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Abstract:

This guide introduces Nudge Theory as a practical behavioural science tool for improving
cybersecurity practices within organisations. Originating from behavioural economics, Nudge
Theory influences decisions by subtly adjusting the environment in which they are made,
promoting secure behaviour without restricting user autonomy. Tailored for security
professionals with no prior background in behavioural science, the guide explains the theory's
relevance, its role in the behavioural change lifecycle, and provides a step-by-step approach to
implementing effective nudges. Through detailed examples such as phishing reporting buttons,
screen locking prompts, and password creation interfaces, readers will learn how to design and
deploy low-friction interventions that reinforce secure behaviour. The guide positions Nudge
Theory as a powerful complement to traditional security controls and frameworks like COM-B
and CFIR, helping to embed lasting, user-centred change in cybersecurity culture.

Introduction

Nudge Theory, developed by economist Richard Thaler and legal scholar Cass Sunstein, is a
behavioural science approach that seeks to influence people's decisions by altering the
environment in which choices are made. It does so without forbidding options or significantly
changing financial incentives. Instead, it gently steers individuals toward desired behaviours
by leveraging predictable human biases and tendencies.

In the field of cybersecurity, where secure behaviour often depends on individuals making the
right choices consistently, Nudge Theory offers an invaluable means of reducing human error.
Rather than relying solely on policies, training, or sanctions, it provides a more natural and less
intrusive path to positive behavioural outcomes. This guide is designed to equip cybersecurity
professionals, regardless of their prior knowledge of behavioural science, with the understanding
and tools needed to apply nudges effectively within their organisation.

Engage. Educate. Empower.
https://CyBehave.org

Copyright 2025. CyBehave. All rights reserved.



CYBEHAVE

Why Use Nudge Theory in Cybersecurity?

Many cybersecurity failures stem not from malicious intent but from human mistakes, poor
judgment, or habitual behaviours. Traditional security interventions, such as mandatory training
or disciplinary action, can cause disengagement, especially when they are perceived as
burdensome or punitive. In contrast, hudges respect autonomy while guiding users toward more
secure practices.

Nudges tap into common cognitive shortcuts (heuristics) and mental models. For example,
people are more likely to act when prompted by timely cues or when they believe others are doing
the same. In cybersecurity, where everyday choices like clicking a link, ignoring a security update,
or delaying a password change can have serious consequences, influencing these decisions
subtly and effectively can make a big difference.

Nudge Theory is especially useful because it:
v" Requires low investment but can yield high impact
v" Respects user freedom and avoids resistance to change
v" Can be integrated directly into systems, tools, and communications

v" Helps build a culture of security through gentle reinforcement

When to Use Nudge Theory in Behavioural Change

Within the broader behavioural change lifecycle, Nudge Theory primarily supports the design and
reinforcement stages. It is not typically used for diagnosing behavioural problems (where
models like COM-B or the Theoretical Domains Framework are more appropriate), but once you
know what behaviour you want to change, nudging becomes a highly effective tool.

Nudges are best used when:
¢ You need to increase engagement with a secure process or task
e The behaviour is relatively habitual or straightforward (e.g. clicking, reporting, locking)
o You are trying to reduce risk without significant disruption to workflows

o You want to increase uptake of an initiative (like MFA, phishing simulations, or secure
browsing practices)

They work particularly well when combined with other intervention methods, such as education
or enablement, and can be an important part of sustaining behaviour over time.
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How to Use Nudge Theory: Step-by-Step Guide

1.

Define the Desired Behaviour: Be clear about the exact behaviour you are targeting. For
example, “locking a computer screen when leaving a desk” is clearer and more actionable
than “being security conscious.”

Understand the Current Environment: Examine how users currently encounter this
behaviour. What options do they see? What are the defaults? How much effortis required
to act securely? For example, does it take four clicks to report a phishing email, or just
one?

Identify Friction Points or Cognitive Biases: Consider what might be hindering users.
Are they forgetting? Are they overloaded? Are they making assumptions? Common
barriers include:

e Present bias (favouring short-term convenience)
e |nertia (resistance to change)

e Choice overload

e Fear of doing the wrong thing

Select the Right Nudge Strategy: Depending on what’s blocking the behaviour, choose
a relevant type of nudge. For example:

o Use defaults to make the secure choice automatic (e.g., opt-out security settings)

e Add timely reminders when the behaviour is relevant (e.g., pop-ups at login or before
sending attachments)

e Use social proof to show that peers are already doing it (e.g., “85% of staff use MFA”)

e Apply framing to influence how risks or benefits are perceived (e.g., “2 out of 3
breaches begin with a click”)

e Simplify choices to make secure actions the path of least resistance

Design and Pilot the Nudge: Create a prototype and test it in a group. A nudge doesn’t
need to be fancy; it can be as simple as redesigning a form or rewriting an alert. Observe
how behaviour changes and gather feedback.

Roll Out and Monitor: Deploy the nudge across a wider audience. Monitor behavioural
metrics (e.g., reporting rates, screen lock compliance) to assess impact. Pair the rollout
with messaging that reinforces why the behaviour matters.

Review and Refresh: Nudges can lose their effect if users become blind to them.
Regularly evaluate how well the nudge is working and refresh it if necessary. Nudges
should evolve with your organisation’s maturity and changing risks.
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Real-Life Examples in Cybersecurity

Below are three real-life use-case examples to help bring this guide to life.

Example 1: Phishing Reporting Button

A global organisation wanted more staff to report phishing emails. Initially, the reporting process
involved multiple steps and confusion over which mailbox to send reports to. They introduced a
one-click “Report Phishing” button directly in the email interface. This reduced the time and
mental effort required to report. Reporting rates increased by 60% within the first three months.

Example 2: Screen Locking Prompt

At a UK public sector organisation, users frequently left their screens unlocked when leaving their
desks. Instead of mandating a lock policy with strict enforcement, they deployed nudges: screen
savers activated after five minutes of inactivity with messages like “Still there? Lock your screen
when away.” The friendly, non-intrusive message led to a 40% increase in self-initiated locking
within weeks.

Example 3: Password Strength Interface

A financial firm noticed that users were creating weak passwords despite being told to use
complex ones. They redesigned the password creation screen to suggest a strong password by
default, explain why it was strong, and offer a copy-to-clipboard option. The default was editable,
preserving choice. Within a month, over 70% of new passwords used the secure default.

Conclusion

Nudge Theory bridges the gap between knowing what people should do and helping them do it.
In cybersecurity, where quick decisions can make or break security, nudges help guide people to
make better choices, often without even realising it. They can reduce friction, improve
compliance, and embed good habits, all while building trust rather than resistance.

Although nudging should not replace training or technical controls, it can dramatically enhance
their effectiveness. Combined with models like COM-B for understanding behaviour and CFIR for
embedding change, Nudge Theory becomes a vital instrument in the security professional’s
behavioural toolkit.

At CyBehave, we encourage practitioners to adopt a human-first mindset in cybersecurity. With
thoughtful application of Nudge Theory, you can make security simple, intuitive, and embedded
into the everyday, helping your organisation become truly cyberwise.
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