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Abstract

Choice architecture has traditionally been conceptualized at the macro-level of institutions,
policies, and population-wide environments. Yet many consequential decisions unfold at a
micro-level, within moment-to-moment, state-dependent interactions in which language,
timing, attention, emotion, and identity shape what options are experienced as viable. This
article introduces Ericksonian Choice Architecture (ECA) as a theory of micro-level choice
architecture that extends choice architecture itself rather than merely its application. ECA
formalizes how influence operates within real-time interaction, where the “environment” is
constituted by communicative and relational dynamics. The paper (a) specifies an influence
continuum that distinguishes choice architecture from persuasion and coercion in experiential
terms, (b) introduces state-based decision metrics that treat cognitive biases as markers of
active psychological states rather than as defects, and (c) defines six core strategies: priming,
utilization, framing, redirection, commitment, and critical thinking; all of which reposition the
phenomenology of choice as a central outcome variable. By extending choice architecture into
the micro-dynamics of interpersonal guidance, ECA supplies explanatory capacities that are not
currently formalized in macro-level models: it accounts for how options become perceptually
viable, how autonomy is preserved or eroded in real time, and why identical structural changes
can be experienced as guidance or pressure. The framework generates testable propositions
regarding state x strategy fit and provides operational criteria for distinguishing nudges from
persuasion, enabling behavioral decision science to model, predict, and ethically design
influence in contexts where agency is most fragile and most consequential.
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Introduction

Behavioral decision research has established that human choice is not reducible to the rational
weighting of information (Glimcher, 2022; Lichtenstein & Slovic, 1971; Simon, 1967; Tversky &
Kahneman, 1974). Choices are shaped by perception, emotion, attention, and meaning, often
operating outside conscious awareness (Dijksterhuis, 2004; Erickson, 1937; Kannengiesser &
Gero, 2019). In parallel, a large proportion of consequential decisions occur not in impersonal
environments but within real-time interpersonal exchanges—moments of guidance,
negotiation, conflict, and uncertainty in which cognitive capacity is strained and identity,
emotion, and social context rapidly shift. These are precisely the conditions under which people
seek help and under which influence is most potent.

Contemporary models of choice architecture have been optimized for macro-level
environments such as institutions, policies, and population-wide choice sets (e.g., Milkman,
2021; Thaler & Sunstein, 2009; Viale, 2022). These models presuppose relatively stable
preferences, low emotional arousal, and impersonal settings in which behavior can be guided
by structural features such as defaults, incentives, and framing. What they do not provide is a
theory of how choice is shaped in the micro-dynamics of interaction, where options are
introduced conversationally, meaning is co-constructed, and the subjective experience of
autonomy can emerge or collapse within seconds. As a result, behavioral decision science
currently lacks constructs for modeling state-dependent choice, relational influence, and the
phenomenology of autonomy. This gap leaves unresolved questions central to the field: Why
can identical structural changes be experienced as supportive in one interaction and coercive in
another? How do heuristics function under acute arousal or relational threat? By what criteria
can a conversational nudge be distinguished from persuasion when influence is enacted
through language rather than structural interfaces?

In practice, this theoretical absence manifests as a persistent tension. One-on-one guidance can
support adaptive decision making, yet it can also drift into opposition, triggering reactance or
power struggle precisely when individuals are least able to deliberate. In psychotherapy,
coaching, leadership, education, and crisis contexts, influence is essential, but existing decision
models offer little guidance for how to design it without eroding agency. Labeling such
moments as “resistance” or “noncompliance” obscures the role of the choosing process itself
and leaves practitioners without a principled framework for shaping choice under conditions of
emotional load.

Inspired by the clinical casework of Milton Erickson (e.g., Erickson, 1959, 1964a, 1964c), ECA is
proposed as a theory of micro-level choice architecture that addresses this gap. Rather than
treating influence as persuasion, ECA frames it as a design problem within real-time interaction,
where the “environment” of choice is constituted by language, timing, affect, and relational
context. The framework specifies how cognitive biases operate as markers of active
psychological states, how influence can be differentiated along an experiential continuum from
nudging to persuasion to coercion, and how adaptive choice can be made the most accessible
and self-endorsed path. By shifting the unit of analysis from outcomes to the lived experience



Ericksonian Choice Architecture—An Unpublished Manuscript from 2026 Page 3

of choosing, ECA establishes micro-level, state-sensitive communication as a legitimate and
necessary domain of behavioral decision science.

Phenomenon and Core Constructs

Choice architecture originated within behavioral economics as the deliberate structuring of
physical environments to influence behavior in predictable ways without forbidding options or
substantially altering incentives. Seminal work emphasized how framing and defaults shape
decisions that are not fully conscious (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). Subsequent scholarship has
expanded this approach while raising ethical concerns regarding manipulation and libertarian
paternalism (Kuyer & Gordijn, 2023).

Although informative for helping professions that rely on collaborative partnerships, ECA is not
a therapeutic model and does not involve diagnosis or treatment protocols. ECA is defined
instead as a communication-based design system that implements behavioral tactics through
language, context, and relational framing to increase the accessibility of adaptive choice. The
aim is to design conditions under which individuals can author viable actions without being told
what to choose (Erickson, 2009; Schiepek et al., 2014). Rather than presuming pathology or
deficit, ECA adopts a choice-centric stance in which guidance is oriented toward enhancing the
quality of choosing rather than “fixing” the decision maker. As such, ECA functions as a general
communication model that engages core decision processes and can be evaluated under the
same empirical and ethical standards applied to other choice architecture frameworks.

The Continuum of Influence

Based his clinical work in psychiatric hospital settings, during the 1930’s through the 194Q’s,
Milton Erickson came to the conclusion that “the simpler and more permissive and unobtrusive
is the technique, the more effective it has proved to be, both experimentally and therapeutically,
in the achievement of significant results” (Erickson et al., 1961, p. 162). This early insight has
now been realized within the science of choice architecture.

This principle provides a natural bridge to a contemporary framework in which methods of
influence are differentiated by the degree to which they constrain or preserve autonomy,
forming a continuum from coercion to rational persuasion to choice architecture (Blumenthal-
Barby, 2012) (for a visual depiction, see Figure 1). At the most restrictive end, coercion operates
by eliminating perceived alternatives, producing compliance through threat, force, or
institutional constraint, such that the individual experiences having “no choice.” The standard
ethical analysis in bioethics has been that coercion is almost always impermissible save a few
cases such as imminent threat to self or others (Blumenthal-Barby, 2012).

Persuasion occupies a middle position, relying on explicit argumentation, emotional appeal, or
salient incentives to shift preferences. It becomes operative the moment influence is
experienced as pressure from another’s reasoning, disappointment, or reward structure.
Persuasion becomes manipulative when it involves deceptive intent, exploitation of
vulnerabilities, or the unilateral exercise of power (Noggle, 2025).
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Figure 1
Trade-Off: Freedom & Autonomy versus Deterministic Power
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By contrast, choice architecture, in the form of nudging, represents the least intrusive mode of
influence, shaping behavior through unobtrusive modifications to the decision environment
that guide action without restricting options or engaging effortful deliberation (Thaler &
Sunstein, 2009). ECA situates itself at this noncoercive end of the spectrum, functioning not as
manipulation but as an ethic of relational influence that supports collaborative, self-directed
adaptation. Its practitioners adopt a choice-agnostic posture with respect to content (they do
not dictate which option must be chosen) while remaining outcome-oriented at the level of
process, employing micro-incentives and indirect suggestions (nudges) so that adaptive
engagement becomes the most accessible path.

State Psychology versus Trait Psychology

Hypnosis, as one of the oldest and most effective forms of expectancy-based treatment
(Flammer & Bongartz, 2003; Kirsch et al., 1995; Ramondo et al., 2021), is predicated on the
observation that states of conscious awareness can shift rapidly, resulting in system-wide
changes (Lynn et al., 2022). This clinical tradition contrasts with trait-based models that
conceptualize behavior in terms of population averages. In everyday contexts, however,
individuals routinely depart from their modal tendencies; for example, when typically
extraverted persons withdraw or dominant individuals yield. Especially in emotionally charged
collaborative contexts, behavior is better understood through a state-sensitive lens. State-
based models recognize that individuals often act in paradoxical or self-contradictory ways as
situational demands shift.

In ECA, dynamic reversibility refers to the mind’s capacity to rapidly reorganize its operative
mode in response to changing conditions through processes of counter-regulation. It therefore
functions as a meta-regulatory faculty, enabling the same neural and representational
resources to be redeployed under incompatible imperatives as context demands. A growing
body of evidence demonstrates that social context can induce dynamic reversals in the central
nervous system (Petrocchi & Cheli, 2019; Porges, 2007), motivation (Apter et al., 2014),
emotion (Rothermund, 2011; Rothermund et al., 2008), and memory and perception (Radulovic
et al.,, 2017; Radvansky & Copeland, 2006; Zarrindast & Khakpai, 2020); while presumably



Ericksonian Choice Architecture—An Unpublished Manuscript from 2026 Page 5

generating multiple pathways of conscious awareness (Knafo et al., 2024). From an
evolutionary perspective, dynamic reversibility is not anomalous but adaptive. Survival in
rapidly changing social environments would favor a mind capable of coordinated, rapid shifts in
motivation, emotion, cognition, perception, and physiology, enabling herd-dependent species
to flexibly realign behavior as conditions and social contingencies change.

A central contribution of ECA is a reframing of cognitive biases from “noise” to a potential
behavioral marker of active states of mind. Rather than treating these universal cognitive
processes as defects to be eliminated, ECA conceptualizes them as adaptive operations whose
value is determined by context, not by an assumed hierarchy that privileges deliberative
reasoning as inherently superior to non-deliberative judgment. For example, a state of mind
marked by authority bias is adaptive in situations requiring external guidance but problematic
when faced with exploitive conditions. The design challenge is to structure micro-environments
so that operative heuristics align with high-value choices. As an example, if an authority bias is
active, the clearest form of communication is to offer instructions. But if a state reversal occurs,
eliciting reactance (Brehm, 1966), information framed as an opportunity to defy restraint is
most readily processed.

Strata of Influence Design

ECA distinguishes forms of applied practice among three nested, hierarchical strata defined by
their level of specificity: proceduralized, individualized, and contextualized care (for a visual
depiction, see Figure 2). Proceduralized care operates at the population level, using statistical
regularities and trait-based groupings to design standardized protocols that optimize outcomes
for the greatest number, as in default enrollment policies for retirement savings (Choukhmane,
2025) or hospital surgical procedures (Haynes et al., 2009). Its strength lies in scalability and
policy implementation.

Individualized care shifts the unit of analysis to the person, tailoring communication to an
individual’s traits, preferences, and habitual idiosyncratic responses. It is most effective when a
client’s needs deviate from majority norms. This approach was initially championed by Erickson
(1965b), later supported in modern outcome studies (Norcross & Wampold, 2011), and now is
echoed in contemporary critiques of “one-nudge-for-all” models (Mills, 2022).

Contextualized care moves to an even finer grain, attending to the person-in-situation by
responding to moment-to-moment shifts in state, context, and cognitive load. Research on
dynamic decision making demonstrates that cognitive strategies vary with stress and
environmental demands (Busemeyer & Townsend, 1993), rendering static prescriptions
insufficient in acute or rapidly changing conditions.
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Figure 2

Trade-Off: Specificity versus Scalability

High Specificity

F 3

Contextualized

Individualized

Proceduralized

» High Scalability

Together, these schemes form a nested hierarchy: proceduralized care optimizes large-scale
coordination, individualized care ensures enduring personal fit, and contextualized care enables
real-time adaptation. ECA is specifically engineered to operate at this most granular level,
delivering contextualized care that responds to immediate situational demands and
dynamically shifting psychological states.

Dual processing

Contemporary models of cognition distinguish between two interacting modes of processing.
System 1 refers to fast, automatic, associative, and largely nonconscious operations that govern
perception, affect, and intuitive judgment, whereas System 2 denotes slower, effortful, and
deliberative processes associated with explicit reasoning and rule-based analysis (Kahneman,
2011; Stanovich & West, 2000). While System 2 excels at nuanced evaluation, much of everyday
judgment and action is initiated and guided by System 1 dynamics that operate outside
conscious awareness.

Choice architecture is typically designed to engage System 1 processes by communicating
options in the form of behavioral patterns, images, roles, trajectories, and emotionally valenced
metaphors rather than through explicit logic or argument. This approach is consistent with
research on embodied cognition, which shows that human understanding is structured by
embodied schemas, metaphorical mappings, and narrative frames that operate automatically
and pre-reflectively (Kahneman, 2011; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Erickson conceptualized these
dynamics in terms of unconscious mentation, reasoning as early as 1937 that a single
communicative act can simultaneously convey a conscious meaning and an implicit directive,
with the latter guiding behavior outside awareness while remaining subjectively experienced as
self-generated (Erickson, 1937).
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System 1 does not reason in syllogisms; it operates through patterns of association, affective
resonance, and embodied meaning (Kahneman, 2011; Morewedge & Kahneman, 2010).
Accordingly, micro-level choice architecture is not designed to persuade System 1 through
argument, but to configure the experiential field within which subsequent analytic reasoning
unfolds (insight). When effective, ECA functions as a form of cognitive ecology, shaping the
conceptual environment in which events are interpreted and options are perceived, such that
experiences acquire direction, weight, and purpose before deliberation begins.

Six Core Strategies

Because ECA does not rely on fixed, step-by-step procedures and is instead grounded in
situational dynamics (contextualized care), it requires a mechanism for flexible application. This
is achieved through a functional distinction between strategies and tactics. Strategies specify
intent and outcome criteria, whereas tactics operationalize those aims in situ. Mastery
therefore consists not in memorizing techniques, but in discerning when and how a given tactic
serves the governing strategy (Short et al., 2005).

Although ECA encompasses a large repertoire of evidence-based behavioral tactics, too
numerous to list here, a small set of overarching strategies specifies their functional aims of
supporting autonomous decision making and self-organizing change and establishes criteria for
evaluating effective implementation. Because ECA assumes that behavioral change is ongoing
and self-perpetuating rather than episodic (Duckworth & Gross, 2020), effectiveness is not
indexed by short-term compliance but by the subjective experience elicited by a tactic,
specifically whether it evokes autonomous problem solving. This postmodern approach was
articulated by Erickson under the rubric of permissive suggestion, grounded in the claim that
individuals can be trusted to engage unconscious processes (System 1) in discovering solutions
suited to their unique circumstances (Erickson et al., 1961, p. 272). The central assumption is
that people are most likely to thrive when their intrinsic mechanisms of adaptation and
motivation are activated. Within this framework, behavioral change emerges as a natural
byproduct of autonomous problem solving rather than as a primary target of intervention.

The six core strategies of ECA are priming, utilization, framing, redirection, commitment, and
critical thinking. Each strategy can be instantiated by multiple tactics, and the definitions that
follow are illustrated with a single evidence-based exemplar.

Priming

An underlying principle in ECA is that language does not merely convey information; it
configures experience. This claim is supported by experimental research on priming effects
demonstrating that subtle linguistic cues systematically alter perception, judgment, and
behavior (W. Dai et al.,, 2023). Anticipating this work, Erickson described the use of verbal
priming to influence unconscious attitudes and implicit goals through what he termed the
interspersal technique, in which strategically selected words are embedded within an otherwise
neutral or monotonous discourse, allowing their effects to operate without explicit
contextualization (Erickson, 1966).
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When the prime (verbal or non-verbal) aligns with a person’s attitudes or values, they are more
likely to act consistently with it and perceive their actions as self-initiated rather than imposed.
Research supports this effect. For instance, exposure to achievement-related words like “strive”
or “win” have been shown to improve task performance even when individuals remain
unaware of the connection (Bargh et al., 2001; Dijksterhuis et al., 2007). This enables designed
affordances to guide choice without undermining autonomy.

A tactic aligned with priming is momentary allurements, which redirects motivation by
activating high-priority goals through the strategic introduction of low-priority temptations.
Rather than suppressing impulse, this tactic converts it into a reverse prime (Glaser & Banaji,
1999). Research by Fishbach, Friedman, and Kruglanski (2003) demonstrates that temptations
can paradoxically strengthen commitment to long-term goals when they function as implicit
reminders of what is at stake. In ECA, momentary allurements introduce brief, ego-discordant
cues that would ordinarily signal indulgence, but that, when exaggerated or framed as out of
character, instead evoke self-correction. Impulses are not opposed. They are switched into
signals that reinforce commitment and initiate adaptive action (Duckworth et al., 2016;
Fishbach et al., 2003).

By leveraging priming, ECA can shape the subjective field in which options are encountered,
activating values-consistent tendencies in advance of conscious reasoning and enabling change
to emerge as an extension of the individual’s own intentions rather than as a response to
persuasion.

Utilization

Erickson articulated utilization as a key principle of his approach to collaborative problem
solving (Erickson, 1959, 1960, 1965b). Utilization is achieved when high-value options are
identified and aligned with existing abilities, interests, social resources, and behavioral
momentum. In clinical settings, Erickson emphasized the strategic utilization of elements of the
presenting complaint, features initially endowed with negative valence, by repurposing them as
functional components of the eventual solution (Erickson et al., 1961). Rather than requiring
individuals to change who they are or how they operate, utilization adapts the collaborative
process to preconscious action tendencies, using automatic behavioral patterns as entry points
for progress. This approach catalyzes the experience of choice by strengthening self-efficacy,
thereby rendering opportunities more accessible and intrinsically engaging.

Utilization is grounded in the observation that difficulty arises not from conditions themselves,
but from the perceived discrepancy between what is expected and what can be enacted. For
the ECA practitioner, this discrepancy need not arise if whatever the client does is treated as a
foundation for adaptive reuse. Unlike change, which is inherently variable, a stance of
utilization renders opportunity invariant: every choice becomes a viable point of entry for
engagement rather than evidence of failure or a point of friction.

Erickson (1964b) identified ownership of the problem solving process as a foundational
principle of effective collaboration, arguing that influence should shift responsibility and goal
ownership to the client, such that desired outcomes become self-generated rather than
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externally imposed. By eliciting clients’ own formulations of intentions and values, this form of
choice design transforms external guidance into personally endorsed commitments. When
authorship of the solution is made salient, the resulting nudge operationalizes the IKEA effect.
This tactic increases perceived value, commitment, and persistence by leveraging the tendency
to invest more in outcomes one has helped construct (Norton et al., 2012). Within ECA, this
principle extends beyond product assembly to the architecture of action itself: when individuals
participate in designing their own paths forward, effort is recruited rather than imposed, and
engagement is sustained by the intrinsic value of choices one has helped bring into being.

Framing

Anticipating modern cognitive science, Erickson proposed that language activates structured
networks of meaning that carry implicit assumptions, values, and causal models, such that
shifts in wording (reframing) can reorganize experience at preconscious levels (Erickson & Rossi,
1976a). Consistent with this view, research in linguistics, cognitive social psychology, and
behavioral economics has established that frames operate largely outside awareness,
automatically shaping inference and judgment (Kahneman, 2011; Kuang & Bicchieri, 2024;
Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). When used strategically, framing means shaping the way individuals
perceive and make sense of information by mediating reference points, contextual cues, or
emotional coding. Framing does not seek to change the facts but instead redefines what the
choice means or how it feels. For example, a specific form of framing known as temporal
framing underlies the effectiveness of tactics such as temporal landmarks, which are known to
segment experience, reset reference points, and motivate action by marking psychologically
meaningful transitions (H. Dai et al., 2014; Milkman et al., 2014). Operationally, this tactic is
implemented by anchoring a desired behavior to a salient boundary event (e.g., “after your
wedding day”), thereby converting an abstract intention into a time-bound choice that has
greater alignment with personal values and goals.

By leveraging framing, ECA can restructure the subjective landscape in which decisions occur,
aligning perception and affect in advance of deliberation so that adaptive action feels like a
natural continuation of experience rather than a response to pressure.

Redirection

Redirection operates on the premise that maladaptive behavior often reflects a legitimate
underlying motive expressed through a suboptimal pathway. Rather than opposing the motive
or suppressing the impulse, redirection preserves the functional aim while shifting its trajectory
toward an adaptive alternative. This strategy aligns with Erickson’s observation that friction
diminishes when individuals are not required to relinquish a value-laden goal, but are instead
offered an alternative pathway for attaining it (Erickson, 1954b, 1965a). In ECA, redirection is
achieved by identifying the operative need embedded in a pattern of action and designing
affordances that guide that motive toward outcomes that serve both the individual and the
broader context.

At the cognitive level, redirection exploits the fact that attention and motivation are
dynamically allocated and highly sensitive to immediate cues. Behavioral science demonstrates
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that choice is often governed by salience and immediacy rather than by stable preference
hierarchies (Bordalo et al., 2012; Kahneman, 2011). Redirection therefore functions by
intervening at the point of activation, altering which option is most compelling in the moment
without negating the underlying desire. This preserves autonomy by allowing the individual to
pursue what matters to them, while subtly reorganizing the field of available paths.

For example, Erickson frequently employed cognitive reinvestment to redirect maladaptive
behavior. Often described in the Ericksonian literature as “symptom prescription” (Gordon &
Meyers-Anderson, 1981; Rosen, 1982), cognitive reinvestment refers to the deliberate use of
conscious thought to interrupt an automatic response. When a person tries to control or
initiate a well-learned habit by applying explicit, rule-based instructions held in working
memory, this conscious oversight disrupts the smooth, implicit execution of the behavior
(Masters & Maxwell, 2008). Instead of running on auto-pilot, the behavior becomes effortful,
awkward, and open to modification. Within ECA, this paradox is used strategically by inviting
clients to enact automatic, impulsive, or non-volitional behaviors in an intentionally conscious
manner. In doing so, the habit’s automaticity is weakened and progressively transformed into a
choice.

Commitment

Commitment is a core strategy in ECA that renders change in habit or intention a sustainable
expression of personal will. Rather than constraining choice through external control,
commitment leverages prior decisions, values, and personal responsibility to strengthen
motivation while preserving the subjective experience of autonomy. Its functional aim is to
transform abstract preferences into lived priorities by converting intention into investment
(Koslowsky et al., 1988). In doing so, commitment satisfies fundamental psychological needs for
coherence, mastery, and self-authorship, allowing behavior to feel self-directed even as the
range of maladaptive options is narrowed (Deci & Ryan, 2008).

Within ECA, commitment operates by creating continuity across time. By anchoring present
action to past choices and future identity, it introduces a productive tension between
immediate freedom and obligation to oneself. This temporal binding reduces fragmentation of
intention and generates momentum toward follow-through (Bryan et al., 2010). Under this
strategy, action is not imposed; instead, behavior emerges as a value-consistent extension of
self-definition (Russo et al., 2021). Such continuity can be operationalized through commitment
devices, including handshakes or behavioral contracts (Rogers et al., 2014), as well as
implementation intentions (Gollwitzer & Brandstatter, 1997), which translate abstract
commitments into concrete action plans by specifying when, where, and how valued behavior
will occur, thereby stabilizing follow-through without external enforcement.

Erickson (1961) anticipated this mechanism in his clinical work, observing, “When a child
refuses to go to bed on time, the parent can ask, ‘Do you want to go to bed at eight or five after
eight?’” They certainly are going to choose the five minutes after 8:00. It is the patient's
commitment of himself to arouse at a signal rather than now. Yet the operator has really
pleased the patient by letting him have his way, instead of forcibly compelling him to follow the
operator's will. That is the important thing” (p. 47). Although Erickson emphasized hypnosis as a
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medium of communication, subsequent research has demonstrated that hypnotic
responsiveness itself can be enhanced by embedding instructions within ad hoc
implementation intentions (Gallo et al., 2012).

Critical thinking

Within ECA, critical thinking is a strategy designed to revise causal understanding by engaging
preconscious learning processes that prepare conscious reasoning for insight. Rather than
beginning with formal logic or explicit argumentation, critical thinking operates at a System 1
level through the review, simulation, and reorganization of experience. Its functional aim is not
to persuade, but to destabilize rigid assumptions and expand the perceived space of possibility
so that new conclusions can emerge as self-generated discoveries.

This strategy reflects the Ericksonian premise that durable change is more likely when
individuals arrive at new understandings on their own, through indirect experiential processes,
than when they are instructed in what to think. By inviting clients to examine patterns across
lived events—past, present, or imagined—critical thinking incubates alternative causal models
outside awareness. These preconscious revisions alter what “makes sense” long before explicit
reasoning is engaged, increasing the likelihood that subsequent insights feel intuitive rather
than imposed.

A representative tactic is episodic future thinking, which guides individuals to vividly simulate
concrete future scenarios (Atance & O’Neill, 2001). By mentally inhabiting specific outcomes,
individuals implicitly test assumptions about causality, effort, and consequence. This
experiential forecasting recruits the same neural systems used in autobiographical memory,
allowing imagined futures to function as data. Empirical evidence indicates that such
simulations increase future-oriented behavior and attenuate present bias by rendering distal
outcomes psychologically immediate (Benoit et al., 2011; Peters & Biichel, 2010). Future-
oriented analysis can be further strengthened through mental contrasting, which enhances goal
commitment and persistence by juxtaposing a desired future with present obstacles, thereby
activating nonconscious motivational processes that translate abstract intention into sustained
action (Kappes & Oettingen, 2014; Oettingen & Gollwitzer, 2010). Within ECA, these types of
implicit analyzes operationalize critical thinking by enabling people to experience alternative
trajectories, thereby revising what they expect is possible. By incubating new causal intuitions
at a preconscious level, the strategy ensures that subsequent System 2 insights arise
organically, preserving autonomy while expanding the horizon of choice.

Integrative Framework: Micro-Level Choice Architecture

Contemporary critiques of choice architecture increasingly emphasize empowerment and the
protection of autonomy. Riccardo Viale’s (2022) work exemplifies this trajectory by questioning
opaque System-1 nudges and advocating for conscious accept-reject capacity. While this
literature advances ethical standards for macro-level interventions, it leaves under-specified
how empowerment is enacted in real-time interpersonal guidance. ECA addresses this gap by
formalizing micro-level choice architecture.
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Within ECA, the environment is not primarily physical or institutional but communicative and
relational. Language, timing, social cues, attention, emotion, and identity constitute the micro-
environment in which choice unfolds. Influence is contextualized, conversational, and dynamic,
relying on indirect suggestion (Erickson & Rossi, 1976b; Glucksberg et al., 1982), sequencing
(Ilgou & Bless, 2007; Tubbs et al., 1993), orientation in time (Atance & O’Neill, 2001; Erickson,
1954a; Ernst et al., 2015) and co-constructed choice moves (Erickson & Rossi, 1976a; Reuber et
al., 2015).

ECA defines a nudge as influence that predictably alters behavior without forbidding options or
significantly changing incentives. When disappointment, rewards, or critical reasoning are
experienced as pressure, influence shifts along a continuum from choice architecture toward
persuasion and, when autonomy collapses into helplessness, toward coercion. This continuum
is tied to forms of guidance that support freedom, autonomy, and self-organizing change.

Implications

ECA extends choice architecture to the micro-level of real-time interaction, demonstrating that
the environment of choice can be constituted by language, timing, affect, and relational
context. By treating interpersonal guidance as a design problem rather than a persuasive act,
ECA shifts the unit of analysis from behavioral outcomes to the lived experience of choosing.
This reframing positions heuristics as functional design material, identifies autonomy, meaning,
and self-efficacy as measurable levers of influence, and establishes state-sensitive
communication as a legitimate domain of choice architecture. In doing so, ECA bridges macro-
level nudging models with the phenomenology of dyadic decision making (Elwyn et al., 2003),
providing an ethically grounded framework for guiding high-stakes choices precisely when
agency is most vulnerable and most consequential.

Practical Implications

Because ECA targets adaptive engagement under shifting priorities, it is inherently portable
across domains in which individuals must act under uncertainty, emotional load, or competing
motives. The framework is therefore applicable to psychotherapy, coaching, crisis intervention,
leadership, education, and parenting, not as a set of role-specific techniques, but as a unified
logic for designing moment-to-moment conditions under which self-directed choice becomes
most accessible. Across these contexts, ECA enables practitioners to work with, rather than
against, fluctuating states of arousal, motivation, and identity, allowing guidance to remain
responsive to the individual-in-situation rather than to static protocols. Equally central are its
ethical implications. By locating influence at the least intrusive end of the continuum, ECA
formalizes transparency, accountability, and the preservation of experiential autonomy as
operational design constraints. Influence is evaluated not solely by behavioral compliance but
by whether individuals experience themselves as authors of their actions. This shifts ethical
analysis from intent alone to measurable phenomenology, providing a framework for
constructing concrete safeguards against manipulation while retaining the effectiveness of
indirect, System 1-level guidance.



Ericksonian Choice Architecture—An Unpublished Manuscript from 2026 Page 13

Research Implications for Behavioral Decision Making

ECA reframes the empirical targets of choice architecture by elevating “experienced choice” to
the status of a dependent variable. Beyond recording behavioral outcomes, research must
directly assess phenomenological indices of choosing, including felt autonomy, competence,
ownership, and meaningfulness (Martela et al., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Van den Broeck et al.,
2016), as these experiences mediate durability, helper-helpee friction, and ethical legitimacy.
This shift implies a parallel change in experimental design. Rather than treating nudges as
static, one-shot manipulations, ECA conceptualizes influence as an iterative process in which
practitioners continuously observe state, design context-sensitive affordances, and evaluate
their effects in real time. Such loops better approximate naturalistic decision ecologies and
permit fine-grained analysis of state x strategy interactions. Finally, ECA provides a testable
boundary condition for distinguishing nudges from persuasion and coercion (Martela et al.,
2021; Rains, 2013; Reynolds-Tylus, 2019). Influence types can be experimentally differentiated
by measuring perceived pressure, freedom, and authorship along the continuum of influence
(Gardner et al.,, 1993; Lidz et al., 1995). This enables behavioral science to move beyond
categorical definitions toward operational criteria, allowing researchers to determine not only
whether an intervention works, but whether it functions as choice architecture in the strict
sense—guiding action while preserving the subjective experience of freedom.

Testable Propositions

ECA generates a set of experimentally tractable predictions that extend beyond outcome-based
nudging models. First, a state x nudge fit hypothesis predicts that the effectiveness of strategy
families will vary as a function of arousal. Under low arousal, deliberative strategies such as
critical thinking should enhance adaptive choice, whereas under high arousal, System 1-
oriented strategies such as priming and utilization should be superior (Loewenstein, 2005; Yu,
2016). Deliberative prompts introduced during high arousal are predicted to lose efficacy or
provoke disengagement unless preceded by regulatory or relational moves that reduce
cognitive load.

Second, a continuum discrimination test can hold objective choice-set changes constant while
varying whether influence is framed as pressure (e.g., disappointment, reward contingencies)
or as an autonomy-supportive nudge (Cheon et al., 2020; Reeve & Jang, 2006). ECA predicts
that these conditions will diverge in perceived coercion and reactance despite identical
behavioral affordances.

Third, the framework specifies mechanistic “phenomenological gates” through which influence
operates: (a) the experience that choice is possible (agency and competence), (b) that choice is
preferable (affective valuation), and (c) that choice is self-directed (ownership). These
constructs can be measured directly and tested as mediators of behavioral effects across
strategy families.

Finally, ECA predicts an iteration advantage for complex behavior change: interventions
structured as observe - design - evaluate loops should produce greater durability and higher
perceived autonomy than single-shot nudges (Klasnja et al., 2015; Nahum-Shani et al., 2017).
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Together, these propositions reposition choice architecture as a dynamic, state-sensitive
process and render its ethical and phenomenological claims empirically falsifiable.

Conclusion

Ericksonian Choice Architecture formalizes micro-level choice architecture as a distinct and
necessary extension of behavioral decision science. Whereas dominant models have treated
preferences as relatively stable and have evaluated influence primarily through behavioral
outcomes, ECA demonstrates that choice unfolds within rapidly shifting psychological states
and that influence operates through the experiential ecology of interaction itself. This paper
advances three analytic contributions: it reconceptualizes cognitive biases as observable
markers of active states rather than as noise, it operationalizes influence along an experiential
continuum that distinguishes nudging from persuasion and coercion, and it elevates “choice
quality” (felt agency, competence, ownership, and meaning) as an empirical construct.
Together, these moves supply explanatory capacities that macro-level models cannot provide:
they account for how options become perceptually viable, how autonomy is preserved or
eroded in real time, and why identical structural changes can be experienced as helpful
guidance or unhelpful pressure.

By redefining the “environment” of choice as communicative and relational, ECA closes a
theoretical gap between population-level nudging and the phenomenology of dyadic decision
making. It reframes interpersonal guidance as a design problem rather than a persuasive act
and establishes state-sensitive communication as a legitimate domain of choice architecture. In
doing so, ECA extends behavioral decision theory beyond static environments and outcome
metrics toward a model capable of explaining how influence is experienced, resisted, or
integrated under conditions of uncertainty and emotional load. This micro-level perspective not
only broadens what can be predicted and ethically designed, but also clarifies how autonomy,
meaning, and integrity can function as causal levers of adaptive action.
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