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      { FOR JOHN }

      


   

   	 


      All human actions have one or more of 
these seven causes: chance, nature, 
compulsion, habit, reason, passion, and desire.


      —Aristotle (384 B.C.–322 B.C.)




   

      {INTRODUCTION}


      I’ve Got Your Number


      A few years ago, when I was editing Family Circle magazine, we decided to publish a classic cookbook. The magazine was well known for its triple-tested recipes but had never

         taken that giant step into the world of trade book publishing to compete with the hundreds of other cookbooks on the shelves:

         books by Julia Child, Better Homes and Gardens, Gourmet magazine, and others. Many of these “food bibles” offered 1,000 recipes or more. But as I sifted through the data and delved

         into the research, I learned something even more interesting. People who purchased these cookbooks used, on average, about

         7 out of the 1,000 recipes available. Why so few?

      


      I talked to a few friends and associates about this seeming anomaly and became even more intrigued when one said, “Doesn’t

         surprise me. I have a closet stuffed with clothes, yet I always seem to wear the same seven outfits each week.” One man told

         me that he couldn’t deal with the choices at the coffee shop near his office, so he ordered the daily special regardless of

         what was offered.

      


      George Miller, a Harvard University psychology professor in the 1950s, was also intrigued with the number seven. While his

         colleague B. F. Skinner was working on advances in behavioral psychology, Miller focused on cognitive science. He published

         his landmark study, “The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some Limits on Our Capacity for Processing Information,”

         in the Psychological Review in 1956. He opens with this thought: “My problem is that I have been persecuted by an integer. For seven years this number

         has followed me around, has intruded in my most private data, and has assaulted me from the pages of our most public journals.”
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      Miller completed a series of measurements, experiments, and data and showed the limits of the human mind to remember large

         amounts of information. He established that the average person can hold up to seven numbers, words, or visual objects in short-term

         or working memory. (Some say that telephone numbers were limited to seven digits because of this finding.)

      


      Seven is a natural brain filter, managing information and visual stimuli in order to let the brain and memory function properly.

         What Miller couldn’t anticipate was the overwhelming amount of information and electronic stimulation that would result from

         computing and the Internet. But that overload is rewiring our brains and causing us to flit from reading an e-mail, to listening

         to our iPods, to making a cell phone call, to reading a tweet, to watching a video. It’s mental hopscotching, and young and

         old are now both victims of memory impairment.

      


      My twenty-six-year-old daughter is an editor at a popular political website. She has always loved books, and had started a

         book club after graduating from college. A few months ago, she confided that she had lost her ability to read long passages

         in the novel she had selected without taking a break or doing something else. She decided to retrain her brain by forcing

         herself to read without any interruptions. It took a few months, but she’s back in her groove. I wondered how many others

         her age were similarly affected by the digital noise in their everyday lives. I decided to create a simple “memory survey”

         and give it to two groups: ages 22–30, and ages 45–65. Here’s what I found:

      


      

         

            	STATEMENT

            	YOUNG

            	OLD

         


         

            	I forget appointments.

            	41%

            	45%

         


         

            	I forget people’s names immediately after they have introduced themselves.

            	82%

            	87%

         


         

            	I find I cannot remember something that is on the tip of my tongue.

            	29%

            	35%

         


         

            	I forget important dates like birthdays and anniversaries.

            	41%

            	45%

         


         

            	Even though I put things in a special place, I still forget where they are.

            	53%

            	51%

         


         

            	I fit that I have read several paragraphs without being able to recall what I read.

            	59%

            	48%

         


         

            	I have gone into a room to get something, gotten distracted, and left without what I went there for.

            	76%

            	80%

         


         

            	I begin one task and get distracted into doing something else.

            	76%

            	69%

         


         

            	I have to go back to check whether I have done something or not (e.g., turning out the lights, locking doors).

            	76%

            	78%

         


         

            	I make mistakes because I am doing one thing and thinking about another.

            	59%

            	43%

         


      


      George Miller’s theory might explain why we should use the number seven to clean up the pollution in our brains and regain

         some cognitive control. But what about the other phenomena? What about the Seven Wonders of the World, the seven seas, the

         seven ages of man, the seven daughters of Atlas in the Pleiades, the seven levels of hell, the seven primary colors, the seven

         notes of the musical scale, and the seven days of the week? Why were there only “7 Habits of Highly Effective People”? Why

         only seven dwarfs, seven ingredients in a Big Mac, seven continents? Why were there originally only seven deadly sins (lust,

         greed, pride, wrath, sloth, envy, gluttony), especially since it’s so easy to think of at least a dozen more?

      


      Why were the Seven Sisters a group of women’s colleges, a group of Stalinist skyscrapers in Moscow, and a group of popular

         magazines aimed at women? And why, when asked to choose a number between 1 and 10, do most people choose 7? Why is there a

         seven-year-itch and why do the opposite sides of a die add up to seven? I began to investigate why the number seven played

         such a dominant role in religion, science, the arts, literature, business, and education.

      


      Seven can not only filter the flood of information that constantly assaults us in our daily lives, it can also help us make

         smart choices when we search for a job, purchase a house, or even shop for orange juice. Seven can help us find the right

         words at the right time, and avoid the words and phrases that undermine or embarrass us. I learned that the number seven is

         that near-perfect value, and I wanted to celebrate and share its wonderful and ancient history. I also discovered that seven

         has been used as a tool to define time, synthesize ideas, and keep one’s mind and memory performing at top speed. Seven shows

         us how to get the most out of life and give the best of ourselves. It makes everyday living a little bit better.
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      SCALLOP’S EDGE


      Cena della Vigilia, the Feast of the Seven Fishes, is an Italian Christmas tradition. The meal commemorates the wait of the

            birth of the baby Jesus. The decorative shell is also a symbol of fertility.


      —Sources: 

            Saveur.com; Wikipedia


   

      {CHAPTER 1}


      Simplicity


      Nothing is enough for the man to whom enough is too little.


      —Epicurus


      Why do we group so many things in sevens? Seven is more than a lucky number or a famous baseball player’s uniform. It’s the

         brain’s natural shepherd, herding vast amounts of information into manageable chunks. It’s also a special tool that can help

         you make smart decisions and sift through all the choices of modern life. Even more important, seven can filter the digital

         static that comes from being connected to our cell phones, iPods, e-mail, TV, and the Internet. This useful digit can help

         disentangle a complicated life, leaving time for real work, family, and friends. Seven keeps it simple.

      


      When life got easier, it got harder. We used to wait in line at the bank to deposit or withdraw cash. We had to walk down

         streets to search for an empty telephone booth. We had to wrench ourselves out of an easy chair to change the dial on a console

         TV from one of the three broadcast networks to another. There was a dearth of catalogs, and no Internet, so shopping meant

         going to a store. We had to rely on one or two guidance counselors to give sage advice to hundreds of anxious high school

         seniors who hoped to get into college.
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      Technology made these tasks easier, but not without serious costs. Automated teller machines (ATMs) brought great convenience,

         but also more muggings, the first of many confusing PIN numbers, and identity theft. The walk-to public telephone booth was

         replaced by the cell phone; the remote control gave birth to the couch potato; and mall walking, the calisthenics of the credit

         card set, had to compete with desktop shopping. The less we walk, the more weight we gain. The more weight we gain, the greater

         the incidence of type 2 diabetes. And, at many high schools, guidance counselors have been replaced by virtual campus tours

         and online applications.

      


      We are living in an on-demand world, where information, acquisition, and personal contact are instant and ubiquitous. And that

         means that most of us, along with our social networks—family, friends, colleagues, merchants, and others—have overloaded our

         brains with daily stimuli.
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      Do, Re, Mi…


      There are seven whole notes in an octave.
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      I would not want to eliminate or change any of the advances that have been made in the past fifty years (especially the E-Z

         Pass). But all this change is messing with our bodies and especially our minds. We have so many choices, so many interruptions,

         and so many distractions on any given day that our natural brain filters are forced into overdrive. These filters eliminate

         irrelevant information and allow us to focus on what’s important. More often than not, that filter is the number seven. Aside

         from mythology, religion, and numerology, seven has been a practical tool for making things work and getting things done.

         We can hold on to seven: that’s why the average workday is seven hours; why we can retain a seven-digit local telephone number;

         and why there are more than 835,000 books with the number seven in their titles, one of the most successful of which is Stephen

         Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective People.

      


      Before the tech revolution, people would daydream while waiting on line at the bank. They’d let their brains idle and recharge.

         They’d hum, whistle, or think while walking instead of talking on their cell phones or listening to their iPods. The word

         stress was barely part of the vocabulary. Life wasn’t necessarily slower, but it was saner.

      


      The next big leap of technology is about to change our lives yet again. It’s the mobile Web, and it can invade your life in

         ways that will make you want to dive under the covers and stay there. The mobile Web uses technology that’s been available

         outside of the U.S. for years called 3G, for “third generation.” It turns a basic cell phone into a sophisticated high-speed

         Internet computer that enables messaging and social networking, Internet searches, downloads, electronic shopping, music,

         movies, and video games. The 3G iPhone from Apple has these features, and millions bought it as soon as it went on sale. Try

         sleeping on an airplane when they allow passengers to make phone calls. Try enjoying your favorite movie on your digital TV

         while advertisements crawl along the bottom of the flat screen like poisonous asps. Try getting into a taxi and telling the

         driver where you want to go over the voices of two local newscasters, on a split screen, telling you what you should have

         known before you left your house: that it’s going to rain. For most of us, being “always on” means being always distracted,

         interrupted, and annoyed. Activating your brain’s natural filter—consciously using seven to prioritize, organize, and limit

         the amount of stimuli you receive—can help you reclaim your focus, your balance, and even your life.

      


      Ask people to pick a number from 1 to 10. The most popular choice will be 7. Some feel that seven is a safe number and choose

         it because it’s above the mean but not at the top of the heap like ten. Others believe it’s lucky or magical. I’ve learned

         that seven is useful and practical, a number that can help people effectively and efficiently cut through the clutter of life

         and hone in on the essentials. Consciously employing the number seven as a tool to accomplish goals and manage your life is

         not a new concept. After all, both God and Shakespeare thought enough of seven to use it in dramatic ways: God to create the

         Universe (we’re including the day of rest, which no doubt was the inspiration for modern trade unions), and Shakespeare to

         identify the Seven Ages of Man: infant, schoolboy, lover, soldier, justice, pantaloon, and second childhood. (If Shakespeare

         had had the time or the inclination to identify the seven ages of woman, he might have suggested schoolgirl, scholar, lover,

         mother, careerist, divorcée, and silver fox.)

      


      HOARDERS



      We are a nation of hoarders. Not the obsessive-compulsive variety that results in piles of detritus and condemned houses. And

         not the over-the-top “I see it; I want it; I’ll buy it” types. We just like to hold on to things. Of course, some of us can

         hoard more than others. After running one of the most corrupt governments of the twentieth century, Ferdinand Marcos, president

         of the Philippines, had pilfered enough money to let his wife, Imelda, buy anything she wanted. She didn’t hold back. By the

         time she and her husband went into voluntary exile, she had amassed over 1,060 pairs of shoes.

      


      Imelda Marcos broke at least two of the seven deadly sins: greed and gluttony. Why gluttony? Because hoarding is similar to

         overeating. When your body and brain are in sync, you know when to stop because a hormone called leptin is secreted by your

         fat cells and functions as an appetite suppressant. Leptin is to eating what the brain filter “seven” is to hoarding. Seven

         sets a limit and lets you know when you’ve had enough. There are only seven types of common women’s shoes: boots, dress shoes,

         casual shoes, sandals, slides, flats, and athletic shoes. Of course within each category, there are many varieties. But even

         if one had enough closet space to store, say, seven varieties of each, the total would be 49 pairs of shoes, not 1,060. The

         average person doesn’t fly that high when it comes to hoarding. It’s simply “I’ll lose the weight and fit into those clothes

         again.” Or “I’ll need those papers someday.”
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      Magnificent Sevens


      Two sports are played with teams of seven players: team handball and water polo.


      Many of us have assigned a real value to our possessions and documents. We muse about making a killing on eBay, or magically

         extracting key data from those old floppy disks that will impress our bosses. But the real reason we keep too much stuff is

         because we have the space to do it—whether real or virtual. Since 1973 the average size of a single-family American home has

         increased almost 50 percent, from 1,660 square feet to 2,469 square feet in 2006. And that doesn’t include the three-car garage

         or the basement.

      


      Big homes, big cars, tiny office cubicles. But small work spaces mask our true virtual capacity. We have unlimited free space

         for our e-mails, photos, social networking sites, videos, blogs, music, games, and movies, with space left over for our files,

         bills, strategic reports, financial transactions, holiday lists, and miscellaneous documents. Moore’s law, which states that

         the number of transistors on computer chips doubles every two years, has not only expanded our computing capacity; it’s exploded

         it. Demand creates supply, which, in turn, creates new demand. So storage has become its own industry, from tiny thumb drives

         that can hold sixty-four gigabytes of data to the myriad outdoor and indoor physical facilities that are booming across the

         country. There’s also a retail enterprise devoted solely to storage solutions called The Container Store where you can find

         hundreds of products to stylishly house your shoes, files, or even your garbage.

      


      As a result, there’s no need to throw things out, and so we keep it all: filing and archiving with the thought that every e-mail

         is as important as one of Lincoln’s letters. Our egos tell us that everything we write is so brilliant that it must be saved

         for posterity. So we hoard and in the process, we overwhelm ourselves with “stuff.” But here’s the kicker: If and when we

         do want to dig something out, we can’t find it. No matter how many color codes, file folders, customized icons, or other devices

         we use to get organized, it’s almost impossible to keep up with the volume of e-mails and attachments that bombard us every

         day, as well as the news, professional updates, entertainment, phone calls, catalogs, magazines, text messages, and advertisements.

         We hoard because we can.

      


      It’s gotten so bad that an updated ascetic social movement has emerged during the past three decades called voluntary simplicity,

         in which disciples swear off consumerism in favor of more human contact and interaction. Real Simple magazine, with the tagline, “life made easier every day,” poses the question: “Unless you’ve spent your adult life pursuing

         some sort of monastic ideal, chances are you’ve had days when you felt buried by your possessions. You know—the clothes spilling

         from the drawers, the toys busting out of the baskets, the dishes overwhelming the cabinets. Where does it all come from?”

         Aside from Amazon, it probably comes from Costco, Wal-Mart, and Target, where the simple living movement is as terrifying

         to their executives as it is to the captains of Wall Street who know that it’s the consumer that drives the U.S. economy.
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      Heads Up
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      In the opening scene of this thriller, all the building numbers start with 7. Brad Pitt, who played one of the detectives

            investigating a series of murders inspired by the seven deadly sins, earned millions for his role in the film. But Pitt didn’t

            always have a big payday. In 1988 he was filming The Dark Side of the Sun in what was then Yugoslavia. His salary: $1,523 for seven weeks. The movie was almost complete when war broke out and the

            footage was lost. It took seven more years before the film was found. The movie was finally released in 1997.


      Family structure also plays a role in how much stuff we acquire. When children of divorce celebrate Christmas, birthdays, Bar

         Mitzvahs, or graduations, they rake it in because of multiple sets of grandparents, cousins, aunts, uncles, etc. But the joy

         of toys can be lost when the bounty is greater than a child’s ability to value it. How many stuffed animals does it take to

         become a “collection” rather than characters with names and personalities? When does the next action figure become a simple

         commodity instead of a genuine superhero? Even intact families can suffer from consumer overload. When my daughter Alexandra

         was three years old, she opened a present of six Nerf balls in a plastic tube. She emptied them out, sighed, and said, “Too

         many balls.”

      


      Simple living is a reaction to the unbridled acquisition of more and more stuff in both the real and virtual worlds. In the

         real world, your threads are the clothes stuffed into your closet. In the virtual world, threads are the endless e-mails that

         friends or colleagues send on a given subject, the longest of which is probably longer than the text in this book. E-mail

         is like atomic power: it can be both a blessing and a curse, depending on how it’s used. At one company, the boss sent a message

         to her seven direct reports, saying that the company picnic would be held on June 21, and that before the event is announced

         to the entire staff, a meeting would take place to assign key planning tasks to managers. The categories: location options,

         food, games, music, entertainment, transportation, and budgeting. Seemed simple enough. But before one could say “Hold the

         mustard,” the e-mails started flying. Instead of waiting for the meeting, the managers felt compelled to respond to their

         boss, and then to one another. It was a classic case of sycophantism laced with a healthy dose of in-house rivalry. The result

         was an e-mail thread, “re: picnic,” that went on for fifty pages. So the boss pulled rank and instituted a new policy: “Any

         e-mail thread longer than 3 will be assigned to the dead pool. If there is anything left to say, get personal—talk to your

         co-workers directly, or, if necessary, schedule a meeting.”
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      World War 0


      The Seven Years’ War—the French and Indian War—(1756–63) never rose in the ranks of history compared to World Wars I and II,

            but because the major world powers at that time were involved, Sir Winston Churchill declared it the first true world war.
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      Professor John Maeda, who recently left MIT to head the Rhode Island School of Design, describes the first time his daughters

         got e-mail accounts in the first chapter of his book The Laws of Simplicity. “It began as a tiny drop… grew to a slow drip. Today it’s a waterfall of messages, e-cards, and hyperlinks that showers upon

         them daily.” He confesses, “I find myself barely keeping afloat. I know that I’m not alone in this feeling of constantly drowning.”
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      None Too Many


      Snow White probably could have found more, but she wisely limited her social network to seven dwarfs.
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      The psychological fallout of this overwhelming assault of information and acquisition is, among other things, stress. Stress

         caused by conflict. “Should I answer those last twenty e-mails or go home and play with my kids?” Stress can play diabolical

         tricks on your body and your mind. When you’re stressed, a hormone called cortisol is released by the adrenal gland, disrupting

         the normal functioning of the hippocampus, the region of the brain responsible for working memory and learning. Forgot your

         keys? Can’t remember the name of the book on your night table? It’s not early Alzheimer’s. Most likely you’ve been interrupted

         by one or more of the myriad stimuli that assault you every day. The phone rings, an SMS message chimes on your cell, or the

         FedEx guy is knocking at your door. Memory loss has become so common it’s no longer an affliction of old age.

      


      New York Times columnist David Brooks called this phenomenon the Great Forgetting. He said, “They say the 21st century is going to be the

         Asian Century, but, of course, it’s going to be the Bad Memory Century. Already, you go to dinner parties and the middle-aged

         high achievers talk more about how bad their memories are than about real estate. Already, the information acceleration syndrome

         means that more data is coursing through everybody’s brains, but less of it actually sticks. It’s become like a badge of a

         frenetic, stressful life—to have forgotten what you did last Saturday night, and through all of junior high. In the era of

         an aging population, memory is the new sex.”

      


      Richard Saul Wurman, author of over eighty books, knows how to turn “data” into valuable information. When he wrote Information Anxiety in 1989, he inspired a new discipline called information architecture. He used simple examples to explain the difference

         between facts and information. Between memorizing and learning. For example, suppose you’re interested in buying some land

         in order to build a house. The real estate broker tells you that the property is 115,200 square feet. You have the facts,

         but they have no meaning. Imagine instead that you’re told that the property is equal to two football fields. Now you have

         information that you can understand and remember. Wurman says that “learning is remembering what you’re interested in.” He

         has proved this, anecdotally, time and again. And so have you. Ask a teenager what his mother served for dinner last night

         and you’ll get a blank stare. Ask him who Stephen Colbert had on his show that week and he’ll tell you the entire roster.

      


      The nineteenth-century philosopher and psychologist William James would agree with Wurman. In 1890, nearly 100 years before

         Information Anxiety was published, James addressed the issue of attention in The Principles of Psychology. He wrote, “Millions of items of the outward order are present to my senses which never properly enter into my experience.

         Why? Because they have no interest for me. My experience is what I agree to attend to. Only those items which I notice shape my mind—without selective interest, experience is an utter chaos. Interest alone gives accent and emphasis, light and

         shade, background and foreground—intelligible perspective, in a word.”

      


      It appears that the amount of information that goes zipping around the world also conforms to Moore’s law. According to MIT’s

         Technology Review, the world’s data traffic is doubling every two years. Who’s responsible for this traffic jam? All of us. Glut, a fascinating book on information systems by Alex Wright, takes us on a whirlwind tour of history and tells us that “human

         beings now produce annually… more than 50,000 times the number of words stored in the Library of Congress, or more than the

         total number of words ever spoken by human beings.” Some of the more than five exabytes come from social networking sites

         and user-generated content posted on sites like 

         youtube.com and 

         facebook.com. The self-publishing craze has done more than create a new industry for music, movies, and publishing. It’s reinforced the

         notion that everything we write, sing, record, videotape, or draw is worthy of other people’s attention. This conceit spills

         over into other aspects of our digital lives, especially among echo boomers. Join a site like 

         twitter.com and you can be among the hundreds getting breaking news bulletins such as “I just washed my hair.” Or “Finally finished my

         term paper.” Of course, there are benefits. When an American graduate student at U.C. Berkeley’s journalism program was about

         to be arrested in Egypt for taking photos at a protest rally, he “twittered” one word, “arrested,” which prompted the forty-eight

         friends in his network to take action. James Karl Buck was released, but his Egyptian friend remained in jail for covering

         the event.

      


			

      Simple 7 Puzzle
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      Will Shortz has been the crossword puzzle editor for The New York Times since 1993. He is also the founder and director of the American Crossword Puzzle Tournament. But words are not his only passion.

               Numbers tickle his brain power, too, and he’s the master of Sudoku puzzles. And a good thing, too. He once told me that editing

               crosswords had become more challenging because common knowledge was disappearing. Our society was developing information and

               cultural gaps that couldn’t be bridged. Take music, for instance. Some of the biggest names of this century are rap artists

               that most puzzle doers couldn’t identify. And if you did know the name of, say, Ghostface Killa, you may not know the first

               name of the lead singer of the Jefferson Airplane. Numbers, on the other hand, are agnostic. They are a universal language.


      Will is the one and only academically accredited “enigmatologist” in the world. He has a degree from Indiana University and

               studied law at the University of Virginia. But the law didn’t do it for him. Puzzles did. And he was generous enough to create

               this one using just seven numbers for this book.
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      Place the digits 1 to 7 in the grid so the four digits in each circle add up to the same total. Not counting its reflection,

         the answer is unique.

      


      (Answer is on page 35)


    


      ATTENTION



      A company called Big Research (which will probably have to become Gigantic Research before the end of this decade) found that

         the only way for people to keep up with the deluge of media options is to multitask. They claim that simultaneous media consumption

         of information from the Internet, newspapers, magazines, radio, TV, and direct mail is up as much as 35 percent, depending

         on the medium. But multitasking is stressful and inefficient. It can even be dangerous, as noted by the increase in traffic

         accidents resulting from people using their cell phones while driving.

      


      In the late 1980s, when I was editor in chief of Family Circle magazine, one of the largest consumer magazines in the country at that time, I started a column called “Beat the Clock.”

         The idea was to help women learn how to multitask in order to save time for themselves and their families. The editors and

         I thought this was a cutting-edge idea that would serve our readers well. Like other top consumer publications, the magazine

         invested in expensive reader research, surveying subscribers about the features and columns in every issue. When the results

         came back, “Beat the Clock” was at the bottom of the list. It was a dud. So we redesigned the column, changed the name, and

         tried again. But it still didn’t work. We tried for six months before finally killing the column. What the readers knew instinctively

         and what we, as editors, ultimately discovered was that people don’t want to have to do two (or more) things at once because they don’t think they can do both things well.

      


      They were right. New studies show that multitasking yields subpar results. Our minds are capable of great things, but not

         all at once. You might be able to play the piano and the accordion, but you can’t do both simultaneously (and this is a good

         thing). Edward M. Hallowell, M.D., author of Crazy Busy, says that people can handle only two low-level tasks at once, and John Medina, Ph.D., author of Brain Rules, who was featured in an ABC News segment called “Life in the Slow Lane,” said, “You can show that people on projects that

         are trying to multitask make twice as many errors and it takes them twice as long to get something done.” In fact, researchers

         have shown that multitasking is simply a series of interruptions that keep us distracted and unable to focus. William James

         knew what it meant to be focused: “Everyone knows what attention is. It is the taking possession by the mind, in clear and

         vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. Focalization, concentration

         of consciousness are of its essence. It implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others, and

         is a condition which has a real opposite in the confused, dazed, scatterbrained state which in French is called distraction and Zerstreutheit in German.” James was a true scholar, but he was also a prophet of sorts. He even predicted the phenomenon of multitasking

         by posing the question “To how many things can we attend at once?”

      


      Whether or not this century is called the Great Forgetting, we have certainly moved from an industrial economy to an information

         economy and now to an attention economy. The premise of attention economics, which is a course being offered at many top business

         schools, including Harvard, is that the ability of human beings to focus clearly on information and manage it is not only

         rare but valuable. Hence, it must be taught. At Emory University, Professor David Bray’s syllabus states, “Similar to the

         effect of pollution on the Earth’s natural environment, information pollution can erode the limited attention spans of individuals

         and cause detrimental stress-related effects for both individuals and societies as a whole.” He acknowledges that humans have

         finite attention spans, memories, and processing capabilities and concedes that more information does not always result in better decisions.

      


      CHOICE



      The seemingly endless choices of products, information, entertainment, even virtual friends and lovers can make you feel in

         control of your destiny until the glut is so overwhelming that the MEGO effect (my eyes glaze over) takes place and no action

         or decision is made. We become intellectually catatonic. The simple answer to this dilemma is to throw some, if not all, of

         the choices overboard. In Predictably Irrational, author Dan Ariely recalls how, in 210 B.C., a Chinese commander named Xiang Yu pulled a fast one on his troops. They awoke one morning to find their ships in flames

         and their food supplies ruined. They had one choice: kill or be killed. And that’s how they beat the forces of their opponents,

         the Qin Dynasty. Wiping out distracting options in order to focus on one clear goal is a risky strategy, except, it seems,

         when it comes to food.

      


      Spring, a restaurant in Paris that likes to break rules, offers a no-choice menu. Not only do the sixteen lunch and dinner

         guests have to eat what is served, they have to eat it at the same time. The chef, Daniel Rose, is an American (Mon Dieu!)

         who serves four courses at each meal, created out of the day’s fresh market offerings. He also doubles as the sommelier, pouring

         the wine he selects to go with his meal. The critics love the place. Even Michelin gave Spring a Bib Gourmand award for good

         food at moderate prices. No-choice may not appeal to everyone, but at Spring you’ll wait three months for a reservation.

      


      For some, having decisions made for them is a perfect antidote to a world of plenty. The Cosmos Diner in New York City offers,

         on average, 285 items 24/7. Yet patrons seem to have their favorites. In a not very scientific poll of diners, the seven most

         frequently ordered lunch and dinner classics are: the cheeseburger platter, the turkey dinner with all the trimmings, tuna

         on rye, the classic BLT, the meatloaf special, ham and cheese, and grilled cheese. “When faced with so many choices, you can’t

         overestimate the value of the tried and true,” says Kristin van Ogtrop, editor in chief of Real Simple. “If you love that cashmere sweater, buy it again next year. Or if you’ve found a line of shoes that always fits and doesn’t

         give you blisters, why deviate? For me it’s Theory pants. They always fit, and I don’t have to waste time hunting for something

         that might not fit as well or look as good. Of course the reason that’s not a good answer is it keeps you from trying new

         things. A satisfied life has to be about the balance of those two driving forces. Still, people should be trained to come

         to the ‘just good enough choice’ and stop! They don’t need to know the rest. I would much rather go to a restaurant that has

         seven things on the menu than have to pore over pages of options and then listen to a waiter tell me the day’s specials. That’s

         why readers connect to Real Simple today. We give them the seven things.”

      


      Another magazine, Cooking Light, knew their readers wanted simple recipes that could be prepared quickly with ingredients that most people would have on

         hand. Their feature, “Your Lucky Number: 7 Ingredients or Less” was a big hit, offering popular menus and meals. “When you

         make your ingredients count, there’s no need to go higher than seven,” they said. “These recipes will get you in and out of

         the kitchen with little effort. Each contains only seven ingredients (not counting salt, pepper, or water).” And naturally,

         they offered seven menus. My favorite recipe is the Summer Corn and White Bean Soup:

      


      [image: art]


      This quick, fiber-packed soup is a terrific way to use fresh corn. Add a slight kick with a sprinkle of Monterey Jack cheese

            with jalapeño peppers just before serving.


      Yield


      6 servings


      (serving size: about 1½ cups)


      Ingredients


      • 1 tablespoon canola oil


      • 1 cup sliced green onions


      • ¾ cup chopped cooked ham (about 4 ounces)


      • 3 cups fresh corn kernels (about 5 ears)


      • ½ teaspoon salt


      • 2 15-ounce cans navy beans, rinsed and drained


      • 2 14-ounce cans fat-free, less-sodium chicken broth


      • 2 4.5-ounce cans chopped green chilies, undrained


      Preparation


      Heat canola oil in a Dutch oven over medium heat. Add onions and ham, and cook 3 minutes, stirring frequently. Stir in corn

         and remaining ingredients. Bring to a boil; reduce heat, and simmer 5 minutes or until thoroughly heated.

      


      

      When Choice is Prime
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      Danny Meyer is New York City’s “Mr. Hospitality.” He’s the president of Union Square Hospitality Group, which includes Union

               Square Cafe, Gramercy Tavern, Eleven Madison Park, Tabla, Blue Smoke, Jazz Standard, Shake Shack, and The Modern, Cafe 2,

               and Terrace 5 at the newly renovated Museum of Modern Art, and, most recently, Hudson Yards Catering. His passion for food

               and wine is exceeded only by his love of family and his commitment to his community.


      I love food. When I travel and experience a wonderful new flavor or an exceptional new dish, I’m like a little kid who just

         tasted his first dish of ice cream. I can’t wait to eat it again. So I’ll ask one of my chefs to develop a recipe and add

         it to the menu. I travel a lot, so I’m always trying to add things to the menus because our customers like new, inventive

         dishes. It’s what makes our restaurants successful. But you can go too far.

      


      Historically, my chefs would say I put undue pressure to have them try new things. You try to reach a balance in terms of

         what the kitchen can cook really well. If there are too many items on a menu, the food becomes a commodity, not a specialty.

         And the kitchen staff can’t take the time truly great meals deserve. I’ve had to edit myself, because I’ve always wanted to

         try something new. I’ve learned to balance the menu in terms of the kitchen and the guests. If there’s any one compliment

         I treasure, it’s that we’re consistent. Our restaurants delight your palate, but at least as much, we want the experience

         to be dependable. If you go overboard on too many menu items, you can undermine the entire process.

      


      In 1994, when I opened my second restaurant, Gramercy Tavern, I knew we’d make it. Why? Because we were given the following

         phone number: GR 7 0777. I did not ask for that number, and in those days you didn’t have to worry about a 212 area code.

         You hoped you’d have a number that people could recall, and I knew that they’d always remember those sevens. I remember turning

         to my partner and chef, Tom Colicchio, and saying, “We’re in, we made it.” Without having done any research on the number,

         I knew that seven was a lucky number. I knew it would work for us. In its second year in Zagat, Gramercy Tavern became the seventh most popular restaurant—a milestone. It’s been the first or second for the past seven

         years.
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