increases the willingness to punish but still had 

a wide range of willing to contribute, while in an optimistic projection the attitude willing to 

punish decreases while the willingness to contribute is more profound. When it comes to 

default and feedback nudges we can see that with the default nudges there are no significant 

associations but we can still see the same tendencies as with feedback nudges, which aligns 

with what we observe between the pessimistic and optimistic projections. 
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Discussion 

In this section, the results and the study’s use of choice architecture is discussed with anchoring 

in the theory and the previous research that formed the basis for the study.   

 

Based on this study's results, previous research and theories presented in this study it is 

possible to state that people’s attitudes can be influenced through communication. From the 

results from this study, we find tendencies that nudges could be considered as a legitimate 

policy tool when trying to influence the Swedish residents to make environmentally friendly 

choices and contribute to the collective good. However, when a choice architect uses 

governmental means it is even more crucial to be transparent and use it solely for the purpose 

of reducing climate change and it should not cause disadvantages for the residents. According 

to previous research and the Zero Contribution Thesis, if used as a full nudge, the method used 

in this study could influence people's attitudes which in turn could result in a social norm and 

influence more people to act for the climate. Ostrom (2000) believes that people tend to 

contribute more when influenced by a social norm. The optimistic survey in this study aims to 

project this. The results did show tendencies which could explain why the attitude willingness 

to contribute did increase as they noticed a positive social norm and a contribution to reach a 

collective change with seemingly simple means. However, with the pessimistic projection, the 

willingness to punish increases more than with an optimistic projection. This may be because 

people feel a certain kind of hopelessness with the pessimistic projection “my contribution will 

not make a big difference and those who cause the damage should therefore be responsible for 

fixing it”. This might be explained with the feeling that the solutions of the climate crisis are 

difficult or beyond your control, the easiest solution for the automatic system is therefore to 

punish those who are responsible for contributing to the climate crisis. This might also be the 

reason when influenced by the optimistic projection, the easy choice for our automatic system 

is to contribute as it does not demand as much attention from the reflective system. 

 

 Further differences between the projections was the number of rational egoists. The 

results show that the attitude increases more than expected if climate change is presented with 

a pessimistic projection rather than an optimistic projection. Based on the previous research 

presented by Kahneman (2011), this could indicate that humans are trying to take the easy way, 

something that seems difficult and complicated increases the probability that we turn a blind 

eye to the problem. Based on the Zero Contribution Thesis, it should nevertheless be clarified 

that the attitude rational egoist does not have to be solely self-oriented even when this attitude 

is often associated with a view where choices are made based on the individual's own best 

interest. The attitude of the rational egoist, like the other attitudes, is affected by social norms 

and therefore the attitude could change as collective actions result in new social norms, this 

through interactions and trust as it could increase the will to contribute (Ostrom, 2000). The 

pessimistic projection of climate change does not necessarily imply that more people will have 

a greater tendency to act rationally, but that they may, before the change takes place 

collectively, make the easy choice to act based on their rationality. With support from Morris, 

et al., (2020) previous research about different projections and their outcome, it could be stated 

that a pessimistic projection does not equate that people will not act for the collective good, but 
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the opposite. This can also support the results from this study, which shows that none of the 

different projections have a worse or better effect in engaging people to act for the climate, but 

that the projections influence different attitudes. The willing to punish and willing to contribute 

are both attitudes that will contribute, but with different means. Over time, the collaboration 

can either decrease or become even better, through trust and by seeing that actors keep their 

promises. This could then influence a social norm, which can lead to an attitude evolving into 

another attitude.  

 

That willing to contribute attitude becomes more prominent after the respondent has 

been influenced by optimistic projection can be supported by previous research from (Morris, 

et al., (2020) and Khaneman (2011), an optimistic projection is solution-oriented and thus it 

becomes easy to contribute and the risk perception does not have to interfere. A simple 

projection and choices are in many ways positive when it comes to the debate of climate 

change, but it can also contribute to people eventually stop listening to new information and 

that the willingness to contribute then decreases over time. This could, according to Morris, et 

al., (2020) mean that, instead of the climate crisis being solved through engagement from the 

public, nothing happens. This is because the risk perception is not being triggered and therefore 

it can become easy to make no changes or remain passive. This in turn, with support from the 

Zero Contribution Thesis, could indicate that people's attitudes, perhaps at first when 

influenced by an optimistic projection the attitude to want to contribute is obvious and easy, 

but that it later decreases and the attitude shifts to a rational egoist because of the risk 

perception is not triggered. The pessimistic projection can be explained as contributing to the 

emotional commitment increasing as it triggers people's risk perception (Morris, et al., 2020). 

However, this does not necessarily mean that a pessimistic projection contributes to increasing 

peoples’ actions, but that they can give different outcomes in attitudes, which at a later stage 

may be thought to contribute to people acting for the climate.  

 

All statistical tests show that the no opinion attitude was more prominent in the 

optimistic projection. This could, as discussed in the previous section, be the cause of the lack 

of emotional support since the solution is already presented which can make more people 

choose to act in contrast to the optimistic projection. Based on previous research from Morris 

et al. (2020) this statement can be supported since studies have shown that when someone is 

presented with the outcome of the future due to climate change one believes that their 

contribution does make a change. Further explanation could be the fact that the optimistic 

projection in this case might have been too optimistic, as Morris et al. (2020) describes it. This 

will result in the respondents not feeling as strong of a will to do any change or contribute with 

something, and therefore choose not to have an opinion. It is the simplest and least strenuous 

decision for the automatic system.  

 

The results from the different types of nudges shows that default nudges had no 

significant association between the different attitudes and projections. However, we observed 

tendencies that the pessimistic projection influenced greater results to willing punishers than 

willing to contribute and vice versa in the optimistic survey. Rational egoist attitudes towards 

default nudges were the only results which differed from the other results. This since the 
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attitude is not observed more, or less, than expected. Default nudges are based on easy and 

predetermined choices and therefore this might be an explanation to why the attitude rational 

egoist has low frequency when it comes to default nudges. 

 

  Based on feedback nudges, it is possible to indicate that with a pessimistic projection, 

more people choose rational egoist versus if it is an optimistic future, which indicates the same 

tendencies as we have seen when we compared both projections together. This can mean that 

feedback nudges increase individuals' willingness to contribute when shown an optimistic 

future. With an optimistic projection, the result shows that for feedback nudges the attitude of 

willing to contribute becomes more prominent with an optimistic projection, this could be 

because humans tend to contribute when given an award. When presented with an optimistic 

future the chance of getting a reward for the performance of a successful action towards the 

climate increases. It can therefore be argued that when it comes to different feedback nudges, 

giving information about the negative or positive effect of an action can have different 

outcomes. The positive projection shows that the attitude willing to contribute increases more 

than expected, while the pessimistic projection is less than expected.  

 

Based on the collection-process to reach the respondents, factors that may have affected 

the result have to be considered. One factor that could affect the result is the various Facebook 

groups and their members (See table 6). The groups were chosen depending on the number of 

members, but as there was the difficulty in obtaining permission to publish the surveys in 

certain groups, the final selection was somewhat limited. With the explanatory text in the 

publication in the different groups (See appendix 4), the respondents whose biases are in with 

climate action may have been overrepresented. For example, it could be that if those who were 

part of the group "Veganer och Vegetarianer" are more environmentally friendly as they may 

have chosen to become vegans due to the climate, with these previous opinions it is possible 

that they chose the answer alternatives that benefit the climate. However, the purpose of this 

study is not to find out what people think about the environment or the climate, but how 

different projections can influence an individual's attitude. Therefore, all answers, despite the 

opinion of a Facebook group, were considered relevant. 

 

In order to see how, and if, the different respondents varied, control questions were used 

to find out more information about the respondents. This made it possible to interpret that there 

was a wide variation between the respondents in age and employment. Between the genders, 

women were overrepresented in the participation in the surveys. This might have affected the 

results and if there was a more even distribution of the respondents between the genders the 

result may have had a different outcome. It could also indicate that women are more concerned 

in environmental issues. It is important that future studies examine how, and if, different 

projections affect men and women differently in order to gain a better understanding of the use 

of choice architects and thus be able to construct nudges that generate the desired result. And 

also examine how different projections could affect peoples in different age groups and 

occupations differently.  
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Conclusion 
 

With the basis from choice architecture, this study has dealt with how, and if, different 

projections of climate change could have an effect on attitudes. With the results it can be 

conducted that the projections do influence people's attitudes and that the attitudes differ 

between different types of nudges. From the results, as well as the previous research and theory 

presented in this study, we conclude that neither the pessimistic nor the optimistic projection 

is better or worse than the other when trying to influence people, but that they give different 

outcomes. A purely pessimistic or optimistic projection may not be the most effective method. 

When being a choice architect it can therefore be beneficial to use a combination of both an 

optimistic- and pessimistic- projection of climate change. This since it allows a risk triggering 

as well as giving a sense of possible solutions. This can all be traced back to the words said by 

Greta Thunberg (SVT Nyheter, 2021-05-21). 

 

“it’s a fine line, to not be too hopeful so that people fall asleep and at the same time 

does not make it seem all too pessimistic”9 (Our translation; Greta Thunberg; see SVT 

Nyheter, 2021-05-21). 

 

With the use of nudges, we can influence people's attitudes which in turn can result in 

a collective action toward more environmentally friendly behaviour, without coercion and 

without a high financial cost.  It is therefore important for further studies in the field to gain an 

increased understanding of the use of communication in the climate debate and how nudges 

can increase collective action for the climate as well as increased legitimacy for- and  

realization- of Agenda 2030. People mean well, we simply need the means to enable a 

transformation towards more climate-friendly norms. 

 

 

  

 
9 “Det är en väldigt fin balansgång, att inte vara för hoppfull så att människor somnar om och samtidigt inte får 

det att framstå som alltför negativt” (Sic) (Greta Thunberg; se SVT Nyheter, 2021-05-21). 
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Appendix  

Appendix 1. Swedish translation for the pessimistic survey and later the optimistic survey, used in the collection 

of results. 

Projection of climate change, Pessimistic survey.  

Vi förstör vår planet. Sopberget ökar i takt med att  konsumtionshastigheten fortsätter att skjuta i höjden. 

Skogen förstörs, träden huggs ned samtidigt som djuren dör ut. Mänskliga aktiviteter har resulterat i förödande 

konsekvenser för djur, natur såväl som för framtida generationer. Vårt vardagliga beteende är det största hotet 

mot människan och miljön. För att också framtida generationer ska få möjlighet till det som vi naturligt 

betraktar som en mänsklig rättighet, att andas frisk luft, att kunna dricka rent och friskt vatten så väl som att 

uppleva vårens och sommarens gröna omfamning- måste vi förändra våra beteenden! Nedan följer några 

initiativ och idéer vilka enligt forskningen kan positivt bidra till en möjlighet för ett förbättrat klimat. 

 

[Picture of a young girl surrounded by garbage mountains in flames] 

 

Projection of climate change, optimistic survey.  

Vi kan rädda klimatet! Genom att göra små förändringar i vår vardag kan vi bidra till stora vinster för vår 

framtid. Sverige arbetar just nu för att ställa om till en mer cirkulär ekonomi vilken  innebär att vi drastiskt 

minskar, eller helt tar bort, överutnyttjandet av naturens resurser och att vi tar tillvara på de naturresurser vi 

har genom återvinning och återanvändning. Nedan följer några initiativ och ideer genom vilka vi medborgare 

kan bidra till rädda klimatet. Tillsammans kan vi göra skillnad, är du med? 

 

[Picture of a grandfather and grandchild walking hand in hand in the forest] 

 

 

Appendix 2 - table of the construction of the survey questions about default nudges in Swedish used in both 

surveys. 

Default 

nudges 

Frågor Rational Egoist Willing to 

contribute 

Willing to 

punish 

 

 Svar 1 Svar 2 Svar 3 Svar 4 

Studier har visat på att vi 

skräpar ned mindre om de 

papperskorgar som finns 

har en utmärkande färg. 

Tycker du att det borde 

införas i Sverige? 

Känns som 

skattepengarna kan 

investeras bättre. 

Kan det 

minska 

skräpet i 

naturen så 

tycker jag 

att det är en 

väl 

investerad 

åtgärd. 

Det är bra, 

dock anser jag 

att det bör 

införas striktare 

regler för 

nedskräpning, 

såsom 

exempelvis 

böter. 

Ingen 

åsikt 
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 Att äta mer vegetarisk 

mat är bra för klimatet. 

Studier har visat att 

placering av de 

vegetariska alternativen 

överst på menyn minskar 

köttkonsumtionen. Anser 

du att fler restauranger 

borde göra så? 

Jag kommer att 

fortsätta med mina 

matvanor. 

Så länge 

alla 

alternativ 

finns kvar 

på menyn så 

är det ett 

enkelt sätt 

att få fler att 

göra 

miljövänliga 

val. 

Det är bra, man 

bör samtidigt 

höja priserna på 

kött 

alternativen. 

Ingen 

åsikt 

 

Appendix 3 - table of the construction of the survey questions about feedback nudges in Swedish. used in both 

surveys. 

Feedback 

Nudges 

Frågor Rational 

Egoist 

Willing to 

contribute 

Willing to punish  

 Svar 1 Svar 2 Svar 3 Svar 4 

Matsvinnet är en stor 

klimatbov. För att 

minska matsvinnet 

har flera företag tagit 

initiativet att märka 

varor vars bäst före 

datum börjat närma 

sig med en grön 

prislapp som säger 

“Ät snart. Köp denna 

och spara pengar och 

miljö”. Vad anser du 

om den idén? 

Det är 

ett bra 

sätt att 

spara 

pengar, 

men har 

jag 

möjlighe

t köper 

jag 

färskare 

varor. 

Det är bra, 

tycker att 

butikerna bör 

fronta dessa 

varor tydligare 

så de blir mer 

lättillgängligt. 

På så vis kanske 

människor  

köper fler “Ät 

snart”-varor så 

vi tillsammans 

kan minska 

matsvinnet. 

Det är bra, fler 

människor 

behöver förstå att 

bara för att det är 

kort datum så är 

produkten inte 

dålig. 

Ingen åsikt 

Genom att ta små 

steg för klimatet kan 

du sänka din 

elräkning. Flera 

elbolag gjort en 

satsning för klimatet 

genom olika 

utmaningar. Detta 

genom att 

konsumenterna gör 

klimatvänliga 

uppdrag såsom 

källsortering, äta mer 

grönt osv. och samlar 

in gratis 

energiförbruknings 

Känns 

som att 

det är 

mer 

ansträng

ande än 

vad de 

ger i 

intjänad

e 

energifö

rbruknin

gs 

timmar. 

Det är ett bra 

initiativ och jag 

hade antagit 

utmaningen. 

Det är ett bra 

initiativ och jag 

hade antagit 

utmaningen. 

Däremot anser jag 

att exempelvis 

källsortering 

redan är ett 

konsumentansvar. 

Ingen åsikt 
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timmar. Är detta en 

utmaning du skulle 

anta? 

 

Appendix 4. Explanation for this survey which were presented in the different Facebook groups. 

“Hej! 

 

Vi är två studenter som just nu skriver vår kandidatuppsats i miljövetenskap på Södertörns 

högskola. Sverige håller just nu på att ställa om till ett mer klimatvänlig samhälle för att minska 

Sveriges ekologiska fotavtryck. Denna enkätundersökning syftar till att undersöka Svenska 

medborgares syn på olika initiativ och ideer för klimatet. Vi har utformat en enkät som vi skulle 

uppskatta om ni kan svara på. Enkäten består av 8 frågor, varav 4 är kontrollfrågor. Samtliga 

frågor har tillhörande svarsalternativ. Deltar du i vår enkätundersökning är du helt anonym och vi 

sparar inga personuppgifter. Enkäten förväntas ta ca 3-5 minuter. 

 

Tack på förhand!” 

 

 


