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1. INTRODUCTION

India today stands in the midst of a historic digital transition. The proliferation of digital technologies has ushered
in an era of unprecedented opportunities for governments to enhance public service delivery, improve citizen
engagement and streamline administrative processes (Malhotra et al., 2020). Digital tools have altered the citizen-
state relationship, with flagship initiatives like Digital India, Aadhaar, and the National Digital Health Mission
paving the way. At the heart of this paradigm shift are e-governance and service delivery portals that seek to
improve the quality and availability of public service delivery by bringing it closer to the people, enhancing
transparency and accountability and improving efficiency.

Beneath this technological infrastructure resides a more insidious power, the use of behavioural nudges. Whether
it’s through defaults, negative space, highlighted options, or other forms of visual design, these nudges don’t push
and preserve agency. They can help steer user decisions without force.

Though they hold great promise to increase compliance and engagement, the underlying design presents serious
implications for inclusiveness, informed consent and user agency.

This study explores how nudges are embedded in India’s e-governance platforms and the effects of these nudges.
This paper builds on the wisdom of behavioural economics, digital literacy research, and inclusive public policy
to outline an INPF for inclusive nudge design.

2. CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS
A nudge is a subtle modification in the “choice architecture” that influences behaviour without limiting options
or significantly changing economic incentives (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). In digital environments, nudges might
take the form of default settings, progress indicators or color-coded notifications, nudging individuals to take
beneficial actions like enrolling in health programs or submitting needed paperwork to government websites. As
Sunstein (2016) notes, nudges have to be transparent and they have to be developed with user autonomy in mind
to avoid the slippery slope of ethical compromise.
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3. TRUST AND DIGITAL LITERACY
Trust is a crucial enabler of effective digital governance. Citizens are only willing to utilize these new digital
portals as long as they view them as open, ethical, accessible, and responsive (Miller, 2020).

In the Indian context, digital trust is inextricably linked to digital literacy, which goes beyond the ability to use
technology to the ability to understand and critically engage with today’s digital world. Even with increasing
levels of connectivity, digital literacy is still wide spread most notably among women, older users and those in
rural areas (PMGDISHA, 2022). In order to establish public trust, the state needs to do more than invest in
protected systems. The government should focus on educating users and providing them support.

Commitment to Inclusive and Ethical Design

Any attempt to make truly inclusive digital design needs a serious thought to be put in about accessibility, usability
and cultural relevance. This includes multilingual support, readable visual display, screen reader access, layered
interface complexity etc. The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) provide strong baseline standard.
However, bulk of the Indian population is characterised by low digital literacy. Ethical design respects users’
rights to make choices, and to understand the systems they’re buying into, and to feel friction before taking actions
that will harm their futures.

Digital Nudging in Indian Public Service Delivery

e CoWIN and Vaccination Nudges: The CoWIN portal, operated as the primary go-to for vaccinations
in India, used a slew of nudges to guide peoples’ behaviours. Automated SMS reminders, countdown
timers, and default location settings all sped up the registration and appointment-making process.
Implementing these features revolutionized the app experience for digitally literate, urban users, but
introduced unnecessary confusion for rural users. Problems like translation not clearly denominating
regional dialects, lack of reliable internet service and reliance on intermediaries influenced informed
participation.

e DigilLocker and Document Default: By leveraging automation and default storage practices,
DigiLocker makes compliance easier for everyone, automatically fetching documents from databases
already connected to the citizen’s Aadhar number. Though this makes everything more efficient, the
persistent opt-in consent mechanisms that these tools rely on are frequently not well understood by
unsuspecting first-time users. Issues of digital consent, data awareness, and data control are particularly
acute for first-time or low-literacy users who might not understand the deeper issues of default
automation and the need for active consent.

e MyGov and Civic Engagement: MyGov, India’s open government citizen engagement platform
illustrated below, uses gamification and design nudges to incentivize participation in surveys, idea
competitions, and feedback mechanisms. Interactive elements such as quizzes, points-based errands for
real-world rewards, and others have drawn young people into the experience. These features, without
concurrent opportunities to engage in meaningful deliberation, threaten to trivialize civic participation.
Meaningful inclusion also needs mechanisms that move beyond the click-and-tap level to engage
participants in more substantive civic conversation.

The Inclusive Nudge Policy Framework (INPF)

This paper introduces the Inclusive Nudge Policy Framework (INPF) as a response to the ethical and design
challenges posed by applying digital nudging in governance. Together, they form a healthy infrastructure that
supports four interdependent pillars which may be termed as “context-sensitive defaults”. Default settings have
to be designed around context, including language, geographic area and devices which are widely accessed by
people. dogmatic default approach involving one-size-fits-all, overlooking regional or demographic diversity
should be avoided.

e Dual Layered Access: Different levels of detail may be allowed in the same space. Simple mode may
be used for newbies while advanced mode may be used for pros. This shall decrease cognitive load and
boosts accessibility.

e Human-centred, inclusive feedback loops: Mechanisms for real-time user feedback may be included
to support continuous and iterative improvement. Decisions on shaping design updates should be made
after providing for effective representation from marginalized voices which might be done through
capturing input with community engagement or in-person/online surveys. Such transparency in
Designing shall support, inspire and promote accountability and transparency in local government.

www.grrbe.in CrossRef DOI: https://doi.org/10.56805/grrbe Page 89



Governance in the Age of Nudges: A Policy Framework for Inclusive...

Visibility goes a long way to make nudging’s short-term intentions clear. Signpost when users are being directed,
do so only when necessary, and provide opportunities to opt-out. Ethical transparency is necessary for long-term

trust.

INPF aspires to move the digital governance agenda away from a top-down technocratic model towards a more
participatory, deliberative model of digital service delivery. It advocates for a design ethic based in trust,
accessibility, and human dignity.

Policy Recommendations for India

The following policy interventions can help institutionalize ethical and inclusive digital nudging in Indian
governance:

Create an Ethical Nudge Oversight Unit: A multi-disciplinary and autonomous unit within MeitY or
NITI Aayog should regularly assess the impact of nudge mechanisms in the public digital platforms. This
independent unit would establish ethical guidelines, conduct post-audits and transform the decision-
making process more transparent.

Capacity Building for Designers and Bureaucrats: Government staff and developers must be trained
on ethical and inclusive design principles including user-centered approaches, accessibility standards
(such as WCAG) and cultural sensitivity.

Catalyze Nudge Literacy through PMGDISHA: The Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta
Abhiyan (PMGDISHA) should include modules that teach users how nudges are operating in portals
such as DigiLocker or CoWIN so they can critically engage with digital interfaces.

Dual layer Institutionalize citizen feedback loops: Governance portals should have intuitive user
feedback mechanisms to let users flag points of friction, confusion, or instances of digital exclusion. This
is critical for assisted access models in rural areas.

Create a Digital Trust Index (DTI): With the creation of this new index, public platforms can be
evaluated against these parameters, including transparency, usability, inclusiveness and ethical design.
Public rankings might create a positive competition among departments to help build user trust, increase
engagement, and meet users’ needs first.

Foster Open Source Development: Civil society, academic institutions and design collectives should
be invited to submit open-source user interface/user experience (UI/UX) prototypes that demonstrate
actual user needs.

Protect Hybrid Access Models: Continue and scale assisted and offline service delivery models like
Common Service Centres (CSCs) so that automation isn’t entirely left to replace human touchpoints,
which remain crucial for many citizens.

Global Perspectives on Digital Nudging in Governance
India can learn from other countries’ experiences, some of which have experimented with behavioural nudges in
their digital public services.

>

United Kingdom the Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) first made waves with transparent digital nudges,
nudging taxpayers to pay their taxes on time and cutting tax fraud. Their focus on “reflective nudging”
promotes user comprehension and ethical guiding of choices.

Estonia emphasises on transparency and citizen control. Its e-services are built at the values of data
sovereignty and user autonomy, which is the ideal for which respectful nudging should strive. However,
when the Affordable Care Act (ACA) nudges to increase enrolment, it faced resistance for employing
confusing default settings and unclear opt-out pathways, highlighting the importance of user-friendly
transparency.

Rwanda accomplished significant success in implementing mobile-based nudges in rural areas, including
for health care and education. This emphasis on low-cost SMS behavioural cues is sensitive to low
bandwidth and restricted device access.

Opt-out defaults in Sweden’s organ donation system Ethical nudges, if well-understood, reinforce
autonomy and improve public welfare.

As part of various initiatives in Singapore under its Smart Nation program, nudges have been used in the
Central Provident Fund and traffic management systems. In recent public debates over the use of police
dashboards and city-supplied delivery robot pilots, civic oversight and privacy issues closely tied to civic
accountability have taken centre stage, reinforcing the crucial role of public accountability in behavioural

policy.
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4. CONCLUSION AND THE WAY AHEAD
India’s ambitious digital governance agenda is radically reconstituting the relationship between citizens and the
state. Behavioural nudges, whether placed in e-governance portals, have turned out to be strong forces toward
better on-time compliance, reducing frictions of access, and towards nudging public behavior in directions
beneficial to society. Yet, as this paper has illustrated, these types of mechanisms are not value-neutral. These
mechanisms affect decision-makers in ways that can empower and marginalize.

The INPF provides a public justification-oriented roadmap and guide for making ethics, accessibility and
deliberation central to the behavioural design of digital platforms. By its four pillars—context sensitive defaults,
layered access, inclusive feedback loops, transparency by design—the framework addresses the need for more
effectiveness while recognizing that effectiveness must not overshadow equity. It calls for an alternative to
technocratic assumptions, a participatory model of digital governance that honours citizen autonomy and builds
an inclusive public engagement around the possibilities and perils of technology.

Therefore, as India continues to build its digital infrastructure, it needs to embrace policy frameworks that advance
smart governance and just governance in lockstep. Making sure that each one of our citizens—no matter their
geography, gender, literacy or ability—can participate with dignity and purpose isn’t just a technical goal, it’s a
democratic goal.
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