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To my wife, Diana:


Our marriage is at least one thing in this world that hasn’t been a catastrophe.










1DISASTER!



On May 31, 2009, Air France flight 447 rolled onto the tarmac in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. On board were 12 crew members and 216 passengers, most of them French, Brazilians, or Germans. These included eight children, one of whom was an infant. Perhaps some were French citizens returning from vacation in Brazil or, conversely, Brazilian citizens enjoying a trip to Paris to see the Louvre and the Eiffel Tower. Others were traveling on business or attending conferences. One was a Turkish harpist, returning from playing at a festival.


The plane had an experienced crew of three: Captain Marc Dubois, copilot David Robert, and copilot Pierre-Cédric Bonin. The extra copilot allowed each of the flyers a chance to rest during the grueling thirteen-hour flight. The plane hugged the coast of Brazil, traveling north, then broke out across the Atlantic.


Here, about four hours into the flight, several fateful decisions were made. First, the flight path took the plane directly through a thunderstorm, even though other planes had flown around it.1 Second, the captain left the cockpit to take his scheduled nap.


Modern commercial jets are designed to fly largely by themselves. Using external data fed into computer systems, modern planes can handle much of their own flying. However, they sometimes fail or become confused, and human pilots must take control. Flying through the thunderstorm—exposure to the elements—caused the autopilot to fail.


Based on the investigation report,2 the thunderstorm caused ice to accumulate on one of the plane’s external sensors, called a pitot tube. This confused the plane’s computers, which disengaged the autopilot, shifting control back to the pilots.


Here control reverted to humans, humans who have to make decisions as a crisis begins to develop. Airline pilots are trained to handle crises, but they are still humans. And despite all the training in the world, crises are often like snowflakes: each one unique in its way.


Pitched about in the thunderstorm, the plane began to roll and copilot Bonin, who was at the controls, attempted to control the plane in the turbulence. According to reports, despite thousands of hours of experience, he had not been through a situation like this one before. Perhaps perceiving that the plane had lost altitude, he pitched the plane’s nose up. This was a critical mistake.


We all like to think of ourselves as rational people. Our perceptions of the world, and the decisions we make based on them, are objective and based in data. We think we are open to change if our behavior fails to initially produce the outcome we want. Surely it is others who are irrational, emotional, prone to perseverative errors in the face of calamity. Yet too often we are wrong. Our responses to crises—personal, environmental, and occupational—are often catastrophically bad. It’s easy to see in others precisely because we are not emotionally invested. But emotion—fear, anger, despondency—can be a critical intrusion in good decision making.


By pulling the nose up, copilot Bonin put the airplane into a stall, a condition in which the angle of the wings is too high to retain lift and gravity pulls the plane back to earth. When a stall occurs, the best response* is to put the nose down, so the wings can reacquire lift. However, it may be instinctual to point the nose up, away from the ground, when a plane is losing altitude. Surely, the engines should propel it higher. Combined with faulty or confusing information from the plane’s sensors, pilots may struggle to comprehend the crisis unfolding.


Copilot Bonin and copilot Robert now became thoroughly confused, a situation the official report notes may have been compounded by their inability to see what the other was doing with the stick controls, each potentially undoing the other’s efforts. The report notes that they did not engage in the expected maneuvers to fix the stall, possibly due to their confusion. Worse, Bonin continued to pull back on the stick, nosing the plane upward, which was entirely the wrong thing to do.


As the plane continued to plummet, copilot Bonin exclaimed, “I don’t have control of the plane at all!” Copilot Robert gave the call to take over control, “Controls to the left” (referring to his position). However, copilot Bonin continued to pull up on the stick, undoing copilot Robert’s efforts to resume control of the plane. Apparently, copilot Robert was unaware of Bonin’s actions, confusing Robert as well. Overall, voice recordings suggest that by this point, the copilots were panicking and not communicating well with one another.3


At this juncture Captain Dubois returned to the cabin and found the copilots in a state of discombobulation. Confused and terrified, they were unable to tell him what had gone wrong, only that “We tried everything.” What ensues is a distressing exchange of incomprehension and indecision among the three crew. Dubois struggles to diagnose the problem, but he is confronted with poor information from the airplane systems and two terrified copilots.


Finally, Bonin informs Captain Dubois that he has been keeping the airplane’s nose pitched up for most of this descent. Only then does Dubois realize the error, commanding the copilots to pitch the nose down to avert the stall. By then, however, the realization comes too late. The plane is critically out of control and spiraling toward the sea below.


Bonin exclaimed, “Fuck, we are going to crash. . . . [I]t can’t be true!”


To which Robert responded, “We are dead!”


Seconds later the plane crashed into the Atlantic Ocean in a belly-flop position, traveling at 200 kilometers per hour. All passengers and crew on board were killed instantly.
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My intent in detailing this tragedy is not to place undue criticism on the pilots in this situation nor to stoke people’s fear of airplanes (more on this in a bit). Indeed, quite the contrary—the pilots in this case were well-trained and competent individuals. However, when presented with incomplete data in a crisis environment, emotion overtook them, creating confusion and causing them to engage in unhelpful behaviors that ultimately led to the plane’s demise. There were other failures, such as the icing of the pitot tubes and the cockpit design such that the pilots couldn’t see what the other was doing. But human error compounded by emotion was not a trivial element of what went wrong with Flight 447.


In this case, the behavior of copilot Bonin is indicative, not of some unusual personal failing, but of the frailties of normal human cognition. Bonin continued pulling up on the stick, nosing the plane up, even though that effort was clearly a failure. This is what we, in the field of psychology, call a perseverative error. A person perseveres in continuing the exact same behavior despite that evidence suggests the behavior is ineffective in obtaining one’s goal. Far from being a sign of madness, persistence in a behavior and expecting it to obtain different outcomes than before is a normal human response to high pressure and panic. One can imagine Bonin thinking, “This has to work; it just has to!” We’ve likely all been there, just fortunately not while at the controls of a plane.


A large part of the problem is simply that of emotion. Emotionally driven decision making tends to result in a higher proportion of errors. That’s not necessarily true only for negative emotions such as anger, fear, or depression.* Even positive emotions such as love or excitement can cause us to make errors, though their relationships with negative outcomes are a bit more complex. Training for crises in professions that must contend with them—emergency services, military, airline pilots—to a large degree often attempts to navigate around the paralysis that can come with heightened emotions by making crisis response a routinized, cognitive process. But the reality is that it’s difficult to escape the degree to which we can become ruled by our emotional responses.


In the story of Air France flight 447, we can see how an immediate crisis can paralyze human cognition. Communication breaks down, decision making erodes, impulsivity increases, perseverative errors emerge. These are, to some extent, likely a function of preprogrammed biological responses to extreme stress. We are programmed for flight or fight, a set of instinctual panic responses that served our ancestors well twenty thousand years ago but serve us less well when flying a plane, taking a test, or receiving an IRS audit in the mail. When confronted with a hungry puma, flight or fight may work rather well (or at least as well as anything), but in the modern largely puma-free technological world, slower, more methodological cognitive responses may be more efficient. We’re just not exactly programmed that way.


That said, not all crises are acute, and chronic problems can bring their own set of decision-making errors. These can happen both at the individual level and, perhaps more critically, at the level of entire societies.


I typically hate the role of Kassandra and, generally, my view of the world is quite optimistic. By most metrics, we are living in a remarkably golden age of humanity: homicides are way down, poverty is the lowest it’s ever been, issues related to inequalities are more positive than ever.4 This is not to say everything is roses and unicorns: injustices still exist, massive gaps among the wealthiest and poorest exist, poverty and war still exist. But it’s impossible to name any other epoch in history when it would be better to be alive on any rung of the social ladder. Even if we accept that the abysmal year of 2020 was the worst in our living memory, I challenge anyone to pick any year in, say, the fourteenth century that would have it beat.


Yet reading our news media, watching the hyperbole on social media, or listening to many professors in academia, it would be hard to know the truth of the world in which we live. Instead, we are told that things are as bad as they have ever been and are getting worse, despite considerable data to the contrary. Why is this happening? Is there some kind of negativity bias that is infectious to humans, and to what degree is it leading us to make critical mistakes?


A NATIONAL DEPRESSION


If we allow that 2020 was certainly a remarkably bad year, most national indicators suggest that things have generally gotten better over time in a practical sense. Yet if you look at data about how people feel, things look pretty bad.


An interesting data point came in just as I was working on this chapter. According to a new Gallup poll, religiosity in the United States has dropped precipitously, hitting historical lows.5 For the first time, a majority of Americans don’t affiliate with any major religion. That’s not unusual for Europe, which has been highly secularized for a long time. However, that’s quite strange for the United States. This decline began about twenty years ago, with the majority of it occurring just in the last ten.
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Graph created by the author using Gallup Data (2021).








Now, whether this is particularly bad news or not, in and of itself, is subjective. If you’re religious, this may seem like a terrible trend; if you’re not, this may get a shrug. Fair enough. But interestingly enough, it mirrors other trends in our society. For instance, consider Gallup data on race relations. Through most of the early 2000s, perceptions of race relations among both black and white adults were quite positive, with solid majorities saying that race relations were very or somewhat good. But beginning around 2014 (roughly the same time as the plummet in religiosity), race relations began to decline precipitously, despite little evidence that racial injustices had worsened in the United States (more on this in a later chapter).
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Graph created by the author using Gallup Data (2021).








Of course, we can simply look at suicide rates as an index of how people are doing. Here, in contrast to other social data such as violent crime, which has been plummeting for decades (at least until 2020), suicide rates have been increasing. This data is compiled from CDC data on suicides.6
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Graph created by the author using CDC Data (2021).








Other data, such as faith in institutions, the opioid epidemic, and pessimism about the future, suggest we’ve entered a broad societal malaise. It’s important to try to understand why this is happening (and frankly, we don’t have a clear answer—we just know that people are angrier, sadder, and more pessimistic than they’ve been in generations). But it’s also critical that we understand what this can do to our decision-making processes, both as individuals and as a society. We may be at a point where the rate of error in our national decisions is likely to escalate as our decisions ping-pong between two polarized political extremes.


Part of this is because, during moments of social crisis, people’s thinking, both the masses and societal leaders, can begin to look a lot like the cognitive distortions that are common to some mental illnesses, particularly depression. These distortions or biases can cause us to misperceive evidence, dismiss evidence that conflicts with the biases, respond incoherently (or not at all) to crises, and make wildly misinformed decisions.


COGNITIVE BIASES DURING CATASTROPHE


The idea that certain thinking patterns characterized certain mental health disorders such as depression was demonstrated by psychologist Aaron Beck back in the 1970s.7 The exact list of cognitive biases common to depression varies, but they are generally marked by a tendency to interpret evidence in the most negative way possible, which we might call a negativity bias. A few of the major biases follow (though this list is by no means exhaustive).8


Generalization: Generalization occurs when we perceive a pattern of negativity from one or a few incidents. In other words, if one thing is going wrong, everything is going wrong. We can each probably remember doing this at times when something really frustrating happens. For instance, our car gets a flat tire. We get out, look at it, and exclaim, “Well, great, this whole day has been crappy!” even though the day had been pretty normal.


Catastrophizing: Catastrophizing occurs when we exaggerate the impact of a fairly minor negative incident. I see this a lot with college students. A student will get a bad grade then show up in a faculty member’s office crying, “If I get a D on this paper, I’ll flunk your class, then I won’t graduate, I’ll never get a good job, then I’ll die penniless and homeless on the street, thrown away like so much garbage.” Bad events are rarely as bad as they seem in the moment. Perceiving them as catastrophic can cause us to overreact to them.


Mind reading: Mind reading occurs when we make assumptions about the intent of other people, usually in the most negative or least charitable way possibly. This has become increasingly frequent in internet disagreements wherein any disagreement with a desired position is taken as evidence of the other person’s moral turpitude. It’s normal to try to infer intent in other people, but we also have to remember we tend to filter those judgments through our own expectations.


Dichotomous thinking: Dichotomous thinking occurs when we perceive something as either totally good or totally bad, never nuanced. We see this in a lot of political debates in which one side advertises a policy as the doorway to utopia and the other side rages that it will end civilization as we know it.


Personalizing: Personalizing occurs when we assume that something random or innocuous was specifically targeted to harm us. I can use a non-internet example for myself for this one. Once when dining with my then girlfriend/now wife, I held the door open for her. Behind her, another woman entered the restaurant and I held the door for her as well. She blew past me without so much as a nod. A bit irritated by this rudeness, I pointed it out to my wife once we were seated. She, being wiser than me by far, noted that the woman might be distracted with something on her mind or simply having a bad day. In other words, there were multiple explanations for the woman’s behavior, but I had personalized it as a direct insult to myself when likely it was not meant as such.


Inability to disconfirm: Inability to disconfirm occurs when we adopt a belief about the world but then become resistant to any evidence that would disconfirm that belief. There’s an idea that people tend to act as amateur scientists, testing assumptions against reality, but with inability to disconfirm, we cease doing so. Our beliefs no longer need evidence to support them; indeed, we may view evidence as the product of some kind of conspiracy theory. This thought pattern is one source of many moral panics, conspiracy theories, and dangerous partisan divides.


Affective forecasting: Affective forecasting involves making predictions about how an event will influence us in the long term. We can see teenagers do this when their heart is broken for the first time: “I’ll never love anyone else again!” Typically, our ability to foretell the future in such a way is wildly inaccurate.


Blaming: Blaming involves the tendency to look for a bad guy who is the source of our problems. In some cases, this may be us, “I never do anything right!” or it may be someone else who seems to be impeding our goals, “You never help me!” In partisan political battles, this can lead to demonizing the other side.


To consider how these work in the context of making crises worse, let’s take a look at World War I, one of the most destructive and simultaneously dumbest wars ever fought. We’ll look at it particularly from the perspective of the Central (Germany, Austro-Hungarian Empire, Ottoman Empire) powers and their decisions that led to the war.


WHOOPS! WE ACCIDENTLY STARTED WORLD WAR I!


Even by the standards of dumb wars, World War I was a pretty dumb one. Alas, poor World War I, vastly overshadowed by its sequel, with fewer cartoonish bad guys to hate or a clear narrative of good and evil. Nonetheless, this massive war resulted in the death of nine million soldiers and perhaps six million civilians (although some figures put it higher). One author ranked it as the eleventh worst atrocity in history in terms of deaths.9 It would almost certainly get more attention if not for looming under World War II and the disturbingly evil figure of Hitler and his Nazis.


World War II also has the benefit of a clear good-versus-evil narrative, thanks to those same Nazis and other fascist regimes that fought on the side of the obvious bad guys. The narrative for World War I doesn’t quite have the same good-versus-evil feel (despite the propaganda of the day, which portrayed Germans as King Kong–like apes). Mostly, people were just dumb and a war that killed fifteen million (give or take) people was the result.


Sometimes called the “War to End All Wars” (it wasn’t), World War I was one of the most foolish and destructive military engagements up until that time. By foolish, I mean that the countries involved stumbled into it: they had no clear megalomaniacal plans for conquest nor were they battling for freedom as the Axis and Allied powers did in World War II. Discussing the advent of World War I in detail would and has taken volumes, but here is a brief sketch of what happened and how we can relate this to at least some of the cognitive distortions I mentioned earlier.


The epicenter of the origins of World War I would prove to be the sclerotic multiethnic state of Austria-Hungary.* This empire encapsulated multiple ethnic groups from the named German Austrians and Hungarians, to Czechs, Italians, Poles, Serbs, Romanians, and a multitude of other groups. Multiethnic states commonly experience tension over sharing of rights and which groups have preeminence, language customs, nationalism, and so on, and Austria-Hungary was no exception. The empire tried to deal with this by promoting linguistic rights within the empire, though this may have inadvertently contributed to their citizens’ tendency to view themselves as distinct ethnic groups.10 But tensions remained high, particularly among the Austrians and Serbian Slavs within their state.


There also was a separate Serbian state, conveniently right next door, which didn’t get along with Austria-Hungary at all. Serbia hoped to break away portions of the Austro-Hungarian Empire with Serbian majority populations and incorporate these into its own nation. Naturally, this was not the sort of thing likely to go over well with the Austrians.


Enter into this picture one Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Franz Ferdinand (the archduke, not the Scottish rock band), was known as a reformer. He hoped to expand the rights of Serbian minorities within the Austro-Hungarian Empire and, by doing so, make them fully integrated citizens. This predictably pleased no one, not the Austrians (who liked being the big cheese) nor the Serbians (who, remember, wanted to break away parts of the empire to form their own megastate, because that’s what folks did in the early twentieth century). However, as heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary, Franz Ferdinand was likely to have significant sway over future events. Unfortunately, despite what we now recognize as some generally good ideas, Franz Ferdinand doesn’t really come across as the most charismatic figure (getting a title like “Archduke” probably doesn’t foster modesty), and he ruffled a lot of feathers. His uncle, the Emperor Franz Joseph (himself no teddy bear), seems to have loathed him. Even in photos, he doesn’t exactly look snuggly.


So Franz Ferdinand (the Austrians sure did love the name Franz) had to go. A conspiracy between Serbian nationals in Austria-Hungary and some elements of the Serbian military secret services led to Franz Ferdinand’s assassination in June 1914.


We now recognize this as the event that touched off World War I, but nobody thought so at the time. Even Franz Ferdinand’s uncle Franz Joseph (are you keeping track of all these Franzes?) seemed largely unconcerned.11 At the time it wasn’t clear if the Serbian state was involved (it was) or whether it was purely a homegrown amateur effort that had succeeded. It was a crisis, but not one that anyone thought would kill fifteen million. Why would it? Nobody even liked the guy.
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Franz Ferdinand. Wikimedia Commons by Ferdinand Schmutzer—Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv Austria, Inventarnr.








As a quick diversion, it’s also important to understand why this one event touched off an absurd cascade of bad decisions. European countries at the time were hardly the panoply of espresso-sipping and military-obligation-avoiding countries they are today. European countries were hostile toward each other, and those hostilities regularly degenerated into dumb and expensive wars. This eventually led to an alliance system that obligated countries to come to each other’s defense. These alliances tended to shift with the political fortunes. By 1914 they had evolved such that Austria-Hungary was on one side and France and Russia were on the other. Italy was supposed to be in alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary but quietly slipped away when fighting broke out, only to join with France and Russia in 1915. The United Kingdom and Ottoman Empire were technically outside this system but ultimately joined opposing sides for reasons of their own (briefly, the United Kingdom was suspicious of German navy buildup and outraged when Germany invaded Belgium on the way to France as one does, whereas the Ottoman Empire was suspicious that France and the United Kingdom wanted to carve up the Ottoman Middle East empire, which they did). But amid all this, Russia was obligated to defend Serbia, despite Serbia touching all this off with the stupid plot to assassinate Franz Ferdinand.


So, Franz Ferdinand’s dead. That sucks for him, but it was not as if there wasn’t a dry eye in the house, so how did things go south from there? At this point, most folks agreed that Serbia would have to engage in some form of restitution to Austria-Hungary even if the Serbian government wasn’t clearly involved in the assassination (though, remember, we now know it was). Even if the Austria-Hungarian government wasn’t exactly put out by the loss of Franz Ferdinand, the assassination of an archduke was still a major affront to the nation’s honor. So, some form of payback was to be expected. And here people began to make incredibly stupid decisions.


Remember, in June 1914, almost nobody wanted or expected a big war, but by August 1914, World War I had begun. It began with Emperor Franz Joseph (gah, too many Franzes!) and the Austrians overplaying their hand, egged on by Germany. The Austrians delivered what was called the July Ultimatum to Serbia, a series of ten harsh demands that all but crippled Serbia’s integrity as a sovereign nation. The demands were intended to provoke war. Nobody was fooled and the sympathy initially offered to Austria-Hungary began to ebb. Surprisingly, Serbia accepted most of the demands, except for two that would have allowed Austria-Hungarian military and police entities to function with impunity within Serbia’s borders. Now sympathies began to swing toward Serbia who, despite instigating the assassination (which, again, wasn’t clearly known at the time), now seemed surprisingly reasonable. Austria-Hungary was having none of that.


But why? It had gotten remarkable concessions from Serbia. And it had certainly saved face in regard to the insult to its national honor from the assassination of Franz Ferdinand. Why not take their winnings and go home? Let’s look at this in terms of cognitive distortions.


The most obvious one in relation to the July Ultimatum is dichotomous thinking. The Austrians had gotten most of what they wanted from the Serbians but not all of it. In reality, if we ignore the tragedy of a few deaths (Franz Ferdinand’s wife was also assassinated), which nearly everybody did at the time, Austria-Hungary had made out rather well vis-à-vis Serbia regarding the death of Franz Ferdinand. But it had difficulty seeing it that way. Any recalcitrance on the part of Serbia could not be accepted and war could be the only proper solution.


Other cognitive distortions are relevant to Austro-Hungarian’s decision making. Though few wept over the death of Franz Ferdinand, the Austrians nonetheless personalized his assassination as an affront to the empire. Blaming is, of course, at the root of many irrational conflicts. It becomes easy to see one’s foes as entirely at fault for a crisis without recognizing one’s own contribution. With affective forecasting, decision makers perceive the need to find an immediate, dramatic, and somewhat impulsive decision to fix a crisis in the belief that it will worsen rather than ease over time.


So, the Austro-Hungarian Empire declared war. So far this was a regional conflict and the outcome wasn’t much in doubt. Austria-Hungary had many times greater a population and resources than the Serbian nation. However, Russia, ethnically Slav like the Serbs, felt compelled to defend the little nation and began to mobilize its army. This kicked into action a series of interlocking alliances that would pull Russia, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, and, due to some savvy diplomacy by Germany and poor diplomacy by France and the United Kingdom, the Ottoman Empire as well as multiple smaller states (poor Belgium got overrun mainly because it was geographically in the way). But how the hell did that happen? Surely some saner heads could have seen that a regional conflict over the death of one unliked man couldn’t possibly be worth pulling all of Europe and the Middle East* into a massive war?


If you think that, you don’t know people. You could just as easily say endless culture war on the part of American Democrats and Republicans is clearly bad for the United States (it is) and saner heads should get their act together and work toward compromise (they won’t, at least not until incentivized to do so). We can pretty much see how that is going. So began a foolish slide toward a massive war in August that, back in June, nobody really wanted or expected.


Everybody likes to blame the Germans—and let’s just admit it, they have a historical tendency to break things: the Roman Empire (they invaded initially through Gaul, modern-day France), the Thirty Years’ War (during which the Germans mostly broke Germany at least), the Franco-Prussian War, both World Wars. . . . One gets the sense the Germans see something in France that the rest of us don’t see. But if we acknowledge that everybody screwed up leading to World War I (they did), the Germans still deserve a lion’s share for nudging their allies in Austria toward war, then leaping into war with Russia when they might have worked to cool things off. Oh, and then the whole invading-Belgium thing, a poor little confused nation that wasn’t even involved in any of this other than having far too many “This way to Paris” signs on their roads. What the hell were they thinking?


Germany ended up snared between France and Russia. France already had a bone to pick with Germany, Germany having grabbed several territories from France during the Franco-Prussian War a generation or two back. Germany, Austria, and Russia had together picked Eastern Europe clean and now butted up against each other. Germany became worried that, in the future (affective forecasting), Russia would become more powerful, and this would reduce Germany’s influence. That Russia might become more powerful one day than Germany was perceived as catastrophic for Germany. In that catastrophizing mind frame, it made sense to go to war now, when Germany was still ascendant, rather than later, when it might be too late. Though German leadership in 1914 was marked by conflict, hesitancy, confusion, as well as aggression,12 ultimately this overarching concern about losing influence put Germany very much in the mind of stumbling toward a war it thought was inevitable anyway.


There was also a fair amount of mind reading in Germany’s view (it was assumed Russia had the goal of dominating Germany in some future) and inability to disconfirm (despite czarist Russia’s overtures toward deescalating tensions, Germany remained convinced they were locked in an existential struggle). Although Germany pushed the continent toward war, descriptions of thinking among German leaders highlights the panic, indecision, waffling, and stress among political and military commanders as they tried to decide what to do as the crisis unfurled.13 The issue was less that German leaders were aggressive monsters and more that they were alarmed and unable to see past their own cognitive biases. Certain that war must come at some point, it seemed better to fight the war now than in an uncertain future.


Monday-morning quarterbacking the decisions of historical leaders can be illustrative and a bunch of fun. But just like with the Air France flight 447 pilots, my intent here is not to suggest that the actions of pretty much everyone in charge of Europe in 1914 were uniquely foolish, but rather to note how common it can be for people, both ordinary and ordained by history, to fail in moments of crisis.


A century or so on, it’s easy to look back and think, “I’d be the adult in the room. I’d swagger on in there and point out to everyone, ‘Look folks, nobody here even liked old “Frank-Ferdy,” so how’s about we dial it back a bit, everybody shakes hands, and we try not to wipe a baker’s dozen or so million people off the planet?’” It’s easy to think we’d make rational decisions when we’re calmly uninvolved in the situation at hand. Then again, even if we’re right about our own level-headedness, it might not make a difference. Unfortunately, too often our personal decision making is constrained by a bunch of other idiots; namely, our family, friends, coworkers, and fellow citizens.



EVERYBODY, LOOK AT HOW MODEST I’M BEING



To review the discussion so far, I’ve noted how fear and panic during a crisis can overcome rational decision making. I’ve also looked at how, perhaps a bit more long term, cognitive distortions similar to those experienced by people with depression can lead to poor crisis management by both individuals and at the societal level. There’s another factor that leads to bad decision making. That is to say, most of us (the grumpy old guy waving his cane at kids walking on his lawn* being the exception) are social animals who worry about what other people think of us. This means we tend to conform to those around us, even if what those around us are doing is kind of dumb.


To show how this works, consider a classic series of experiments by psychologist Solomon Asch in the 1950s. Asch brought male college students into a room where they were asked to make judgments about the length of a line. They were given a target line and three answer choice lines of differing lengths. They were asked to select which of the answer choices were the same as the target line. A pretty easy task.
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Asch Experiment. Creative Commons. Attributed to “Fred the Oyster.”








Easy except that the participant wasn’t the only one in the room. Eight men did the task together, each of them vocally calling out their answers. Only what the real participant didn’t know was that the other seven were confederates (people in on the experiment, not the folks who fought at Gettysburg) who were instructed to purposefully give the wrong answer. What Asch wanted to know was whether the real participant would change his answer from the obviously correct answer to the wrong answer that was the consensus of the rest of the group. Very often, people did.14


Most people conformed at least some of the time. A good one-third or so conformed most of the time. Only about a quarter of people (the world’s fearless curmudgeons, and I salute you) declined to conform at all. By contrast, those in a control group with no social pressure failed to guess the correct response only about 1 percent of the time. In the glass-is-half-full category, most participants defied conformity at least some of the time (only about 5 percent of respondents conformed on every single trial). So there is some nuance to the results, but they do suggest that we have at least some tendency to become uncertain of our convictions in the face of the convictions of those around us.


Asch also interviewed participants about their decisions. For those who declined to conform, they tended to respond that they either had great confidence (i.e., they felt the social pressure but were confident in their answer) or were socially withdrawn (i.e., they didn’t care much about social approval). By contrast, conformity was related to both lack of confidence (i.e., the view that the majority must be right) or desire to go along to get along (i.e., they knew the majority answer was wrong but didn’t want conflict).


There are lots of debates still about exactly what’s going on in people’s heads when it comes to conformity. There are also some fair critiques of the Asch experiments (they were pretty artificial; it’s hard to generalize from 1950s male college students to pretty much anyone else, etc.). Yet we can say this: most people feel at least some pressure to conform, particularly with in-group attitudes and beliefs, even when they may have some doubt about those. There are definitely some folks who don’t, although these people have to be willing to suffer some ridicule, anger, and shame when groups employ these tactics to enforce conformity (and they do).


Keep in mind that deciding the length of a line is a pretty innocuous task. Conformity issues can become worse when there’s a moral component to a societal question and people don’t want to be labeled as being on the wrong moral side. People can become so obsessed with being on the “right side of history” that they become utterly unconcerned with being on the right side of facts. This can bring us to a constellation of related terms: moral panic, availability cascade, bandwagon effect, witch hunt, moral grandstanding, social contagion, etcetera. These terms have some differences among them, and I’ll discuss them throughout the book. Yet, in common is the sense that, for many people, moral reasoning and the desire to maintain moral social capital can override rational thinking. This is, of course, the moral of the old play The Crucible about the Salem witch trials of 1692 and 1693. The whole thing was made up, and some folks kinda thought it was made up, but most people didn’t want to say anything out of fear of appearing in cahoots with the devil and getting caught up in the panic themselves. Even as people were killed, reputational management and fear kept most people silent.


We can look back on the events of the Salem witch trials and shake our heads in disbelief (indeed, we use the term witch hunt pejoratively). But that doesn’t mean people have become immune to the same mistakes. Indeed, in some twist of irony, The Crucible itself has come under criticism for being problematic, mainly in not conforming to twenty-first-century “woke” ideals of what stories are OK to tell (or at least to tell to young students15). But the social pressures to conform—including public shaming, job loss, even lawsuits (and in other parts of the world, imprisonment or death)—are not trivial.


A MODERN-DAY WITCH HUNT


We tend to like to believe that we and other human beings—or at least those on our side—base actions and decisions in clear thinking and analysis of data. But unfortunately, that is seldom the case. Most people are emotional thinkers, too easily convinced by poor evidence (like anecdotes) and tend to prefer evidence that supports their prior beliefs and to ignore or condemn evidence that does not (something called confirmation bias, which I’ll talk about elsewhere in the book). To make this even worse, there’s another kind of important bias called myside bias. This means people tend to have an easier time spotting faulty or irrational thinking among sociopolitical opponents than among allies on one’s own side. If you’re a Democrat, say, or pro-life, or pro–gun control, the flaming idiocy of the other side (Republicans, pro-choice, pro–Second Amendment) is clear as day. Simultaneously, it can be hard to identify lunacy on one’s own side until it eventually comes for you (as it often does).


We just mentioned The Crucible and its lessons about witch hunts and moral panics. Reading or watching it, it can be easy to breathe a sigh of relief that we don’t live during such irrational times. But not so fast—there are plenty of witch hunts in the modern era. Sometimes they take real problems and make them worse. Other times they misdiagnose a problem and condemn the wrong cause. At other times they invent a problem out of nothing and still punish people for it.


An example of a modern witch hunt might be the satanic ritual abuse panic of the 1980s and 1990s. Based mainly on the belief in recovered memories of child abuse, a largely discredited idea,16 many elements of society, including news media, law enforcement, and many therapists, believed children were being kidnapped and abused as part of satanic practices.17 People were arrested and jailed; lives were ruined until lawsuits eventually revealed that the science behind the idea was bunk and the memories were largely false.


One of the most famous episodes from the satanic panic was the McMartin Preschool case. Beginning in 1983, seven teachers, including elderly women, working at the preschool were accused of sexual abuse of children at the day care. This began with a single accusation by one mother, the estranged wife of teacher Ray Buckey, but mushroomed when overzealous investigators used leading and demanding questioning of impressionable children. Reports eventually suggested that Buckey’s wife, the first accuser, had paranoid schizophrenia.18 She claimed her son told her, among other things, that bestiality was occurring in the preschool and the devil had given Ray Buckey the power of flight.


The police sent out a notice to other parents of children at the preschool. Terrified parents brought their children in to be interviewed. The interviewers were leading, pressuring the children to make allegations, which eventually many did, including fantastical stories of underground tunnels, the killing of a horse, and day trips by plane to an isolated farm. Despite the obviously nonsensical nature of many of the extraordinary claims, the accusations progressed to trial. Ray Buckey and his mother Peggy endured years of court proceedings as well as the loss of their business and reputation. Ray Buckey would spend five years in jail without ever being convicted of a crime.19 Most now view this case as a travesty of justice, with Ray and Peggy Buckey as victims of a moral panic and irresponsible justice system.


This situation is often referred to as a moral panic, and it has a few characteristics that are common to these sorts of social phenomena. For instance:




	It relates to an issue most people (thankfully) don’t have direct experience with: childhood sexual abuse.


	The issue of child sexual abuse is frightening to people in society, particularly parents.


	Most people must rely on secondary sources of information, such as news media, which tend to hype the panic rather than provide objective information.


	There is a moral component such that skeptics can be accused of not “believing the children.” This creates social pressure to support the panic.


	People grossly overestimate the prevalence of the feared behavior.





Combined, this sort of scenario can result in people exaggerating the significance of a phenomenon and, as a consequence, responding to it in ways that ultimately do more harm than good.


Like the Salem witch trials, it’s rather easy in hindsight to look back upon the satanic ritual abuse panic as a kind of weird anomaly. Surely people are smarter now, right? Nope. Controversially, I’m going to suggest that many of the banners around which people wave their flags today—everything from the panic over masks being tyranny on the right, to systemic racism that seems everywhere and nowhere at once on the left—fit into this same pattern of basic human failure to process complex information efficiently and to avoid relying on emotion, moral grandstanding, and social pressure.


MANAGING CATASTROPHE


So, are there ways we can learn to manage catastrophe better? Yes, but they take practice. But the good news is that there are both individual and societal steps we can implement to manage crises better. But we’ll save all that happy, feel-good news for the end. That’s just what books do (no skipping ahead!). That’s not really what you’re here for anyway, is it? Mainly you want to learn about all the ways we’ve screwed up and why. And that’s excellent because, in the pages ahead, I hope to enlighten you on how we’ve all gone nuts. Let’s start with the COVID-19 epidemic and see how it reveals the frailties of human cognition. Buckle your seatbelts, folks, we’re going on a wild ride into the chaos of the human mind.





* I’m no pilot, so I’m basing my comments here on various reports.


* There is, interestingly, the concept of depressive realism which, in short, suggests that depressed people are more likely to accurately perceive negative information than nondepressed people who are too optimistic. Nonetheless, there appears to be little evidence this results in better crisis decision making. See: Moritz, D., & Roberts, J. E. (2020). Depressive Symptoms and Self-Esteem as Moderators of Metaperceptions of Social Rejection versus Acceptance: A Truth and Bias Analysis. Clinical Psychological Science, 8(2), 252–65. https://doi-org.stetson.idm.oclc.org/10.1177/2167702619894906.


* Note, I will use the terms Austria-Hungary, Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Austria somewhat interchangeably here. I suspect only people with narrowly focused PhDs will care much.


* Japan joined as well on the side of the Entente powers but mainly gobbled up German-owned islands in the Pacific. Germany’s clumsy attempts to try to convince Japan to switch sides ultimately would play a small part in drawing the United States into the latter part of the war.


* I have been this guy.










2WHEN TOILET PAPER BECAME LIKE GOLD



By early March 2020, I began to get the sense that the COVID-19 plague was going to be something more than yet another overhyped local epidemic. Before then, like many folks, I wondered if this might have been like the 2009 swine flu, estimated to have killed roughly 12,500 people in the United States.1 In 2009, I’d been living with my family in Laredo, Texas. Hand sanitizer dispensers went up everywhere. People were encouraged to use them liberally. We worried about swine flu, but it didn’t shut down the country, the economy, nor lead to widespread social unrest. Eventually it went away and so, strangely enough, did the hand sanitizer dispensers. Presumably the dispensers would be useful for preventing other more routine diseases but, alas, those weren’t making the news.


But in March 2020, it was beginning to hit home that this wasn’t “just” another swine flu. One afternoon, my son had the day off from school, so we decided to take a short drive to Winter Park, a suburb of Orlando where the posh live. There’s a trendy spot called Park Avenue with boutique restaurants, candy stores, ice cream, as well as clothing and shoe stores for people who like that sort of thing.* On that day it was dead. This was during the early March gray zone before mask mandates and social distancing, but after people had started canceling air flights. Advice from the government and health agencies was confusing. There was still the sense that maybe the plague would just blow over, be another swine flu, though the optimism for that outcome was winnowing by the day.


It was a nice afternoon (we live in Orlando, after all, where March is like early summer everywhere else) and I was struck by the absence of other people. It felt like watching gray storm clouds looming in the distance, rolling in with lightning, wind, and rain. In that sense, it was almost wondrous, as it was hard to escape the feeling that something historic was about to happen. But, like a storm cloud, it portended danger and disaster. Nonetheless, we got our lunch and ice cream and took a walk to view all the mansions of the rich, wondering if we might be able to indulge our hopeful pretentiousness and afford such a home one day.* My son asked if we’d still be able to go on a planned father-son trip to Texas. I had to answer him that I wasn’t even sure he’d be going back to school.


THE GREAT TOILET PAPER PANIC OF 2020


On that warm but ominous day in March, I wasn’t yet aware that my family’s toilet paper supply was about to come into serious jeopardy. That warning would come from a video clip making the rounds on social media, as such things do. Two women were captured on camera fighting over toilet paper. One woman had loaded her shopping basket full of multiple packages of toilet paper effectively stripping the shelves clean. Another woman was understandably upset by this, and the whole episode degenerated into screaming and punching. Meanwhile, a bemused male manager tried to break them apart, largely without success.†


Admittedly, I was still slow to catch the warning inherent in this video, even as a psychologist. This is because I thought rationally, which, it would turn out, was a serious mistake. Indeed, the women in the video seemed kind of silly, or at least the one doing the hoarding. I could understand grabbing all the hand sanitizer or disinfectant or facemasks (though again, this was still in the days when we were being told not to wear masks by health officials). Those were all products that had direct relevance for a plague. But toilet paper?


Toilet paper is easy to make, and there are robust supply chains in the United States for producing and distributing it. There’s no good reason to think that toilet paper would suddenly vanish in an epidemic. Unless, of course, somebody panics. A first wave of panicking people hoarding toilet paper got noticed by a second wave of people who, reading the tea leaves, decide they’d better stash it too before the third wave noticed and started stockpiling, and so on and so on. Pretty soon—poof!—no toilet paper. Those of us thinking about supply chains and the irrationality of it all were left with our pants down, figuratively and literally.


As a Floridian, I should have known better. Hurricanes are a real deal, so I don’t want to downplay them. But people can get hung up on details, like the need for bottled water, during emergencies. There they will stand, rending their clothes in the empty bottled water aisles, when not one aisle away are rows and rows of perfectly good bottled soda and juice, entirely untouched. Is it gauche to drink carbonated beverages during a cyclone?


So, what’s up with toilet paper and why did people panic over it?


I pondered this one day, soon after I realized my mistake in dismissing the individuals fighting in that video. Driving around Orlando, I found, sure enough, not a single store had a roll of toilet paper. Not even the frou-frou stores catering to rich people who wanted their toilet paper hand-woven from gossamer strands of silkworm taffeta while an angelic children’s choir sang to soothe the weavers at their work. Online, price gouging went to work and soon it seemed it might be just as well to get one’s toilet paper straight from an ATM machine.


Part of the panic is that there’s not exactly a lot of palatable options when the paper runs out. The history of bottom care is strangely fascinating. Before toilet paper became mass produced in the mid-1800s, toilet hygiene was, ahem, a sticky issue. It’s thought that the Romans, one of the historical cultures most like modern Americans in many ways, used sponges on a stick for cleaning. These sponges were kept in a bucket of salt water or vinegar, and it seems unlikely the bucket was changed between uses. Let that thought percolate for a moment. Other cultures used bits of pottery—ouch!—although one could inscribe the names of folks one didn’t like on the pottery, which had a certain appeal. The ancient Chinese used cloth-covered sticks resembling spatulas, although they seem to have happened upon the first variant of toilet paper that came into fairly widespread use in the 1300s, though mainly for the upper social strata.2


Americans would have to wait until the 1800s. Before this, corncobs were used, then newspapers and magazines (famously, the Sears catalog gets some mention). Apparently, toilet paper wasn’t entirely “splinter free” until the 1930s. Another point to ponder.


All this having been said, it is quite understandable that people feel a bit protective of their toilet paper, particularly in industrialized countries where we’re a bit prudish about bathroom stuff and squeamish in regard to poo. Nonetheless, the irrationality of the toilet paper panic is obvious: there was no reason to worry about a shortage of toilet paper until people started panicking and hoarding, creating the very shortage they were worried about in the first place. News reports documented people lining up at stores early in the morning to get toilet paper, like concert goers used to do for premium tickets. There was even at least one armed robbery of toilet paper in Hong Kong!3


COVID-19 didn’t create the United States’ first run-in with toilet paper panic. Back in 1973 US Congressman Harold V. Froelich put out a press release warning that paper pulp production was down, which might cause a shortage of toilet paper. He raised the specter of rationing and declared this “no laughing matter.” Talk show host Johnny Carson disagreed and made a joke about it on his show. Panic ensued for several months until people slowly realized that the panic created the shortage itself, not decreased production of toilet paper.4
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