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"It's
very simple, you just have to look at your life to see where you
are
going. You're always in a rush of something".



  
Maria
Erving



 






 





Why
is it so important to understand what drives us to act in our daily
lives? How do we make decisions? What thought structures do we
follow
to determine our choices?


 





Every
day people have to make estimates, evaluations and decisions about
thousands of possibilities. Most of these involve matters of little
importance. However, sometimes life confronts us with difficult
choices that have a strong potential to impact our future.


 





Unfortunately,
most people have very little awareness of how to make good
decisions.
In most cases, decision-makers are not able to say what made them
prefer a certain path over another. For all intents and purposes,
we
have very little awareness in our daily lives of how our
decision-making models work.


 





This
is because no one has ever taught us how our brain works when faced
with the need to make assessments and choose the best way forward.
Most people think that our choices are the result of experience or
intuition. Others assume that they represent the mediation of our
rational and emotional sides. Fewer people are aware, however, that
our judgements are in many cases also based on procedures called
heuristics.


 





Our
capacity for intellectual processing has developed through the
process of adaptation since the time of primitive man. The human
mind
has therefore incorporated a range of decision-making methods that
can be applied even when the information we have is partial or
incomplete.


 





It
is a protective mechanism that has helped us to defend ourselves
against nature and dangerous situations, but which is not always
effective in modern society. The aim of this guide is to make the
reader aware of these important aspects of decision-making. 



 





In
the following pages, you will discover how individuals make
assessments or estimates when faced with decisions. But we will
also
talk about the cognitive errors and biases that systematically
affect
our actions in certain situations.


 





Finally,
we will talk about the effects of emotions on decisions and
evaluations, the influence of context and environment, as well as
critical aspects and some strategies to be able to better weigh our
choices in everyday life. 



 





The
idea is to offer in a simple, direct and immediate way some notions
deriving from the most recent theories of cognitive psychology, in
order to complete the cognitive toolbox that each of us has at our
disposal to be able to live our daily lives with more serenity and
security. But also to seize the opportunities arising from the
countless choices we are called upon to make every day.
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"Both
the art of intuition and the science of analysis have a role to
play
in making wise decisions".  


Pearl
Zhu


 





Before
understanding how to make good decisions, it is first necessary to
know how people make choices all the time. Estimating, evaluating
and
deciding are everyday activities. Individuals are generally
inclined
to consider carefully those choices that can make a big difference
in
their lives.


 





But
in fact, what we are today is the result of every choice we have
made
throughout our lives. Cognitive psychology has shown that behind
people's choices there are procedures that can be formalised. These
strategies are implemented mostly unconsciously and in most cases
are
functional to the situation.


 





There
are cases, however, where our choice systems are simply not able to
respond effectively to external conditions. This is the case, for
example, when there is not enough clear information to make linear
or
consistent judgements.


 





The
human mind is in fact organised to always prefer the most
economical
route from the point of view of the psychological effort involved.
This allows us to maximise the resources at our disposal and avoid
wasting too much time on easily solvable problems. 



 





However,
when using the same strategies for complex issues, following the
usual decision-making paths can lead to unexpected and often
unpleasant consequences.


 





The
procedures we have been talking about are called heuristics. They
are
not in themselves positive or negative, but must be adapted to the
context in which we find ourselves. When this does not happen, the
result is that systematic errors are made: judgements turn into
prejudices or bìas and from efficient they become inefficient.


 





But
to better understand what we are talking about, we first need to
outline the contours of the subject, clarifying what is meant when
we
talk about making a decision. Psychology defines this activity as
the
expression of a cognitive process aimed at expressing a preference
regarding two or more options.


 





It
may seem obvious, but without the presence of at least two
possibilities, one cannot speak of a choice, but of an obligatory
path. A first distinction, in this sense, can be made between
conscious and unconscious decision. 



 





A
truly conscious choice is a free choice, i.e. one that is not
conditioned by external factors or constraints set in place by the
context or by other individuals. It is a decision based on one's
own
feelings. On the other hand, the unconscious decision saves
cognitive
energy, but can lead to the prevalence of unhelpful biases and
shortcuts when faced with important issues.


 





The
line between right and wrong decisions is equally blurred.
Obviously,
this kind of judgement can only be made after the event, i.e. when
the results of our choices become concrete. Deciding well can lead
to
an improvement in our quality of life, whereas deciding badly can
have negative consequences, forcing us to face problems we had not
foreseen.


 





In
fact, the past is part of the past and it is not possible to change
the results of a choice once it has been made. The maturation
process
of each individual inevitably passes through the acceptance of his
or
her past, which can always constitute a reservoir of experience and
a
starting point for improvement.


 





For
this reason, this guide aims to focus the reader's attention on a
different way of looking at the issue. Rather than right or wrong
choices, it is useful to talk about understanding how to make right
and functional decisions in order to live in line with one's values
and principles.


 





At
this point it may be appropriate to stop for a moment and do a
first
self-assessment exercise. Take some time for yourself and, thinking
about your past, write down one example from your own experience of
a
good choice and one example of a bad choice:
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Now
that you have done this first step, ask yourself what made the
right
choice so functional and what made the wrong choice so
counterproductive for your life:
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Once
you have done this exercise, I invite you to reflect. If the choice
has been made consciously and is in line with your values, even
negative consequences will not be a problem. A conscious and
aligned
choice never leads to regret, even if the results should be
different
from what was expected. 



 





It
is also important to understand that choosing always involves a
risk.
Not choosing is also a choice. One can consciously choose not to
act
in a given situation, understanding that any further action could
be
counterproductive. And we can decide to simply let others choose
for
us.


 





Each
of these scenarios will still involve a risk. If one decides to
live
intentionally and consciously, there is no regret after a choice.
Of
course, with hindsight it is always possible to identify areas for
improvement. In many cases, the choice may have been different, but
not necessarily better.


 





On
the other hand, the awareness necessary to choose well derives in
part from the wrong choices we made previously. For this reason,
too,
there is no point in dwelling too much on one's past, because it
cannot be changed in any case. In addition, our bad choices can
still
become good choices if we are able to take the necessary cues to
improve our present.


 





Starting
from this awareness, we can find out how to expand our options for
the future. Theoretical models related to decision-making
strategies
distinguish two main approaches in this field: the first is defined
as normative, the second as descriptive.


 





The
normative approach assumes absolute rationality. This is an
assumption that takes for granted the presence of economic criteria
in an individual's decision-making process. In fact, according to
this theoretical construction, people are rational beings who adopt
logical criteria and choose on the basis of the search for pure
advantage.


 





The
model is based on the studies of the mathematician John von
Neumann.
It is a widely used approach in economics and studies the choice
processes of individuals and firms in macroeconomic contexts.
Individuals are defined as economic agents who express stable
preferences on the basis of the alternatives and information
available to them, adopting a probability calculation.


 





Obviously,
we know that in reality the condition is different. The advantage
of
this model is its extreme simplicity and linearity, as well as its
usefulness in bringing order to a tremendously complex world. It is
also a theoretical approach that can be used to produce methods,
algorithms or software for decision support.


 





For
this reason, regulatory models provide strategies to optimise one's
choices, with the aim of helping people make the best decision in
terms of maximising gain and minimising risk.


 





A
classic example is the expected utility model, which provides
rational decision strategies in risky situations. These are
understood as all those choices which have probable but not certain
outcomes. The idea behind this concept is that people, when faced
with several possibilities, should opt for the one that is of
greater
value, but also has a greater chance of being realised.


 





The
decision strategy then identifies the best alternative by
calculating
the expected utility of each possible event and adding up the value
produced by each alternative. This is the classic case, for
example,
of what happens when taking part in a television quiz. The
participant aims at choosing the best answer through a process of
exclusion of those considered less probable. Obviously, there is an
important assumption to bear in mind. 
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