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Abstract

Background: A nudge can cause favorable behavioral changes in line with organizational goals and even increase productivity,
satisfaction with, and trust in healthcare organizations. Nurses must make sound and fast decisions to meet patient needs and
perform the necessary interventions as they have limited time to stop and logically analyze what actions they must take. Besides,
sometimes people make decisions that are not bad for them, but they need to receive help to make better choices. Hence,
nudging strategies can help them to make more effective decisions. To this end, the present study aimed to identify the reasons
for using nudges in healthcare organizations.

Methods: Following interpretive philosophy and a qualitative approach, the present study sought to identify the reasons for using
nudges. This study was conducted using a grounded theory approach based on Colaizzi’s seven-step data analysis method. The
research population included nurses working in private and public hospitals in Kerman. The participants were 15 nurses who
were selected through purposive sampling until the data were saturated.

Results: Data analysis showed people tend to use nudges for individual reasons such as minimizing mistakes at work, reducing
stress, valuable changes, decreasing the risk of criticism, reducing the halo effect and stereotyping errors, preserving the personality,
not losing freedom, cognitive limitations, increasing the probability of accepting the message, and maintaining relationships;
managerial reasons such as flexible and gradual nature of nudges, risk management, extra-role behaviors, safety, the elimination
of unnecessary formalities, ease of use, cost-effectiveness, and behavior management; and finally organizational reasons such
as increasing productivity, creating a favorable climate, promoting a culture of criticism, win-win strategy, increasing trust in the
organization, and risk management tools.

Conclusion: The data in this study revealed that staff in healthcare organizations tend to use nudges for individual, managerial, and
organizational reasons. An awareness of these reasons helps healthcare organizations to use nudging strategies in emergencies
and in a limited period to change employees’ behavior in line with organizational goals and policies.
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Introduction

A nudge is a set of ideas and a way of thinking (1) which
describes how small interventions can encourage people
to make different decisions (2). Human resources play
a vital role in achieving healthcare productivity and
affect the overall productivity of nurses, as one of the
most productive people in healthcare organizations,
leading to a change in the cost of services (1). Studies
have shown that the costs of sick leave in organizations
have increased several times in four years (2), leading to
decreased productivity. Recent studies have indicated that
if sickness-related absences are estimated in a company’s
profit and loss statement, the costs associated with sick

leaves are likely to exceed 15% (3). Following unfavorable
outcomes and elevated levels of absenteeism, managers
should find out the financial and non-monetary motives
and use them to nudge employees to promote healthier
lifestyles and productivity (4). Sometimes, people do not
pay full attention to their options, tend to follow a path
with less resistance, lack perfect information, do not have
unlimited cognitive abilities or clear and well-defined
preferences, or do not have complete self-control. Hence,
they make decisions that are not bad, but they need to
receive help to make more effective decisions (5) through
the choice architecture and nudging.

Nurses are one of the most vital elements of the
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workforce in a country and play an essential role in the
health and safety of patients. However, many risks in
hospital settings threaten their health (6). Since nurses
have to work around the clock with patients, the nursing
profession is an exhausting and challenging profession
associated with stress and psychological distress. Any
inattention to the functions of nursing staff leads to a
decrease in the quality of nursing services provided to
patients (7). Research results have shown that the nursing
community is at the forefront of patient care, and their
health is always threatened (8). A look at healthcare
services throughout the world shows that nurses provide
at least 50 to 80% of these services (9). Organizations,
especially managers, can use nudges effectively to guide
people’s behavior toward better choices and healthier
lives. The functions of the nursing profession are closely
associated with the health of people in the community.
Moreover, nurses can play a valuable role in preventing
some diseases if they have physical and mental health
and the necessary knowledge (10). Since unawareness of
nurses not only causes problems for themselves but also
indirectly influences the quality of nursing services and
public health by affecting the services provided by them,
providing nudging strategies for this group of service
providers enhances their awareness and also improves the
quality of their services and, consequently, public health.
Thus, as nursing profession has challenging and stressful
functions and nurses face many problems including
patient death, perhaps the smallest mistake in this
profession causes irreparable damage to the individual
nurse and others. Accordingly, given the sensitive role of
medical and health centers in the health of communities,
this study aims to identify the causes of using nudges in
healthcare organizations.

Theoretical Framework

Nudges and nudge management

Traditional economics assumes that humans, as rational
beings, make decisions to maximize their well-being.
Besides, behavioral economics relies on cognitive
psychology research to adjust assumptions and teaches
that humans have bounded rationality, so they make
biased decisions that are sometimes against their interests
(11). Given that people should be free to make their own
choices (5) and as nudges offer a set of seemingly simple
and low-cost solutions that do not require legislation,
nudges can be applied to solve a broad range of behavioral
problems (12). Consequently, they can change people’s
behavior without limiting their freedom of choice. As
Mols et al (4) state, “a nudge” indicates a method and an
intervention to change behavior. Thaler and Sunstein (13)
defined a nudge as “any aspect of the choice architecture
that alters people’s behavior in a predictable way without
forbidding any options or significantly changing their
economic incentives”. Nudges are not decrees or orders.

People should be free to make their own choices, but
they need assistance from an invisible hand (a nudge) to
guide them to the right choice. Organizations use different
types of nudges to manage their choice architecture.
Nudge management means managers must decide which
nudge to use and how to use it (5). Nudge management is a
management approach in which the nudge theory is used
in an organization to best use the unconscious behavior
of employees in line with organizational goals (3). Efforts
are taken by making simple and seemingly insignificant
changes in the environment. Such efforts have a significant
impact in inducing behavior change in employees and
increasing their productivity. Thaler and Sunstein
(13) stated that “nudge management is a management
approach that applies insights from behavioral science to
design organizational contexts to optimize fast thinking
and unconscious behavior of employees in line with the
objectives of the organization”. A nudge aims at changing
the choice architecture, that is, the environment in
which the choice is made, so that people working in this
environment are less likely to show risky behaviors and
generally make the best possible decision in any situation.
Accordingly, this study seeks to identify the reasons for
using nudges in healthcare organizations.

Methods

The present study was carried out following interpretive
philosophy and a qualitative approach. Accordingly, the
data collected through interviews were analyzed using
theoretical and substantive coding. Since this study aimed
to identify the reasons for using nudges, it employed a
grounded-theory approach based on Colaizzi’s seven-
step data analysis method. This approach expands the
researcher’s horizons for data analysis. It does not have
predetermined assumptions but discovers the participants’
main concerns in the research domain (14).

The research population consisted of nurses working
in private and public hospitals in Kerman. The reason
for choosing nurses was the important position of the
nursing profession and the fact that nurses are in charge
of performing most of the tasks in hospitals. Secondly,
nurses’ behaviors affect patients and members of the health
community. The interviewees were 15 nursing professors
and experts from selected hospitals. They had theoretical
and practical knowledge about nudge management.
The interviewees were selected via theoretical sampling
from experts with at least 5 years of managerial and
clinical experience and a Ph.D. degree. The rationale for
selecting nursing professors and experts was that they
knew the reasons for using nudges. Moreover, they were
experienced in applying nudges in clinical and managerial
settings. The interviews continued until the data were
saturated. The collected data were analyzed by continuous
comparisons in the coding process. The two main
stages in the emergent coding approach are substantive
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coding (which involves open and selective coding) and
theoretical coding. The data collected in this study were
analyzed using open and selective coding with MAXQDA
2020 software. The trustworthiness of the research
procedure and the findings was checked using the four
criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability) proposed by Lincoln and Guba (15). To
enhance the transferability of the findings, the researcher
described the research procedure and presented a detailed
account of the sampling and data analysis processes.
Furthermore, to ensure the credibility of the study, the
data collection and analysis were reviewed and monitored
by subject-matter experts. In addition, to ensure the
confirmability of the data, interpretations, and findings
were reviewed and revised in detail several times.

Results

As stated earlier, the interviewees were selected via
theoretical sampling from experts who had at least 5
years of managerial and clinical experience and a Ph.D.
degree. Table 1 displays the participants’ demographic
characteristics:

Features of a nudge

The interviewees defined nudges and specified their
features as shown in primary and secondary codes in
Table 2. Accordingly, a nudge was defined as an impulse
from person A to person B that should have characteristics
such as being planned and purposeful, ethical, effective,
and efficient, and it should change and guide behavior.

Reasons for using nudges
Data analysis showed that nudges are typically used
for individual, managerial, and organizational factors.
According to the data, people tend to use nudges
for individual reasons such as cognitive constraints,
minimizing mistakes at work, increasing the probability
of accepting the message, and maintaining relationships;
managerial reasons such as behavioral management,
flexibility, ease of use, and cost-effectiveness; and finally
organizational reasons such as cultural and strategic
reasons. Table 3 presents examples of the participants’
statements:

Following the grounded theory and using Colaizzi’s
seven-step analysis method, the present study sought

Table 2. Characteristics of a nudge

to identify the reasons for using nudges in healthcare
organizations. Data analysis showed that people in
healthcare organizations tend to use nudges for individual,
managerial, and organizational reasons. According to
William Glaser, human behavior is like a machine that
is made up of four wheels; feeling, physiology, acting,
and thinking. The two front wheels consist of acting and
thinking, which are aligned with each other, and the rear
wheels are feeling and physiology, and they are aligned
with the movement path of thinking and acting (16). A
nudge is defined as anything that causes a behavior change.
Nudges can cause favorable behavioral changes in line
with organizational goals and even increase productivity,
satisfaction with, and trust in healthcare organizations.
Despite the importance of nudges and their widespread
applications for the individual and the organization, no
study has addressed their role in healthcare organizations.
Figure 1 shows the reasons for using nudges in healthcare
organizations:

Discussion

A review of the literature showed that nudges have not
been addressed qualitatively. Furthermore, most of the
studies in the literature have mainly presented general
descriptions of nudges. Researchers were looking for a way
to motivate employees to choose a healthier lifestyle, and
they found several main obstacles and different nudges
to promote employee health and reduce sick leave (17).
Cai conducted a systematic review of nudge literature and
its applications in different fields (18). Mollenkamp et
al investigated the effectiveness of nudges in improving
the self-management of patients with chronic diseases
through a systematic literature review (19). de Haan and
Linde investigated the effect of defaults as nudges on
performance (20). Ebert and Freibichler discussed the use
of behavioral sciences (nudge management) to increase
the productivity of knowledge workers with a descriptive

Table 1. The participants’ demographic data

Gender Education Academic rank
Lecturer 2
Female 13 Ph.D. Assistant professor 10
Associate professor 1
Male 2 Ph.D. Assistant professor 2

Primary codes

Secondary codes

Be planned, thoughtful, prearranged, purposeful, systematic, derived from research, serious, frank and straightforward, sincere, managed,

timely, and gradual, to have an executive guarantee, to be scheduled and effective
Be intensive and rigorous, well designed, assigned to a specific unit and department, presented at the right time, have clear and specific

Planning and
purposefulness

rules, be intelligent, intentional, not random, purposeful, offered daily, novel, organized, and show the distance to the goal

It should be ethical, originate from morality, be the best option, comply with the code of ethics, fit moral principles, be positive, have good

and benevolent intentions, and be safe and genuine.

It should alert the person, be informative, preventive, effective, transformative, efficient, impulsive, cost-free, high-speed, low-cost, and

lead to behavior change outcomes

Ethics

Effectiveness
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Table 3. The reasons for using nudges

Examples of the participants’ statements

Primary codes

Secondary codes

Many times, someone who is working as a member of the healthcare team in the health system actually
feels some needs. At this time, they need to be nudged by someone to engage in behavior change because
the person observes its outcomes. Moreover, as everyone is struggling with these problems, they change
their behavior when they see the results of hard work, and both the nurse and patient benefit from behavior
change caused by nudging. At the same time, it can increase the productivity of the whole organization, in
turn improving the patient’s satisfaction. One of the measures of credibility of hospitals is patient satisfaction.
It is one of the achievements of nudge management.

Wrong eye surgery was performed in the hospital. Nudges were used to reduce nursing errors in the eye
operating room and made us minimize this error. We did not just rely on the doctor’s instructions and
the information from the medical records to determine the surgical site. We asked the patient and the
caregiver to find the surgical site. This was a free-cost nudging strategy. However, it led to behavior change
in the operating room, increased productivity, reduced the stress of making mistakes, and most importantly,
improved the quality of service offered to the patient.

Medication errors are the most common errors in the world. Injecting two similar drugs, one of which is
dangerous, should not happen even once. The nurses came up with an idea and put a red label on this
dangerous drug not to confuse it with other drugs. This red label on the medicine was a nudge. We are
looking to reduce mistakes at work and provide more effective care to the patient, and we need to keep our
minds open, so a nudge can be an effective tool.

The optimal use of human resources requires using nudges in the organization because nurses need to
comply with many issues not mentioned in the bylaws and regulations. Thus, nudges can help comply
with them and change the behavior in the right direction. These issues can be brought to notice through
nudges.

In the hospital, in addition to selecting top nurses, some nurses are introduced as moral nurses. This is a
nudge strategy. This is very important for the organization; it is not just that you do your job according to
your job description.

This profession is connected with other people’s lives, so even small nudges can have significant effects.

Nudges are used in all stages and processes of behavior management. Nurses who have halo or stereotype
errors towards some patients, and these errors affect their service delivery (to an addicted patient) can
change their behavior via a nudge by the supervisor and even provide extra-duty services to the patient.

A nudge has a subtle and artistic quality. Where the risk of criticism is very high and can have irreparable
effects, a nudge can be used to reduce the risk of criticism and prevent a person from doing the wrong
behavior.

Sometimes, because there are veils of modesty and shyness between people, they use a nudge to change

the person’s behavior while maintaining the relationship and conveying the message.

When nurses make many mistakes in injecting a specific drug, they need to be alerted through nudges.

A nudge can cause a change in behavior by showing a video, recommendations from scholars, and even
the character of the person who nudges.

People who love their work and want to perform at their best all the time are waiting for even a small hint
to improve themselves, and a nudge can fulfill this role well.

A nudge is flexible and gradual and can be applied at any time and place to different people with different
degrees and cause behavior change.

When we receive a warning, there is a risk associated with it, but a nudge is safe. The difference between
a nudge and a warning is that the former is safe while the latter is dangerous.

A nudge has an expiration date. We cannot always use a nudge in one generation or two generations or
for a group of people because it becomes repetitive and habitual and has no effect.

People have cognitive limitations in absorbing, gathering, storing, and analyzing information.
Understanding and rereading this information lead to behavior and choice. People have various
limitations, and a nudge can, to some extent, help them in choosing the right option.

The patient and nurse benefit
from nudging outcomes

Win-win strategy
Enhancing the productivity
in the whole organization

Individual
reasons

Organizational

. . reasons
Improving the trust in the
hospital
Nudging through listening to .
g, § throug 5 Managerial
other’s experiences
. reasons
Being cost-free
S . Individual
Minimizing nursing errors
reasons
Reducing mistakes at work .
oW . Individual
and providing more effective
) factors
care to patients
Optimal use of human Managerial
resource capabilities reasons
Reminding organizational )
mincing org Managerial
priorities through planned
reasons

nudges

Making decisions in
emergencies as quickly as

Organizational

) reasons
possible
Correcting and changing Individual
cognitive errors reasons
) Managerial
Risk management 8
reasons
Maintaining interpersonal Individual
relationships reasons
Frequent behaviors imposing  Managerial
financial and life costs reasons
Easy use and management of .
Y ) 8 Managerial
nudges without the need for
. - reasons
excessive formalities
Self-fulfilling and Individual
perfectionist people reasons
- . Managerial
Flexibility and gradualism 5
reasons
Managerial
Safety 8
reasons
. . Managerial
Being expired 5
reasons
Removing people’s cognitive  Individual
limitations reasons

method (6). Sunstein presented a very short guide of
nudges along with a list of the most important nudges
(21). Studies conducted in Iran pointed to the atmosphere
of non-criticism in healthcare organizations and hospitals
to account for the main (cognitive) themes and the sub-
themes of organizational pessimism (22). Accordingly,
the data in this study showed that managers and
employees can use nudges to overcome the unfavorable

organizational climate, establish a friendly atmosphere,
and help employees get the right message. Researchers
acknowledged that self-efficacy plays an important role in
nurses effective clinical and care decision-making (23).
Likewise, the findings of this study revealed that self-
efficient people are more receptive to nudges than others
and look for the smallest hint to achieve excellence and
development. Moreover, some researchers found that the
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Individual reasons
Cognitive limitations
Reducing cognitive errors
Providing efficient services
Reducing the risk of individual criticism
Improving performance
Inducing valuable changes

Maintaining relationships

Organizational reasons
Win-win strategy
Controlling emergencies
Fostering the culture of criticism

Improving productivity

~N
Nudges
Planned
Purposeful
Ethical
Effective
J

N\

Managerial reasons
Flexiblity and gradualism
Risk management
Extra-role behavior
Safey
Being free from excessive formalities
Ease of use
Being free of charge

Behavior management

J

Figure 1. Reasons for using nudges in healthcare organizations.

theory of virtue ethics assumes that to promote ethical
behavior and then professional ethics, looking into the
behaviors of virtuous people who are referred to by the
organization and employees as role models and trying
to introduce them can be helpful for other employees
(24). The participants in the present study pointed out
that one of the characteristics of nudge givers is that
they are role models, and one of the features of nudges is
their ethical character. They also added that to promote
ethical behavior and professional ethics, nurses can be
introduced and appreciated as ethical nurses so that
others will know that morality is also important to the
organization. According to nurses, the problems related
to policies, laws, and regulations are some of the obstacles
to knowledge dissemination (25). To overcome these
obstacles, nudges can be used to reduce complexities,
disseminate knowledge more effectively, and avoid
redundant administrative procedures. Keshvari et al
introduced resistance to change as one of the challenges
of optimal human resource management relevant to
knowledge-related factors (26). The data in the present
study showed one of the most significant outcomes
of nudge management is inducing behavior change
in individual employees. The participants stated that
nudges can increase awareness, reflection, thinking, and
ultimately change behavior without resistance because
both the nudge giver and the nudge receiver perceive the

outcomes of the nudge and understand its benefits.

Conclusion
The present study provided a detailed analysis of nudges
and emphasized that nurses need to receive training
about nudging strategies. Since people in the Iranian
culture tend to stand on ceremony and seek to maintain
relationships, using nudges can play an effective role in
changing behavior. As pointed out by the participants,
if a nudge has the desired characteristics such as being
purposeful, planned, and ethical, and the nudge giver has
positive and benevolent intentions, it can induce behavior
change in line with the intended goals and create a friendly
atmosphere for both the nudge giver and the nudge
receiver. In addition, since in healthcare settings such as
hospitals, which are involved with all kinds of infectious
diseases, negligence and small mistakes can be dangerous
for both the nurse and the patient, an awareness of
effective nudging techniques and related mechanisms can
be very helpful in improving the productivity of medical
staff especially nurses. Moreover, researchers need to
investigate nudge management with other qualitative
methods and expand the literature in this field. Since
the present study was conducted only using qualitative
methods, the model developed in this study needs to be
tested quantitatively. Besides, the relationships between
different variables should be examined in future studies.
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