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Abstract
Theoretical background: The theoretical basis for this paper are issues of behavioural economics that 
question a standard assumption of homo oeconomicus and provide knowledge on the way people make 
decisions. It refers mainly to extraordinary situations such as, e.g. the COVID-19 pandemic. The article 
draws also on Thaler’s nudge theory, which claims that some aspects of behavioural theory might be 
successfully used to shape public policies using appropriate tools (simplicities, default options, framing, 
approximation of consequences, design, or reference to social norms).
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8 MONIKA CZERWONKA, JOANNA SIEMBIDA

Purpose of the article: The article aims to overview the use of tools of behavioural economics to fight the 
COVID-19 pandemic and to popularize these solutions. There were presented examples of how behav-
ioural innovations are used in various contexts by state authorities from different parts of the world. The 
overview may provide inspiration for implementing new solutions based on nudge theory that ultimately 
would contribute both to more effective and higher-rated actions undertaken by governments as well as to 
faster combat against the pandemic.
Research methods: The article refers to theories from behavioural economics (prospect theory, nudge the-
ory) and media reports on methods of fighting and mitigating negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in various countries, also those with different cultural backgrounds. The article provides an overview of 
such methods and presents mechanisms of behavioural economics that underlie them, along with positive 
results of these very methods, thereby proving their effectiveness.
Main findings: The mechanisms presented, and the examples of their consecutive appliance prove the 
effectiveness of behavioural economics as a tool in the combat against the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite 
potential cultural differences, the effectiveness of behavioural tools across countries with different cul-
tural backgrounds was presented. It was suggested that applying choice architecture on a larger scale in 
public policies may bring about positive effects, especially in crisis situations such as, e.g. a pandemic on 
a global scale.

Introduction

Infectious diseases have been historically the cause of the highest number 
of deaths among humans. The plague killed about one-third of the population of 
14th-century Europe, while it is estimated that due to the so-called “Spanish flu” 
app. 100 million people died (Daniszewski, 2013; Zahorski & Zendran, 2018). In 
December 2019, SARS-CoV-2 appeared in Wuhan (China) which triggered the ep-
idemic of acute respiratory syndrome (COVID-19). In April 2020, the virus spread 
to more than 118,000 cases and caused the death of 4,291 persons in 114 countries, 
which made the World Health Organization declared a global pandemic. Until June 
2022, the virus has contributed to 6.3 million deaths worldwide (Worldometer, 2022).

The pandemic became an unprecedented threat to global public health. A lot of 
unusual and uneasy decisions had to be taken. Social sciences, including behaviour-
al economics, may appear as an invaluable source of knowledge that explains the 
irrationality of decision-makers, who led by their own emotions and analyses, often 
ignored the facts and actual conditions. The achievements of behavioural economics 
allow explaining the causes for erroneous reasoning of individual units during the 
COVID-19 crisis. Identifications of problems as well as knowledge of theories and 
assumptions allow taking extensive countermeasures, particularly at a time of the 
debate on the need for greater state involvement in solving ongoing economic and 
social problems.
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The state as a choice architect in the context of Thaler’s nudge theory

A person often deviates with behaviour from a model homo oeconomicus, not 
always taking rational decisions. Yet, there are methods providing support in this 
process such as choice architecture with libertarian paternalism and nudge theory at 
its core. As Thaler and Sunstein (2017) define, choice architecture is designing a us-
er-friendly environment for taking decisions that lead to improvements in human life. 
A key role in this process is played by a choice architect whose task is to send certain 
impulses to the environment as stimuli ultimately making people take particular 
decisions. At the same time, there is no order or ban on taking another decision due 
to the aforementioned libertarian paternalism. This term, introduced by Thaler and 
Sunstein (2017), combines two contradictory concepts into a whole (paternalism – as 
restricting the freedom of another person motivated by the need for their protection, 
and libertarianism – as a philosophy of personal and economic freedom). Thaler, as 
a representative of behavioural economists, understands the limited reasonableness 
of individuals, acting on emotions and cognitive bias, and that is why he introduces 
the paternalistic aspect where choice architects make a conscious effort to influence 
people’s behaviour so that they make better decisions. The role of a choice architect 
may be taken by the state, public institutions (e.g. NGOs) or legal entities. However, 
the pandemic showed that in some issues and areas, the state is the only entity able 
to effectively influence reality, e.g. through relevant legislation. Which solutions and 
regulations would allow the reduction of potential negative effects of the pandemic 
or could contribute to improving the present situation? Examples of solutions based 
on Thaler’s theory will be presented further in the article.

The basics of choice architecture say how one can influence decision processes 
of persons without violating their freedoms. The aim is to induce individuals to 
take proper decisions (giving a nudge) but not to impose orders or prohibitions, 
for instance, through creating such an environment where the freedom of choice is 
maintained or increased, e.g. by increasing completeness of information or cogni-
tive skills of individuals (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017). This approach stems from the 
assumption that humans often take improper decisions that they would never take, 
should they have complete information. Underlying this statement is the assumption 
that every human makes mistakes (e.g. making unfavourable decisions or behaviours) 
and appropriate choice architecture should predict their occurrence and be likely to 
prevent them. One of the best methods of real impact on human behaviour is infor-
mation feedback on whether the current status quo falls within broadly understood 
standards, or whether specific issues should be subject to improvement. One such 
example of good feedback is all sorts of warning messages. It is essential, however, 
that the number of warnings will not be too high as it might bring an adverse effect; 
with time recipients would start ignoring irrelevant alerts.

A good and effective example of decision architecture during the COVID-19 
pandemic was the Singapore government’s policy on foreign travel. Despite the es-
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calation of the pandemic in the neighbouring countries, it was decided not to close 
the borders completely, but to oblige persons leaving the country to cover medical 
expenses in case the disease is diagnosed on arrival from abroad (Aravindan & Ged-
die, 2020). In this way, without imposing bans, people were effectively discouraged 
from unnecessary foreign travels. In turn, a reverse type of choice architecture – that 
encouraged visitors – was applied by tourist countries. For example, during 2020 
vacations, the government of Malta offered EUR 200 extra to encourage as many 
tourists as possible to arrive and prevent or reduce the scale of recession in the 
economy where nearly one-third of revenues come from tourism (Scicluna, 2021).

Choice architecture has also played an important role in interventionist policies of 
states, e.g. by conditioning financial aid for companies on maintaining employment 
at current levels for a defined period. For instance, in financial shields offered by the 
Polish government, there was no requirement for returning this support provided the 
employment is maintained at the same level for a specific time (Czerkawski, 2021). 
This provision was intended to prevent mass redundancies and, consequently, reduce 
the risk of economic recession and financial crisis.

Choice architecture has also been used in programmes popularizing vaccina-
tion. Some widespread actions were undertaken in Serbia. In this country, with 
a seven-million population, each citizen was guaranteed a cash prize of EUR 25 for 
getting vaccinated (Rynek Zdrowia, 2021). Likewise, smaller administrative units or 
private entities applied similar incentives. For instance, in Ohio there was a lottery 
where five persons who got vaccinated with min. 1 doze were awarded USD 1 mil-
lion (Bellon, 2021). In turn, such companies as Maspex in Poland or Lidl and Aldi 
in the US offered vaccinated persons remuneration with a cash bonus of PLN 500 
and USD 200, respectively, while stores of the German chain Edeka Nord provided 
their vaccinated employees with shopping vouchers.

Behavioural innovation in the context of the COVID-19 crisis

Simplifications

Over the years, humans have experienced many difficult choices. These are often 
decisions on complicated matters which makes it difficult to work out the best solu-
tion. Many choices entail a deferred reward. Costs are incurred here and now, while 
real benefits arrive only with time. When combined with the lack of self-control, such 
an arrangement fosters inappropriate decisions. With help come simplifications – 
modifications of the decision environment reducing cognitive load, thus, facilitating 
perception of reality. One of the foundation stones of simplifications is keeping the 
psychological principle cohesion – stimulus – response the purpose of which is the 
compatibility of a given communication with the expected response. Therefore, it is 
essential to maintain cohesion between a stimulus and an expected response while 
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introducing simplifications. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, a model 
example of simplifications appears to be the principle of DDM (distance, distance, 
mask), extended later into DDMA + W (DDM, Application STOP COVID – ProteGO 
Safe and Airing), promoted by the Chancellery of the Prime Minister (Kancelaria 
Premiera, 2021). The message delivered as a simple slogan was meant to be remem-
bered as quickly as possible and to get people used to new behaviours in the days of 
the pandemic. Another example of the usage of simplifications was the possibility 
to report symptoms and be qualified for the test on the presence of coronavirus via 
an online form. A lot of people were discouraged by the necessity to call a hotline 
or visit the doctor in person. To avoid the risk of meeting an infected person and 
further spread of the pathogen, the Polish Ministry of Health allowed for reporting 
symptoms via a simple online form. It took only a few minutes to fill it in, and in the 
case of suspected COVID-19 infection, quarantine was imposed automatically after 
completing a questionnaire (gov.pl, 2021). Thanks to such actions, it was easier to 
be qualified for a test and it could mitigate the risk of further transmission of virus 
(to which automatic quarantine also contributed).

Default option

According to prospect theory developed by Kahneman and Tversky (1979), 
people show extreme loss aversion which results in a general tendency to preserve 
the status quo, then followed by inertia, i.e. a strong willingness to preserve current 
resources (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017). One such well-known method of choice ar-
chitecture which may effectively overcome these dependencies is a default option. 
It is an initial standard range of settings or choices, the same for everyone, with the 
possibility to change it for another one. Two schemes of default option may be dis-
tinguished: opt-in (active participation) and opt-out (voluntary resignation).

The application of the default option worked also for the solutions related to the 
pandemic. For example, in the vaccination enrolment system of the Polish Ministry 
of Health, it was possible to change the place and/or the date of vaccination; first, one 
had to cancel the assigned date of vaccination, and only then search for a new one 
(Huczko, 2021). Consequently, after signing up, there was no possibility to overview 
new dates. Despite the initial criticism of the above solution, as a result, people were 
less willing to take the risk and cancel their vaccination to look for a better term or 
vaccine. This, in turn, brought less variability in terms.

Another example of a default option used during the pandemic was automat-
ic quarantine for persons coming from abroad who did not have a negative test. 
Although there was a widespread call to reduce personal contacts and travelling, 
in practice, a lot of people ignored the recommendations of the government and 
doctors. Travelling abroad increased the risk of the emergence of, e.g. a new virus 
mutation, and so, in the early stages of the pandemic, to reduce such risk, many 
countries introduced a default quarantine for everyone arriving from abroad. As 
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research shows, most people are not willing to change the default option and they 
rather opt to stay with the current status quo. Thus, a default option is particularly 
useful where decision-makers lack experience (e.g. dealing with a pandemic), or 
where the assessment of the impact of certain decisions would be difficult. A default 
option is, therefore, a simple and acceptable solution for most persons, especially 
in emergencies, when taking decisions overwhelms policymakers who might fail to 
take any actions or make wrong decisions.

Framing

Framing (also referred to as “isolation effect”) leads to inconsistent preferences 
when the same choice is presented in different forms (Kahneman & Tversky, 1981, 
pp. 453–458). Classical theory of economics and finances assumes that following 
the invariance axiom, the preferences of reasonable individuals should be invaria-
ble regardless of the way or form in which output data are presented (Czerwonka, 
2019b). It turns out, however, that the same information may be given in a different 
context and a different point of view may be presented to consumers or investors.

Framing may be successfully used in choice architecture. For years, this be-
havioural tool as a conscious influence on the way reality is presented, has been 
commonly used in business, politics or marketing. Regarding the pandemic, the way 
of presenting information, e.g. via media, might be crucial in manipulating people’s 
emotions. Research reveals that negative framing draws attention, especially in the 
case of less mathematically skilled persons (Peters et al., 2006, pp. 407–413). In 
general, media informed about COVID-19 in a negative perspective, e.g. giving only 
the number of infected persons or deaths, and rather avoiding information on those 
who recovered. Giving only negative information (e.g. solely from the perspective 
of losses) might escalate negative emotions and intentionally create fear or panic. 
In this context, one should consider how to communicate so that it does not provoke 
extreme emotions and, at the same time, educate society on how to observe the re-
quirements of public health (Bavel et al., 2020).

Another example of framing used in the COVID-19 pandemic was the proper use 
of language – characterised either as negative or positive. For example, the term “so-
cial distance” could mean the necessity to distance oneself from any people-to-people 
interactions. A preferred substitute might mean “physical distance” because such 
wording points out the fact that social contact is possible (e.g. by online) even when 
people are physically separated.

Approximation of consequences

As proved in prospect theory by Kahneman and Tversky (1979), an individual’s 
fear of losses is greater than their joy of gains. Losses hurt us two or three times 
more than gains of the same size. And so, a more effective incentive to save money 
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would be information on how much money is lost due to, e.g. leaking taps, than how 
much will be saved on repairers of installations. Therefore, the information given in 
terms of loss is more persuasive than ordinary information, which stems from a wide-
spread aversion to loss (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017). The above reliance may be used 
effectively in decision architecture, and in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Approximation of the consequences played a special role in inhibiting the spread 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The key fact was that the virus was invisible, and, in 
many cases, disease symptoms might indicate a harmless cold. It was thus essential 
to raise awareness of the risk of infection or a severe course of the disease. One good 
example of how to popularize information on the risk of disease in particular situations 
and conditions was the study entitled Covid Airborne Transmission Estimator, which 
allowed to assess the chances of contracting the infection under specific circumstanc-
es, e.g. with the open/closed room, (non)airing, (not) wearing a mask, etc. (Salas & 
Almodovar, 2020). The results of such research provided scientific justification for 
imposing restrictions and enabled governments to match them with the expected results.

To encourage people to stay at home and to ensure a proper level of social isola-
tion, it was commonplace to inform society about the likelihood of severe course of 
the disease or death in different ethnic and age groups, or with coexisting diseases. 
An example of this is the QCovid, prediction model created by the University of 
Oxford and applied by the National Health Service, which allowed an assessment 
of the risk connected with coronavirus (NHS Digital, 2021).

Design

Design means creating social environments so that they facilitate taking proper 
decisions and at the same time discourage those improper ones. Clear marking 
black spots (places where many car accidents occurred in the past) along with the 
information on the number of victims, make drivers reduce speed and drive more 
carefully. A good example of designing in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 
were recommendations by an American government agency of the US Department 
of Health and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention regarding workplace 
adjustments meant to favour social distance. Recommendations such as covering or 
removing chairs excluded from use (so that no one could sit down), installation of 
transparent shields, or stickers and colour warning tapes (indicating where to stand) 
were meant to keep the required social distance and to slow down the spread of the 
pandemic (CDC, 2021).

Social norms

Human as social being, is susceptible to stimuli from other humans, following 
their behaviours (Thaler & Sunstein, 2017). This is due to the social nature of man 
which allows us to learn from others, and through imitating behaviours of persons in 
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our surroundings to acquire certain social norms. Add to this the strong need for affil-
iation and acceptance, and the majority of people feel an inner compulsion to imitate 
the behaviours of others to avoid criticism and ostracism from those around them. In 
the context of choice architecture, this tendency may be used effectively to promote 
behaviours that are beneficial and socially desirable but discouraging those detrimental.

Thaler argues that social influence falls into two categories and may refer to in-
formation or pressure that equals each other. Concerning information impact, if the 
community around behaves similarly or shares the same views, their activities and 
beliefs show us which activities or beliefs would be viewed as the most appropriate. 
As for equal pressures, since we, as social creatures, care more about what others 
think about us (holding this misconception based, among others, on the spotlight 
effect1), we are also more likely to follow the crowd in belief that it ensures their 
favour and acceptance.

The change in the behaviours of individuals may be achieved via public com-
munications enhancing positive social norms (e.g. promoting healthy lifestyle). The 
perception of such norms is most impacting when addressed by persons with whom 
we share similar values (Abrams et al., 1990, pp. 97–119). That is why, during the 
pandemic, social media might have increased the spread of behaviours – both harmful 
and favourable – and their outcomes might be further spread through networks of 
friends and acquaintances (Christakis & Fowler, 2013, pp. 556–577).

Likewise, during the pandemic, the phenomenon of following others was 
used to fight the pandemic. Social campaigns such as “stay at home” or public 
vaccination of prominent persons and great authorities, e.g. the US president Joe 
Biden (Higgins, 2020) or the Polish prime minister Mateusz Morawiecki (2021), 
were aimed at encouraging societies to adopt such attitudes which would increase 
chances to suppress the pandemic, e.g. through social isolation or getting vacci-
nated. In the context of social norms, the pandemic enhanced also herd behaviours 
such as panic shopping for specific products (e.g. pasta or toilet paper) to build up 
stocks. Based on the analysis of the above-mentioned behaviours, there are given 
a few reasons why such behaviours occur. One of these theories says that impulse 
purchases stemmed from a common fear of the need for long and total isolation, 
and, therefore, a risk of the lack of such goods. Consequently, a likely threat of not 
having a certain good made consumers act more emotionally and reactively (Kirk 
& Rifkin, 2020, pp. 124–131). The research conducted by Sim et al. (2020) proves 
the reason for these herd behaviours was the conflict between a wish to maintain 
regular activities and uncertainty as to limited access to everyday needs caused 
by the pandemic, a necessity to cope with the stressful situation and a response to 
the loss of control over the future, or even social pressure to adapt to the situation 
and similar behaviours (Sim et al., 2020).

1	  The spotlight effect is cognitive bias causing people to overestimate the extension to which they 
are observed and perceived by others.
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The COVID-19 pandemic – cultural perspective

As experience of fighting with the COVID-19 pandemic showed, different 
countries around the world applied different strategies to combat the pandemic 
depending on the cultural context. Globalization has contributed to the increasing 
interdependence, integration and homogenization of the world financial markets. It 
turned out, however, all investors cannot be schematized and thought to behave in 
the same manner. Research discovered that both consumers and investors (individual 
and institutional alike), from different geographical areas and with various cultural 
backgrounds, take different economic and financial decisions; they differ in their 
approaches to, e.g. budget policy or investment risk (Czerwonka, 2019a). Cultural 
finance assumes that individuals living in different regions of the world vary in di-
mensions of culture which affects the way they perceive the world which, as a result, 
is translated into different behaviours in the context of taking economic decisions 
(Czerwonka, 2019b). The cultures of Western Europe and North America are charac-
terized by individualism which is reflected in care for one’s own needs and those of 
immediate family when one puts their own well-being above the good community. 
Personal achievements and rights as well as independence are more important. In 
opposition to them are collective cultures (e.g. China) where individuals work hard 
together for shared prosperity, as members of united and cooperating social organ-
isms. People have big, multi-generation families who are their source of security.

Although healthcare systems vary from country to country, some differences 
are noticed in responses to the pandemic, depending on cultural conditions. Firstly, 
it was observed that restrictions imposed on Asian societies motivated individuals 
to adhere to social norms while, at the same time, suppressing their personal needs. 
Such behaviour might result from higher interdependence of collective cultures and 
being more inclined to comply with rules and orders than is the case with independent, 
individualistic cultures (Kitayama et al., 2018, pp. 809–822). Secondly, Asians may 
note easier recognizing the unobservable situational impact of virus infection, e.g. 
herd immunity (Betsch et al., 2017). Thirdly, usually, norms and social conventions 
in North America and large parts of Western Europe positively assess themselves 
(e.g. kissing, hugging, straightforward argumentation) compared to Far East countries 
(Kraus & Kitayama, 2019), which might increase the likelihood of transmitting the 
virus in independent cultures.

Conclusions

The mechanisms and behavioural tools presented (simplicities, default options, 
framing, approximation of consequences, design, social norms), as well as the ex-
amples of their successive use, confirm the effectiveness of behavioural economics 
both as a tool for general shaping public policies and an effective way to combat 
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the global pandemic like COVID-19. In the days of a global crisis caused by the 
pandemic, behavioural innovations may serve to foster rational decisions and atti-
tudes, as well as to raise social awareness in key aspects. Despite potential cultural 
differences, the effectiveness of behavioural solutions has been proved in countries 
with various cultural backgrounds. On the basis of the above examples, it may be 
concluded that the use of choice architecture on a larger scale in public policies may 
bring positive effects in emergencies such as a global pandemic.
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