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Abstract. This systematic literature review examines how nudge-based policymaking in the digital era both 

sustains and disrupts durable inequality. Drawing on 57 peer-reviewed studies (2010–2025), it integrates 

insights from Durable Inequality Theory, Nudge Theory, and Digital Governance. The findings show that 

inequality is now embedded in data infrastructures and algorithmic systems that classify and rank citizens, 

creating ordinal citizenship. Four mechanisms of durability emerge: institutional path dependence, moral 

legitimation, cognitive entrenchment, and algorithmic feedback loops. Yet, digital architectures also enable 

disruption through ethical and reflexive design, via algorithmic transparency, participatory governance, 

redistributive frameworks, and intergenerational justice. The study proposes Digital Behavioural 

Institutionalism, viewing inequality as co-produced by behavioural governance, institutional structures, and 

data infrastructures. Policy implications call for algorithmic audits, citizen co-design, data justice, and 

reciprocity-based nudging to ensure that digital governance promotes inclusion and transforms the ethical and 

technological foundations of social life. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The digital revolution has fundamentally reshaped the architecture of governance, decision-making, 

and social organization. With the rise of big data, artificial intelligence, and algorithmic systems, 

governments and institutions increasingly rely on digital infrastructures to inform public policy and 

behavioural interventions (Kitchin, 2014; Mazzucato, 2021). This transition has led to both 

opportunities and challenges for equity and inclusion. On one hand, digital technologies offer 

unprecedented access to social data that can be used to design more adaptive, evidence-based 

policies. On the other hand, these same technologies can reproduce or intensify social disparities, as 

algorithmic decision systems often mirror the historical inequalities embedded in the data they 

process (Noble, 2018; O’Neil, 2016). The enduring and institutionalized nature of these disparities 

reflects what Tilly (1998) described as durable inequality, a form of social stratification maintained 

through repeated, legitimized processes across institutions and generations. 

Within the field of behavioural economics, nudge theory has emerged as a prominent approach to 

shaping decision-making in ways that promote socially beneficial outcomes (Thaler & Sunstein, 

2008). Nudges work by altering the architecture of choice and the context in which decisions are 

made so that individuals are subtly guided toward preferable behaviours without restricting their 

freedom. In the context of digital governance, this concept has evolved into digital nudging, where 

algorithms and user interfaces influence behaviour through personalized information flows, 

notifications, and ranking systems (Meske & Potthoff, 2017). However, while these interventions 

are designed to promote efficiency and rationality, scholars have raised concerns that they can also 

serve as instruments of control or manipulation, reinforcing rather than reducing inequality (Yeung, 

2017; Zuboff, 2019). 

One emerging concept that links digital governance and inequality is ordinal citizenship. Coined by 

Fourcade (2021), ordinal citizenship describes how citizens are classified and ranked according to 

algorithmic scores, behavioural data, and social metrics. In such systems, citizenship becomes a 
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graded condition rather than an equal one, where access to rights, resources, or opportunities 

depends on one’s digital profile or score. Examples include credit ratings, health insurance risk 

scores, social credit systems and welfare eligibility algorithms. When nudge-based policies interact 

with such ordinal systems, they can inadvertently sustain cycles of inequality by rewarding those 

already advantaged and penalizing those structurally disadvantaged. This dynamic echoes Tilly’s 

(1998) mechanisms of durable inequality exploitation, opportunity hoarding, emulation, and 

adaptation which continue to operate under new digital forms of classification and behavioural 

governance (Eubanks, 2018; Fourcade & Healy, 2017). 

At the same time, the digital era also presents opportunities to break the cycles of durable inequality. 

When designed ethically and inclusively, digital nudges can empower marginalized populations by 

improving access to information, facilitating behavioural change, and personalizing social support 

(Sunstein, 2021). For instance, nudge-based digital interventions in health, education, or financial 

inclusion have demonstrated potential to enhance decision-making and reduce information 

asymmetry (Benartzi et al., 2017; Halpern, 2015). Thus, the architecture of choice in the digital era 

can act as both a mechanism that sustains inequality and a tool that disrupts it. The challenge lies in 

understanding the conditions under which digital nudges function as emancipatory rather than 

exclusionary forces. 

This systematic literature review (SLR) study aims to synthesize and critically analyse the 

intersection between nudge-based policymaking, durable inequality, and digital governance. 

Specifically, it seeks to answer four research questions: 

1. What are the variables and features that make inequality durable in the digital era? 

2. How can the digital era create the architecture of choice that supports policymaking processes? 

3. In what ways does the architecture of choice in the digital era sustain inequality cycles? 

4. How can the architecture of choice in the digital era break inequality cycles? 

By addressing these questions, this review bridges theoretical and empirical work from behavioural 

economics, sociology, and digital studies to map how digital policy architectures produce or mitigate 

inequality. The review focuses on studies that explicitly discuss nudge policy, durable inequality or 

inequality cycles, and digital or ordinal citizenship. It adopts a systematic approach to identify 

patterns, mechanisms, and gaps within the literature, thereby offering a conceptual framework for 

understanding how digital nudging can either perpetuate or dismantle durable inequality. 

Ultimately, this paper contributes to the growing discourse on ethical digital governance by 

examining how behavioural policy tools, when implemented in algorithmic environments, influence 

structural inequality. Understanding the dual potential of nudge-based policies in the digital era is 

crucial for developing inclusive governance frameworks that not only promote behavioural 

efficiency but also advance social justice. In doing so, this review aspires to provide both theoretical 

clarity and practical guidance for policymakers seeking to design digital interventions that truly 

escape the cycles of durable inequality rather than reinforce them. 

RESEARCH METHOD 

This study adopts a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach to comprehensively map the 

relationship between nudge-based policymaking, durable inequality, and digital governance. The 

SLR method provides a structured and transparent way to collect, evaluate, and synthesize available 

research evidence, ensuring rigor and replicability in the analysis. The design of this review follows 

the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) 

framework (Rethlefsen & Page, 2022), which offers standardized procedures for identification, 

screening, eligibility, and inclusion of studies. 

The purpose of this SLR is to understand how the architecture of choice in digital policy contexts 

both sustains and breaks inequality cycles. To achieve this, the review integrates theoretical 

perspectives from Durable Inequality Theory (Tilly, 1998), Nudge Theory (Thaler & Sunstein, 
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2008), and Digital Governance/Ordinal Citizenship Theory (Fourcade & Healy, 2017). Together, 

these frameworks help analyse how digital infrastructures through ranking, scoring, and algorithmic 

classification shape behavioural nudges that may perpetuate or mitigate inequality. This study was 

conceptualized as part of an effort to generate an evidence-based theoretical model linking 

behavioural policy design to systemic inequality in digital societies. Therefore, the SLR design was 

chosen for its strength in integrating cross-disciplinary evidence into coherent conceptual 

frameworks (Snyder, 2023). 

A systematic search strategy was developed to ensure comprehensive coverage of relevant literature. 

The search was conducted between March and June 2025 across six major academic databases: 

Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, JSTOR, and Google Scholar. These 

databases were selected for their multidisciplinary scope, encompassing political science, 

behavioural economics, sociology, and public administration, disciplines central to understanding 

digital governance and inequality. A combination of Boolean operators and truncation techniques 

was used to build a complex search string that captured the intersection between the three core 

domains: (“nudge policy” OR “behavioural public policy” OR “choice architecture”) AND 

(“durable inequality” OR “inequality cycles” OR “social stratification”) AND (“digital era” OR 

“digital governance” OR “ordinal citizenship” OR “algorithmic governance” OR “data-based 

policy”). 

The inclusion of the term ordinal citizenship follows Fourcade and Healy (2017), who describe how 

digital data infrastructures stratify individuals through ranking systems, turning citizenship into a 

measurable hierarchy. To maintain methodological rigor, the search was restricted to peer-reviewed 

publications (journal articles, book chapters, and conference papers) written in English and 

published between 2010 and 2025 a period that reflects the emergence of data-driven policymaking 

and behavioural insights in governance (Yeung, 2017). The initial search yielded 312 records, which 

were exported into Mendeley for citation management and duplicate removal. 

A clear set of inclusion and exclusion criteria was developed to ensure that only studies relevant to 

the research objectives were included. These criteria were derived from the conceptual framework 

and research questions. 

Table 1. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion 

Conceptual 

Focus 

Studies examining nudge policy, durable 

inequality, and digital governance 

simultaneously 

Studies addressing nudge policy 

without discussing inequality or 

digital contexts 

Theoretical 

Relevance 

Research employing or referencing concepts 

such as choice architecture, ordinal 

citizenship, or algorithmic governance 

Articles lacking theoretical linkage to 

nudge theory or inequality 

mechanisms 

Empirical Scope Studies conducted within digital policy 

environments (e.g., algorithmic scoring, e-

governance, digital welfare systems) 

Traditional nudge experiments in 

offline or individual-level settings 

Publication Type Journal articles, book chapters, and academic 

proceedings 

Grey literature, opinion essays, blogs, 

or non-peer-reviewed sources 

Language English Non-English publications 

 

These inclusion criteria align with the research’s four guiding questions, ensuring consistency across 

stages of the review. Only studies addressing at least two core dimensions, nudge policy, durable 

inequality, and digital governance were included in the final synthesis. 

The screening process followed the PRISMA 2020 framework (Rethlefsen & Page, 2022), 

consisting of four stages: identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion. 
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Fig 1. PRISMA diagram flow about screening process 

A structured data extraction form was developed to ensure systematic retrieval of information. Data 

from each of the 47 included studies were coded according to: (1) Bibliographic information (author, 

year, publication source), (2) Research objectives and policy context, (3) Theoretical frameworks 

used (nudge theory, durable inequality, algorithmic governance), (4) Methodological approach 

(conceptual, empirical, or mixed), (5) Findings related to sustaining or breaking inequality cycles, 

(6) Implications for digital policy and inclusivity. Data was organized in Microsoft Excel and 

analysed thematically. The thematic analysis approach followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-

phase framework, which includes familiarization, coding, theme development, review, definition, 

and interpretation. Themes were mapped according to the study’s four guiding research questions. 

To ensure methodological rigor, all included studies underwent critical appraisal using a combined 

framework from the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) and Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) 

checklists (Munn et al., 2020). Each article was evaluated across five criteria, such as theoretical 

clarity and relevance, methodological transparency, data adequacy, analytical rigor, policy 

relevance. Each study received a score on a 1–5 scale, with a threshold of 3.5 (70%) for inclusion in 

the final synthesis. As part of quality control, two independent reviewers performed the appraisal 

process separately. Their scores were compared and discussed to reach consensus, reducing 

subjective bias. Disagreements were reconciled through discussion and documentation. 

 

A narrative and thematic synthesis approach was adopted to integrate conceptual and empirical 

insights. The synthesis combined inductive coding (emerging from data) with deductive reasoning 



Feri Suprapto1  Elmy Bonafita Zahro2  

Escaping The Durable Inequality: How The Use of Nudge in Policy Making Sustain and 

Breaks The Inequality Cycles in The Digital Era 

 
354 

(based on Tilly, 1998, Thaler & Sunstein, 2021, and Fourcade and Healy, 2013, frameworks). The 

analysis identified two overarching theoretical clusters: (1) Sustaining Mechanisms of Inequality: 

digital scoring, algorithmic bias, data asymmetry, and exploitative nudging; (2) Breaking 

Mechanisms of Inequality: inclusive architecture of choice, participatory design, and digital 

empowerment strategies. This synthesis highlights the dual role of nudge policies in digital contexts: 

while they can entrench inequalities through ranking and surveillance, they can also enable fairness 

and agency through transparent, participatory design (Yeung, 2017; Fourcade & Healy, 2017). 

RESULT AND ANALYSIS 

This systematic literature review identified 312 academic papers published between 2010 and 2025, 

of which 57 met the inclusion criteria and were analysed in depth. The review process followed 

PRISMA 2020 guidelines, and the included studies represented a multidisciplinary intersection of 

political science, sociology, behavioural economics, law, and digital governance. Among these, 47 

papers were classified as core studies because they explicitly addressed at least two key intersections 

among nudge or behavioural policymaking, durable inequality or inequality cycles, and digital or 

ordinal governance architectures. An additional 10 papers were considered conditional as they 

contributed essential theoretical or methodological insights to the analysis of inequality, even if they 

did not directly apply nudge or digital frameworks. Together, these papers form a cohesive body of 

evidence illuminating how inequality becomes structurally durable, how digital infrastructures 

reconfigure the architecture of choice, and how both forces interact to either sustain or disrupt 

inequality cycles. 

1.1. General Characteristics of the Reviewed Studies 

The distribution of publications reveals a rapid growth of interest in the topic after 2016, coinciding 

with the global diffusion of algorithmic governance, data-driven policymaking, and behavioural 

public policy. Approximately 61% of the reviewed papers were published after 2018, indicating that 

digitalization and the algorithmic turn have become central to contemporary debates on social justice 

and equality. Geographically, the studies were concentrated in Europe (n=21) and North America 

(n=18), with an emerging but growing representation from Asia (n=8) especially in the areas of 

digital meritocracy, algorithmic scoring, and social-credit systems (e.g., Hansen, 2023; Liu, 2023; 

Lu & Kandilov, 2022). Methodologically, the sample included conceptual analyses (43%), mixed-

method designs (36%), and empirical or quantitative studies (21%). This balance reflects the 

theoretical maturity of the field, which remains dominated by conceptual discussions linking 

behavioural economics with social theory but is now increasingly supported by empirical 

illustrations using digital or survey-based data. 

Thematically, the studies clustered into four dominant categories: 

1) Institutional and structural durability—focusing on welfare state dynamics, redistribution, and 

path dependence (Boix, 2010; Busemeyer, 2018, 2024; Pontusson, 2024); 

2) Behavioral and cognitive mechanisms—examining perceptions of fairness, mobility, and 

meritocracy (Rao et al., 2021; Reay, 2020; Culpepper et al., 2024); 

3) Digital and algorithmic governance—analyzing datafication, ranking systems, and ordinal 

citizenship (Fourcade & Healy, 2017; Catá-Backer, 2022; Abul Naga et al., 2024); and 

4) Normative and ethical policy design—exploring ethical nudging, reflexivity, and transparency 

in behavioral governance (Oliver, 2021, 2024; Weiskopf & Hansen, 2023; Dimick, 2019). 

These thematic clusters collectively demonstrate that inequality in the digital era is not only a matter 

of economic distribution but also of data architectures, moral reasoning, and behavioural 

governance. 

1.2. Findings Related to Research Question 1: Variables and Features That Make Inequality 

Durable in the Digital Era 
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Across the reviewed studies, durable inequality emerges as a multilevel phenomenon driven by 

institutional, cultural, cognitive, and technological mechanisms. At the institutional level, path-

dependent policies and fiscal architectures maintain inequality across generations. Boix (2010), 

Busemeyer and Iversen (2019), and Coady et al. (2022) demonstrate how welfare state dualization, 

selective redistribution, and regressive tax structures create structural advantages for the middle and 

upper classes, reinforcing what Iversen and Soskice (2015) call “middle-class welfare coalitions. At 

the cultural level, several studies emphasize meritocratic legitimization as a mechanism of inequality 

durability. Reay (2020) and Kuusela (2024) argue that elite discourses construct inequality as the 

natural outcome of merit and effort, transforming privilege into moral virtue, a dynamic Kuusela 

terms the “hyperopia of wealth.” At the cognitive level, perception of mobility and trust serve as 

psychological anchors of inequality. Rao et al. (2021) and Xu (2023) show that individuals’ belief 

in social mobility shapes prosocial behavior and political attitudes toward redistribution; low 

perceived mobility correlates with resignation and low civic engagement, sustaining the status quo. 

Finally, technological and data-driven variables have introduced new dimensions of inequality 

durability. Fourcade and Healy (2013), Abul Naga et al. (2024), and Weiskopf and Hansen (2023) 

reveal how algorithmic classification systems, data scoring, and digital evaluation metrics produce 

stratified “ordinal citizenship.” This new digital form of inequality operates through constant 

ranking and feedback loops, embedding structural hierarchies into algorithmic decision-making and 

thus making inequality both invisible and self-reinforcing. 

1.3. Findings Related to Research Question 2: How the Digital Era Creates the Architecture 

of Choice 

The reviewed evidence shows that the digital era has transformed policymaking into a system of 

engineered environments, what Thaler and Sunstein (2008) call choice architectures. However, in 

the context of digital governance, choice architectures extend beyond individual psychology into the 

design of data infrastructures and institutional routines. Fourcade and Healy (2017) and Catá-Backer 

(2022) show that algorithmic governance now acts as a form of data-driven nudging, steering 

citizens through automated categorizations, predictive analytics, and scoring systems. This new 

mode of governance converts digital data into behavioral levers that shape opportunities, risks, and 

resource allocation. Several studies demonstrate that behavioral policy tools are increasingly 

hybridized with digital infrastructures. Oliver (2021, 2024) and Lahat and Sened (2023) argue that 

governments are embedding behavioral insights into digital welfare systems, fiscal incentives, and 

communication strategies. Meanwhile, Abul Naga et al. (2024) illustrate how ordinal data 

architectures, where individuals are ranked rather than simply categorized, transform governance 

into a continuous process of differentiation and comparison. Thus, the digital era has not only 

expanded the reach of choice architecture but has also redefined citizenship itself as a function of 

data visibility, classification, and behavioral predictability. 

1.4. Findings Related to Research Question 3: How the Digital Architecture of Choice Sustains 

Inequality Cycles 

While digital infrastructures enhance administrative efficiency, they also perpetuate and amplify 

inequality through what might be termed algorithmic feedback loops. Multiple studies demonstrate 

that data-driven systems replicate the biases of the datasets on which they are trained. Fourcade and 

Healy (2017) describe how markets and platforms “see like a market,” categorizing individuals in 

ways that reinforce existing hierarchies. Similarly, Pfotenhauer (2022) and Harkens (2016) highlight 

how algorithmic decision-making in welfare, credit, and legal systems disproportionately 

disadvantages vulnerable populations by embedding past discrimination into predictive models. 

Busemeyer (2023, 2024) and Fastenrath and Marx (2024) show that citizens’ perceptions of 

unfairness and elite bias further reduce trust in welfare institutions, creating trust inequality that 

undermines redistributive legitimacy. Culturally, inequality cycles are sustained by dominant 

narratives that normalize or moralize stratification. Culpepper et al. (2024) and Kuusela (2024) 

demonstrate that media frames portraying inequality as “deserved” or “inevitable” suppress 

collective action and policy reform. At the behavioral level, Sumino (2018) and Reay (2020) reveal 

that identity-based framing and moral meritocracy function as behavioral nudges that align public 

opinion with hierarchical interests. The cumulative result is a self-reinforcing system in which 
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inequality persists through intertwined psychological, institutional, and algorithmic feedback 

mechanisms, each reinforcing the legitimacy of the other. 

1.5. Findings Related to Research Question 4: How the Architecture of Choice Can Break 

Inequality Cycles 

Despite these results that nudge, ordinal citizens and digital governance promote self reinforcing 

mechanisms to sustain durable inequality, several studies offer empirical and theoretical insights 

into how choice architectures can be redesigned to promote inclusivity and justice. Four categories 

of corrective mechanisms emerge from the synthesis. First, ethical and reflexive digital design 

emphasizes transparency, accountability, and continuous evaluation of algorithmic systems. 

Weiskopf and Hansen (2023) advocate for “algorithmic reflexivity” ongoing ethical reflection 

embedded into data-driven decision-making processes. Similarly, Catá-Backer (2022) proposes 

legal entanglement frameworks that bind algorithmic systems to human rights principles. Second, 

participatory and inclusive governance ensures that behavioral insights reflect diverse experiences 

rather than elite assumptions. Lahat and Sened (2023) and Busemeyer (2024) show that co-created 

digital welfare policies enhance legitimacy and improve redistributive outcomes. When citizens are 

given voice and visibility in digital policymaking, the nudge becomes an instrument of 

empowerment rather than control. Third, redistributive and legal reforms remain essential for 

institutional equity. Dimick (2019) frames redistribution as a normative design problem, arguing 

that legal and fiscal systems can serve as “choice architectures for fairness.” De Schutter et al. (2025) 

similarly demonstrate that early interventions in education, health, and welfare can disrupt 

intergenerational poverty traps. Fourth, intergenerational and long-term justice integrates temporal 

fairness into policymaking. Schmidt and Juijn (2024) and Busemeyer (2024) argue that 

incorporating future generations into decision-making criteria transforms short-term behavioral 

incentives into sustainable equality mechanisms. Together, these findings suggest that breaking 

inequality cycles requires a shift from efficiency-based nudging to justice-oriented choice 

architecture, one grounded in reciprocity, transparency, and reflexive governance. 

1.6. Summary of Empirical Patterns 

Overall, the results demonstrate that inequality in the digital era operates through a dual mechanism: 

it is sustained by algorithmic and behavioral systems that reproduce historical hierarchies, and it can 

be transformed through ethical, participatory, and redistributive redesign. The convergence of 

durable inequality theory (Tilly, 1998), behavioral economics (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008), and digital 

governance research suggests that the architecture of choice has evolved from a micro-level tool of 

behavior change into a macro-level framework of societal organization. When unregulated, it risks 

creating what Fourcade and Healy (2013) calls “moralized markets of worth”, when consciously 

redesigned, it can serve as a mechanism for democratic inclusion and equality. 

1.7. Discussion 

The findings of this systematic literature review reveal a profound transformation in how inequality 

is produced, legitimized, and potentially corrected in the digital era. Across the 57 included studies, 

durable inequality, once understood primarily as an outcome of economic or institutional 

stratification has become embedded within the very data infrastructures that govern modern 

societies. This section discusses four major insights emerging from the synthesis: (1) the paradox of 

digital equality; (2) durable inequality as algorithmic path dependence; (3) the shift from behavioural 

paternalism toward reciprocity and ethical design; and (4) the multidimensional mechanisms 

required to escape inequality cycles. The discussion concludes with theoretical and practical 

implications for policy and governance. 

The digital revolution promised to democratize access to information, participation, and opportunity. 

Yet the evidence across the reviewed literature demonstrates a persistent paradox: the same 

infrastructures that were expected to enhance equality have often reproduced or intensified structural 

hierarchies. Studies on algorithmic governmentality (Fourcade & Healy, 2017; Hansen, 2023; 

Weiskopf & Hansen, 2023; Catá-Backer, 2022) show that classification, scoring, and ranking 

mechanisms translate citizens digital traces into systems of evaluation that determine visibility, 

creditworthiness, employability, and even moral worth. These digital classifications create what 

Fourcade and Healy (2013) termed classification situations, a new form of ordinal citizenship in 
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which individuals occupy algorithmically defined strata of social value. The automation of these 

judgments renders inequality self-perpetuating: biased data reproduce biased outcomes, which in 

turn validate the original classifications. Thus, digital equality is not merely a matter of access to 

technology but of control over the architectures of choice that technologies construct. 

Charles Tilly’s (1998) notion of durable inequality originally emphasized the persistence of 

categorical distinctions, such as gender, class, or ethnicity through organizational routines and 

institutional feedback. In the digital era, this feedback has evolved into algorithmic path 

dependencies. The review highlights how governance now operates through predictive models, 

behavioral data, and automated decision systems that encode historical inequities into future 

projections (Pfotenhauer et al., 2022; Abul Naga et al., 2024). Once embedded in code, inequality 

becomes technically rationalized and politically invisible. For example, predictive policing and 

credit-scoring algorithms perpetuate group-based disadvantages while appearing neutral or efficient. 

In welfare policy, digital targeting often mirrors pre-existing biases in administrative data, producing 

new forms of exclusion for groups already marginalized (Busemeyer & Iversen, 2019; Lahat & 

Sened, 2023). These findings suggest that the durability of inequality today is less a consequence of 

overt discrimination than of systemic inertia within algorithmic infrastructures, what this paper calls 

“data-driven durability.” Addressing it requires governance mechanisms capable of reflexivity, 

transparency, and ethical oversight. 

A recurring theme in the behavioral-policy literature is the tension between nudging and autonomy. 

Early nudge frameworks (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008; Oliver, 2015) sought to influence individuals 

toward socially desirable behaviors without coercion. However, later critiques reveal that such 

interventions can inadvertently reinforce existing hierarchies by assuming a homogeneous, rational 

citizen while neglecting contextual inequality. Oliver (2021, 2024) and Sugden (2023) propose an 

alternative: reciprocity-based nudging, in which behavioral interventions are co-designed with 

citizens and guided by mutual respect rather than paternalism. This shift resonates with Schmidt’s 

(2021) concept of relational equality, which grounds fairness in responsibility and recognition rather 

than mere outcome parity. The reviewed evidence shows that when individuals perceive 

interventions as legitimate and participatory, such as through feedback loops in digital welfare 

platforms (Lahat & Sened, 2023) trust and compliance increase, while resentment decreases. Hence, 

ethical architecture, not behavioral control, should guide digital governance. The goal is no longer 

to steer citizens subtly but to create transparent systems where behavioral insights foster 

empowerment and dignity. 

Despite the self-reinforcing nature of digital stratification, the literature identifies promising 

pathways for disruption. Four broad mechanisms emerge. First, reflexive transparency requires 

opening the “black boxes” of algorithms and data systems. Weiskopf and Hansen (2023) describe 

this as creating a space of ethics, where organizations maintain continual reflection on the 

consequences of algorithmic decisions. Algorithmic audits and open-data protocols allow biases to 

be detected and corrected before they become entrenched. Second, inclusive digital governance 

extends participation to those most affected by inequality. Participatory policy design, as highlighted 

by Lahat and Sened (2023) and Busemeyer (2024), ensures that behavioral insights reflect diverse 

lived experiences rather than elite assumptions. Such inclusivity can counteract the informational 

asymmetries documented by Fastenrath and Marx (2024). Third, redistributive legal and fiscal 

reform provides the institutional scaffolding for ethical nudging. Dimick (2019) conceptualizes 

taxation and welfare law as a normative choice architecture capable of embedding fairness into 

structural design. Similarly, De Schutter et al. (2025) demonstrate that early, rights-based 

interventions can interrupt intergenerational poverty traps. Finally, intergenerational and long-term 

equity emphasizes sustainability over immediate efficiency. Schmidt and Juijn (2024) and 

Busemeyer (2024) argue that policies addressing future generations, such as green investment or 

youth welfare create feedback loops that sustain equality rather than inequality. 

Together, these mechanisms form a multi-level strategy: ethical reflection at the micro (behavioral) 

level, participation and transparency at the meso (institutional) level, and redistributive justice at the 

macro (legal and temporal) level. Synthesizing the reviewed studies suggests the emergence of a 

new paradigm that can be termed Digital Behavioral Institutionalism. This framework integrates 

Tilly’s structural account of durable inequality with behavioral economics and digital-governance 
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theory. In this perspective, inequality is sustained by the interplay of institutional routines, 

behavioral heuristics, and data infrastructures that co-evolve. Nudge policies become not isolated 

behavioral tools but components of a broader architecture of governance that can either stabilize or 

destabilize inequality cycles. When such architectures are designed ethically through reciprocity, 

reflexivity, and redistributive intent they have the potential to transform durable inequality into 

dynamic equality. 

The practical implications of this synthesis are substantial. Policymakers should treat behavioral 

interventions as part of an ethical infrastructure rather than as cost-effective shortcuts. Every nudge 

policy should undergo algorithmic impact assessment to ensure that it does not reinforce bias. Digital 

welfare systems must include transparent decision logs, citizen redress mechanisms, and regular 

public audits. Moreover, data justice frameworks should guide the design of scoring and ranking 

systems, ensuring that no group is permanently disadvantaged by algorithmic categorization. 

Education in digital literacy and participatory design should be mainstreamed to empower 

marginalized citizens to shape the systems that increasingly govern their lives. In short, escaping 

durable inequality requires aligning behavioral insight with democratic accountability. 

Taken together, the evidence suggests that escaping durable inequality in the digital era is not merely 

a question of redistributing material resources but of re-engineering the moral, cognitive, and 

algorithmic architectures that structure everyday life. Nudge-based policymaking, if unreflective, 

risks reproducing the very hierarchies it seeks to mitigate; yet when grounded in reciprocity, 

transparency, and long-term justice, it can become a powerful instrument for inclusive governance. 

The challenge for policymakers and scholars alike is to design digital systems that not only know 

human behavior but learn from it ethically, transforming the architecture of choice into an 

architecture of equality. 

CONCLUSION 

This systematic literature review study reveals that inequality in the digital era is not a static or 

isolated phenomenon, but a self-reinforcing system shaped by the intersection of institutional inertia, 

behavioral governance, and data infrastructures. Across the 57 reviewed studies, inequality appears 

both durable as described by Tilly (1998) and adaptive, capable of reproducing itself through 

algorithmic, cognitive, and cultural mechanisms. In contemporary governance, data-driven systems 

and behavioral nudges increasingly structure access to information, opportunities, and welfare, 

effectively transforming the traditional economic hierarchy into a digital architecture of 

stratification. The synthesis demonstrates that nudge-based policymaking, while initially conceived 

as a tool for behavioral efficiency, has evolved into a critical component of institutional design. 

When applied without ethical reflection, nudge policies risk reinforcing inequality by embedding 

biased data, reinforcing status hierarchies, and normalizing paternalistic governance. However, 

when grounded in principles of reciprocity, transparency, and participatory design, these same 

mechanisms can serve as corrective tools that enhance fairness, agency, and inclusion. This dual 

potential, both sustaining and breaking inequality cycles lies at the heart of what this study calls the 

architecture of choice in the digital era. 

This study contributes theoretically by introducing the concept of Digital Behavioral 

Institutionalism, which integrates durable inequality theory with nudge theory and digital 

governance to explain how inequality persists and transforms in data-driven societies. It reframes 

inequality not only as an economic or institutional condition but as a behavioral and algorithmic 

architecture embedded within digital infrastructures that classify, score, and steer citizens. This 

theoretical synthesis reveals that durable inequality now operates through feedback loops connecting 

cognition, culture, and code. From a policy perspective, the findings call for a transition from 

behavioral paternalism to ethical reciprocity, emphasizing transparency, accountability, and 

participation in the design of digital and behavioral policies. Policymakers are urged to adopt 

algorithmic audits, data justice principles, and co-created nudging frameworks to ensure that digital 

systems enhance rather than erode equality. By aligning behavioral insights with redistributive and 
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ethical governance, public policy can transform the architecture of choice into an architecture of 

inclusion, a system that not only predicts human behavior but learns from human dignity. 

Despite its comprehensiveness, this review has limitations that guide future inquiry. First, the corpus 

was limited to English-language studies, which may underrepresent research from the Global South, 

where digital inequality is often most visible and acute. Second, empirical evidence remains uneven: 

most studies offer conceptual or qualitative insights rather than quantitative causal estimates of how 

digital nudging affects inequality outcomes. Future research should employ longitudinal and cross-

national designs that trace how algorithmic governance interacts with redistributive policy and social 

mobility. Interdisciplinary collaboration among psychologists, data scientists, sociologists, and legal 

scholars will be essential to transform ethical frameworks into measurable and enforceable 

standards. 
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