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TO ERR IS HUMAN AND, I, for one, can attest to that. Whether we are expecting the worst to happen or are certain we know what others must be thinking, our brains are hardwired to think in certain ways. While the brain is truly exceptional, it isn’t perfect or infallible. The human brain often makes the same kinds of errors that as a matter of fact are highly predictable.​[i] Learning about these thinking errors can help us identify them easier and live with them in a more conscious and cautious manner.

You’ve probably spent most of your adult life feeling sure of yourself when it comes to how your mind works. You likely feel secure in your ability to make decisions without being influenced by any outside forces and are sure that you know why you think certain things. Let’s test this theory. Take a moment to create a picture in your mind of a lucky dwarf. I know, it sounds a very random thing to think about. Still, please do think of a lucky dwarf. Did you do it?

Now think of a number from one to ten. Don’t overthink it. Just go with the very first number that pops into your mind. Do you have your number? 

I’ll bet you were thinking of the number seven. My guess may be wrong, but on average, 95% of people choose the number seven after they are requested to think of a lucky dwarf.​[ii]

Don’t worry, I’m not a mind reader, and I did not just pull a long-distance Jedi trick on you. Rest assured, this book will provide you with answers about why you almost certainly thought of the number seven, how I knew you probably would, and much more.

How and why do people typically choose the number seven after hearing or reading the words “lucky” and “dwarf”? Our brain has a semantic network, a cluster of all the information we have learned over time. Each concept in our brain network is connected to other concepts that are related in some way. Because of this connection, whenever a concept in our semantic network gets activated through some kind of priming—in our case, my word priming with “lucky” and “dwarf”—all of the other concepts related get activated too. According to Collins and Loftus in their work A Spreading Activation Theory of Semantic Processing​[iii], we call this phenomenon “spreading activation.”

If we apply the spreading activation theory to our lucky dwarfs, we realize that we have connections with the phrase “lucky number seven,” or “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.”

Since these concepts are connected in our mind, dwarf—seven—lucky, when one of them gets activated, the others get activated too—on a subconscious level. And when you have to make a snap decision about them, like choosing the first number that pops into your mind, it is likely you will choose the number that your mind delivers the easiest.

I’m sure when you chose a number, you were convinced that you chose that number by your own free will. What about now? Are you still sure?

As you can imagine, this is not the most powerful example of mind priming out there. All commercials and sales rely on priming the mind of the consumer. Understanding how our mind can be influenced, how it falls into subconscious biases and how to detect these can be a real asset. This book will talk about similar mind tricks and their effects on our everyday lives.

In economy, it is assumed that people behave in a rational manner and that’s how they make their financial decisions. Behavioral economics has a different approach. Behavioral economics distances itself from making any judgment without empirical evidence so first just looks at how people behave. Experts of this field make research in labs and in real life, in the field to see how people behave and draw their consequences. Thanks to the observations made by behavioral economists it became clear that the behavior of people often proves to be more irrational than traditional economics suggests.

There is one way to be rational and many ways to be irrational. Think about emotions: if you were in a forest 2000 years ago and you saw a wolf pack how do you think that as a human being you would behave? Would you pause to think, to analyze the situation, calculate what you should do, what are the costs and benefits and risks of certain actions? Of course not. You would run the moment you saw the wolves. 

That’s how emotions work. When we see something that puts us in danger, or when we encounter ourselves in a situation where attraction is involved we turn our cognition off. We don’t think. We just feel and execute the command our brains give us. In the case of the wolf situation, you only heard the command run; you didn’t think, didn’t calculate, just ran. 

Emotions work the same way today as they did hundreds or thousands of years ago. Although we don’t often encounter a pack of wolves on a casual Friday night, there are other things that trigger us; a sales advertisement, someone cutting in front of us on the road, someone upsets us, we have the same emotion-driven reactions as our ancestors. 

Don’t get discouraged. Just because we have this tendency it doesn’t mean that we can’t improve their impact on our lives. There is hope to help ourselves in these situations. This book is talking about these hopes in detail. 

My hope is that after reading this book when you see something you will be able to identify it as an emotional hijacking or a thinking error and will be able to fix it. 

Let’s see some common thinking errors of today. For example, think about the magic word free. Most people are going for free stuff even if they don’t need it or if it is not good for them. But it turns out that if it wasn’t free, we wouldn’t have the same lure to it. Ask yourself whenever the temptation of free bamboozles you if you’d buy that thing if it cost a dollar?

People have the tendency to observe easily the irrationalities in other people. When others are exhibiting irrationalities people often think that they don’t behave so irrationally. That they are rational above average. Studies proved that more than seventy percent of people think they are above average, better than their peers. Something must be wrong with math here. Or is something wrong with our objectivity? Behavioral economist and professor of psychology, Dan Ariely, suggests that the best thing we can do when noticing irrationalities in our peers is to use our observations as a mirror. Did your friend make an irrational shopping decision? I’m sure you made some too in your lifetime. Did your brother fall for the wrong girl again? You made some wild decisions in the name of love too. Instead of wasting your thought on how your fellow humans are more irrational than you it is better to think of strategies on how to prevent the detected irrationality in your life. 

Becoming aware of an irrational decision—regardless who does it—and brainstorming solutions of how to prevent them in the future is the first step to becoming more rational and making better decisions. 

Another way to prevent making mistakes is practicing things that we could do that would avoid  the situation. How many times do you enter a restaurant when on a diet and, while pledging to eat only a salad, the waiter ends up serving you a double cheeseburger with fries? You tell yourself “just today.” Sure enough, no one is innocent in this mental blooper. Or were you pledging to get yourself a better helmet for the next motorbike season but when the moment comes and you sit on your bike, this pledge doesn’t seem so important anymore because you can’t imagine getting into an accident? 

I understand neither of these cases is something that you can fix at the moment. You probably won’t send back the cheeseburger or call an Uber instead of finally having a free ride. You won’t be like “let me fix these cognitive errors.” In these situations it is especially crucial to think before we even engage in irrational behavior and try to prevent ourselves from doing them in the first place. 

This requires a lot of practice, of course. But also requires you to know your irrationalities well, think ahead, and force yourself to do something before you’d engage in the irrational behavior that makes it impossible to fall prey. For example, if you know that you need to lose weight but you hate going to the gym and dieting, schedule appointments with a personal trainer or friend beforehand who will force you to do those push-ups. Or you can ask the waiter to, instead of bringing the menu, just tell you what kind of salads they have so you don’t even see the other options. 

What I have been talking about until now is behavioral economics in action. What is behavioral economics more precisely?

This field of science is a blend of psychology and economics that aims to provide information about how and why people are not behaving in their best interests. Behavioral economics gives the framework to understand when and how we make cognitive mistakes. Some of these errors are quite predictable because they occur in specific circumstances. Other errors can happen in a non-specific nature, we can expect them to happen nevertheless. Behavioral economics aims to create solutions that help people to make wiser, better decisions to enrich their lives.

Behavioral economics was a response to the rational choice model promoted by traditional economics. Originated from Adam Smith, the rational choice model claims that people are acting in their best interest, carefully weighing the costs and benefits of their decisions. Allowing people to act on their best decision will create a just, free, self-sustaining market. Adam Smith, however, didn’t assess human behavior correctly. People are fairly often not sure of their preferences and, sometimes, frankly don’t even know what and why they are thinking. Traditional economists assumed that people have great self-control, laser-sharp awareness about the long-term benefits of their decisions, they can delay gratification for a greater reward. Contemporary psychology proved that this is simply not the case. 

Behavioral economists realize and accept that people have limited control over their cognitive abilities, their willpower is limited, their self-control easily wavers, and the decisions they make are often about instant gratification than long-term wellbeing. The human mind is greatly influenced by the context of a presentation, by emotions, and the preferences of others. 

Daniel Kahneman, psychologist and Nobel Prize winner in economics, had the following remark, “it seems that traditional economics and behavioral economics are describing two different species.”

Behavioral economics sheds light on human irrationalities, why we self-sabotage, can’t keep our self-control, fall into the same mental traps over and over again. Neuroscientists argue that the human brain is composed of different parts, each following its own logic. There is no dominant decision maker among these parts. Because of these multiple decision makers are we sometimes sabotaging ourselves? We can have seeking pleasure and avoiding pain as our main goal, we might not always make the best decisions to achieve them.​[iv]

Behavioral economics integrates a psychological understanding of human behavior into economic analysis. This field of science runs parallel with cognitive psychology, trying to guide people toward healthier behaviors by correcting cognitive and emotional errors to the pursuit of real self-interest.​[v] 

We are hard-wired to make thinking errors and often we need a reminder to make decisions in our best interest. To do this we need to understand where we go wrong and how can we manage our lives better. This book will help you to navigate your mental life more smoothly. I can’t promise that by the time you finish reading this book you will be free of thinking errors—that would be a thinking error on my side. Or worse, a big, fat lie. No, you can’t change how your mind works. But you can change your reactions. You can detect, recognize, and overwrite your thinking hiccups closely after they happen. Closely enough to be able to not react on them impulsively or not make a poor decision as a consequence. 

Without further ado, please open your mind and join me to discover the greatest roller coaster of your life called a brain.
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​Part 1
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General Laws to Discipline Your Thoughts
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​Chapter 1: A Primer
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MENTAL DISCIPLINE IS not something that you can achieve by a good night sleep or a few motivational quotes on the internet. Training your mind to be objective is a long, grueling process. Bad thinking habits, cognitive biases, and stress play vital roles in hindering your ability to think healthy. Because these things cause your mind to just be reactive to everything, they prevent you from having control on your thoughts. 

Every day, we are faced with various situations that may bring out the toxicity of our minds. 

Traffic jams, cranky customer, pressure—these things can easily become our triggers. Most people tend to just avoid situations like these, but they fail to realize that it’s not the situation that should be changed. It’s how they react to it. 

Before we move on to the ways we can discipline our mind, it is important that we first identify the bad thinking habits that we commonly subscribe to. Below are some questions that I need you to answer truthfully:
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