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Thomas Brudermann, as of September 2025.

Content: This course addresses human behavior and decision making in the context of sustainable
development. Participants will critically engage with insights from scientific disciplines such as
economic and environmental psychology, behavioral and experimental economics, and sociology.
No prior knowledge is required, but familiarity with the concepts of sustainability and sustainable
development is expected (and should be caught up on if necessary).

Obijective: Participants will acquire a solid understanding of human decision making and apply it to
issues related to environment, climate, and sustainability. They will be able to analyze sustainability
problems from a psychological and behavioral perspective.

Teaching and learning method: The course has an interactive nature. There will be lectures by the
instructor, take-home assignments (mainly study of literature and search for examples/cases),
student presentations, discussions, as well as group exercises. Please note that this is a master
level course which requires reading of articles published in international journals (1-2 per week).
The expected workload to pass the course is 100 hours.

Assessment: The assessment is based on

1) Active participation in class (continuous assessment, 40-50%):
e Presentation (max. 10 minutes + two-pager) & participation in a panel discussion.
e Participation in discussions and Moodle posts (quality over quantity).
e learning diary

2) Written exam (at the end of the semester, 50-60%).
e max. 100 minutes, 100 points.
e Contents: mandatory readings, slides, handouts; focus on understanding and
application.
e Format: to be announced; most likely open book, mainly open format questions.

Both parts have to be positively assessed for a positive overall assessment. A drop will resultin a
negative grading.
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Recommended literature:

e Thomas Brudermann (2022). Die Kunst der Ausrede. Munchen: Oekom Verlag.

e Richard Thaler & Cass Sunstein (2008). Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth
and Happiness. New York: Penguin Books.

e Gerd Gigerenzer (2007). Gut Feelings: The Intelligence of the Unconscious. New York:
Viking Penguin.

e Kahneman, Daniel (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. New York: Penguin Books.

e (Gerd Gigerenzer (2014) Risk Savvy: How To Make Good Decisions. London: Penguin
Books.

e Yuval Noah Harari (2018). 21 Lessons for the 21st Century. New York: Spiegel & Grau.

e Dan Ariely (2008). Predictably irrational. New York: Harper Collins.

Literature specifically relevant for the topical sessions is mentioned in the sections below. Please

note that the order of sessions might vary in some semesters. Up-to-date literature will also be
provided via Moodle.

Session 1: Course Organisation and Introduction

Introduction to decision making:
¢ Impact and difficulty of different types of decisions on environment and sustainability

e Rational decision making models and their implications
o Cognitive capacity of human decision makers

Session 2: Insights from Behavioral Economics

Introduction to the field of behavioral economics:
e Concepts from behavioral economics: Framing, loss aversion, risk aversion, mental
accounting, temporal discounting, sunk cost effect
e Cognitive biases in human decision making, bounded rationality, behavioral decision theory

e Introduction to “nudging” as a tool for influencing decisions

(Camerer et al., 2004, Gifford et al., 2018; Gowdy, 2008; Lambert, 2006; OECD, 2017; Resnick, 2018)

Session 3: Nudges, Heuristics & Intuition

This session addresses the following topics:
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e Further discussion of the concept of “nudging”: Strengths and weaknesses, limitations

e Understanding of “heuristics”™ Examples for human decision heuristics, strengths and
weaknesses of heuristic decision making

e Heuristic decision making vs. rational decision making — when can we make rational
decisions, when do we rely on heuristics?

We will also discuss how human tendencies to rely on heuristics makes it difficult to deal with
sustainability challenges.

(Dale, 2015; Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011; Hjeij, 2023)

Session 4: Social Dilemmas and Human Cooperation

This session addresses interconnections of the fields of game theory and behavioral/experimental
economics. Topics to be discussed are:

e \What are social dilemmas?

e Real-world examples of social dilemmas

e Game-theoretic structure of different dilemmas (e.g. public good dilemma)
e Common behaviors in social dilemmas (e.g. freeriding)

e Role of sanctioning mechanisms

e Motives for engaging in sanctioning others (in multi-person setting)

e Limitations to laboratory experiments

e Cultural differences to cooperation

(Axelrod, 1984; Cohn, Maréchal, Tannenbaum, & Zind, 2019; Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004; Golis et al., 2019;

Herrmann, Thoni, & Gachter, 2008; Levitt & List, 2007; Ostrom, 1990; van den Assem, van Dolder, & Thaler,
2012; van Lange et al,, 2013)

Session ba: Humans on Auto-Pilot — Social Norms

This session consists of two parts: a) Social norms and b) Habits and Social practices
In the first part of the session we learn about:

e Descriptive and injunctive norms

e Asch effect

e Formulation of norm-based persuasive appeals

e Role of social norms in sustainability related issues (e.g. energy consumption, travelling)
e How the environment communicates norms (Broken Window Theory)
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We also discuss how social norms facilitate and hinder more sustainable lifestyles.
(Brudermann, Bartel, Fenzl, & Seebauer, 2015; Goldstein, Cialdini, & Griskevicius, 2008; Keizer, Lindenberg,

& Steg, 2008; Levitt, 2006; Nyborg et al., 2016; Raux et al., 2021; Schultz, Nolan, Cialdini, Goldstein, &
Griskevicius, 2007; Thegersen, 2008)

Session bb: Humans on Auto-Pilot — Habits and Social Practices

The second part of the session will focus on how to overcome environmentally harmful habits and
practices. We focus on two different perspectives on this matter. The first one originates from
environmental psychology, here represented by the work of Graybiel, and the second one
originates from sociology, here represented by the work of Elizabeth Shove. Topics thus include:

e How do habits form, how are they broken? ('‘Behavioral lock-ins')
e Social practices
e Psychological perspective vs. practice theory perspective

(Arnott et al., 2014; Graybiel, 2008; Larsen, 2017; Schafer, Jaeger-Erben, & Bamberg, 2012; Shove & Walker,
2010)

Session 6: The psychology of climate change and sustainability

Topics covered are:

e The psychological perspective on climate change

e Psychological barriers to sustainability transitions

e Climate anxiety and eco-worry

¢ Cognitive dissonance

e The psychology of climate inaction: The role of beliefs and concerns, Moral licensing vs.
positive spillover, Knowledge gaps and misunderstandings

(Clayton et al.,, 2015; Kahan et al., 2012; Li, Johnson, & Zaval, 2011; Hickman et al., 2021; Lacroix et al., 2020;
McCarthy et al., 2023; Sorqgvist & Langeborg, 2019; Schneider et al.,, 2021; Thaller & Brudermann, 2020;
Thaller, Fleifs, & Brudermann, 2020; Tobler, Visschers, & Siegrist, 2012; Thegersen & Crompton, 2009; Uzzell,
2010);

Session 7: Communicating climate change and environmental problems

This session addresses the topic climate change communication:

e Suggestions for climate change communication.
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e Challenges and difficulties

e Examples for campaigns conforming to the suggested principles.
e Examples for campaigns violating these principles.

e Climate change denial

(Cook, 2010; Hornsey, Harris, Bain, & Fielding, 2016; CRED, 2014: Jylha & Hellmer, 2020; Lucas, Brooks,
Darnton, & Jones, 2008; Moreno et al., 2022; Newell & Pitman, 2010; Olander & Thegersen, 2014; Pidgeon
& Fischhoff, 2011; Ross, 2013; Shome & Marx, 2009; Sparkman & Attari, 2020; Steinberger, 2024; Stoetzer
& Zimmermann, 2024)

Session 8: Decision making in complex systems (Ecopolicy Game)

Decisions are tricky, especially when dealing with a complex system. In this session, we will discuss
challenges for decisions in complex systems, address human decision making flaws, and play the
cybernetic strategy game Ecopolicy to practically experience challenges and solutions.

(Dorner, Nixon, & Rosen, 1990)

Specific Literature

Arnott, B., Rehackova, L., Errington, L., Sniehotta, F. F., Roberts, J., & Araujo-Soares, V. (2014). Efficacy of
behavioural interventions for transport behaviour change: systematic review, meta-analysis and
intervention coding. The International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 11, 133.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-014-0133-9

Axelrod, R. (1984). The evolution of cooperation. New York: Basic Books.

Brudermann, T., Bartel, G., Fenzl, T., & Seebauer, S. (2015). Eyes on social norms: A field study on an honor
system for newspaper sale. Theory and Decision, 79(2), 285-306. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11238-
014-9460-1

Camerer, C., Loewenstein, G., & Rabin, M. (2004). Behavioral Economics: Past, Present, Future. In Advances
in Behavioral Economics (pp. 2-51).

Center for Research on Environmental Decisions and ecoAmerica. (2014). Connecting on Climate: A Guide
to Effective Climate Change Communication. New York and Washington, D.C.

ecoAmerica-CRED-2014-Connecting-on-Climate.pdf
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