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Behavioral economist Richard Thaler and legal scholar Cass Sunstein’s notion of libertarian 

paternalism (LP) has recently emerged as an influential frame for fostering “the good life.”
1
  

According to LP, patterns of consumption can be shifted for individual and social good by 

altering the “architecture of choice.”  Want to reduce the consumption of junk food?  Relocate 

the chips to the far corner of the grocery store, say Thaler and Sunstein, and stock fresh fruit on 

the racks in the checkout line.  Need to promote renewable energy?  Instead of asking consumers 

to check a box on their bill to pay more for wind energy, change the default and ask them to 

check a box to pay less for polluting coal.  Preserve choice at all cost, argues LP, but alter the 

configuration of choice to privilege the long-term foundations of the good life. 

 

Because LP avoids a contentious politics of eliminating or ‘editing’ some choices over others, it 

has become attractive to proponents of sustainable consumption.  This paper warns, however, 

that by fostering a benign politics of ‘choice architecture’ that embodies notions of consumer 

sovereignty and free markets, LP may be more of a Trojan horse than any meaningful policy 

foundation for the good life.  The paper explores this tension between LP as politically attractive 

and LP as politically enervating, and then analyzes the potential of “choice editing,” LP’s major 

rival.  Under choice editing, both the configuration of choice and, often, the available choices 

themselves are altered or “edited” to drive consumers, in often unnoticed ways, to consumption 

choices consistent with greater health, increased social capital, deeper security, and other 

components of the good life.
2
  Choice editing is distasteful to many because of its authoritarian 

aura.  This paper ends by arguing that these concerns are overblown (rooted as they are in a view 

of the market as ‘free’ and non-coercive), and by outlining several practices of effective choice 

editing drawn from inductive analysis of past experience. 

 

No matter how we choose to define the good life, this paper concludes, we will not get to it 

without sustained, strategic, and informed use of choice editing. 
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