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To the oddities, complexities, and beauty of human nature





Introduction


Here is a possible rationalization: my ability to observe and reflect on human nature is rooted in my injury and its continuing effects—thanks to being ripped out of my teenage life, sustaining third degree burns on about 70 percent of my body, being hospitalized for almost three years, experiencing substantial daily pain, experiencing over and over the dysfunction of the American medical system, and having extensive scars that make me feel out of place in most social circumstances. Combined, these elements (so the rationalization goes) have made me a better observer of life. It is also what brought me to study social science.


Don’t get me wrong; I don’t think that my injury was worth it. No one can rationalize this much pain and misery. But the complex experiences of my injury, time in hospital, and life with extensive scars and disabilities have been my microscope on life. Through this perspective I have been able to observe substantial human suffering. I have seen people who managed their suffering and triumphed, and I have seen those who caved in. I have been exposed to different medical procedures and odd human interactions. From the distance of my hospital bed, I was able to observe the people around me go about their normal life, to wonder about human habits, and to speculate about the reasons we act the way we do.


Because of my scars, the pain, some odd-looking medical braces, and the pressure bandages that covered me from head to toe, the feeling of living separately from the normal day-to-day life did not stop when I left hospital. As I made my first steps back into the reality that I once took for granted, my viewpoint expanded to include more mundane daily activities such as the way we shop, drive, volunteer, interact with colleagues, take risks, fight, and behave thoughtlessly. And, of course, I could not help but notice the intricate fibre that governs romantic life.


With this perspective, I turned to study psychology. Very soon my personal and professional life became deeply intertwined. I remembered placebo medications for pain, and I conducted experiments to better understand the effects of expectations on painful treatments. I remembered some of the bad news I got while in hospital, and I tried to work out how best to break bad news to patients. There were many other topics that crossed the personal/professional boundary, and over time I learned more and more about my own decisions and the behaviours of those around me. This was more than twenty-five years ago and since then I have dedicated most of my time to trying to better understand human nature, focusing mostly on where we make mistakes and what can be done to improve our decisions, actions, and outcomes.


After writing academic papers on these topics for many years, I started writing about my research and its implications in a more conversational and less academic way. Perhaps because I described how my research grew out of my own difficult experiences, many people started sharing with me their personal struggles. Sometimes they were curious to know what social science can say about a particular experience they had, but most often these were questions about their own challenges and decisions.


While responding to as many of these requests as I could, it became apparent to me that some of these questions were of general interest. And in 2012, with permission of the people asking the questions, I started answering some of the broader questions publicly through my “Ask Ariely” column in the international newspaper, The Wall Street Journal. The book you are now holding in your hands includes some edited and expanded answers from the column in addition to some questions and answers that have not been previously published. Most importantly, this book also includes some wonderful cartoons by the talented William Haefeli that, in my opinion, deepen, improve, and expand my answers.


Now you have it. Aside from my ability to rationalize, does any of this make my advice more valuable, accurate, or useful? I’ll let you be the judge.


Irrationally yours,
DAN ARIELY
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ON ESCALATION OF COMMITMENTS



Dear Dan,


Every year, when Christmas comes, I feel obliged to send Christmas cards to everyone I know, and every year, the number of cards I send gets larger and larger. It is now officially getting out of hand. Can I switch to sending cards only to my really close friends?


— HOLLY


A few years ago I was ordained by the Church of Spiritual Humanism, so I feel that I am in the position to tell you that it is perfectly fine for you to send cards only to your good friends. As a social scientist, I don’t think anyone left off the list will be offended and many of them might not even notice. Taking this step will also reduce their feeling of obligation to send you a card next year—so in the process you are also helping them with the same problem. And if you really want to eliminate the Christmas-card frenzy, there is always Judaism.


Friends, Expectations, Happiness







ON THE ART AND JOY OF SAYING NO
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“And once they’d finished everything on their to-do lists, they lived happily ever after.”





Dear Dan,


I’ve recently been promoted, and I now receive all sorts of requests for things that have little to do with my love for my job. I recognize the importance of helping out colleagues and the organization as a whole, but these other activities are taking up too much of my time and making it impossible for me to do my job. How can I set my priorities better?


— FRANCESCA


Ah yes—the perils of success. Promotions usually sound good, but once we get them, we often realize that they come with extra demands and annoyances. (Oddly, we don’t seem to remember this lesson from promotion to promotion, so each time we’re surprised when we discover these extra costs.)


Back to your question. Here’s what I suspect your new life looks like: every day, nice colleagues who you want to help ask you to do something for them. On top of that, the request is usually for some time that is far into the future—say a month from now. You look at your calendar and it looks rather empty, so you say to yourself, “Since I’m mostly free a month from now, how can I say no?” But this is wrong. Your future is not really going to be free; the details are just not yet filled in. When the day arrives, you will have all kinds of things to do and your plate will be overflowing—even without the extra demands of this request. And at that point you will wish that you hadn’t said yes.


This is a very common problem, and I would like to propose three simple tools that can help you better stick to your desired priorities.


First, every time a request comes in, ask yourself what you would do if it was for next week. Framed this way, you would look at your schedule and work out if you would cancel some of your other obligations to make room for this new request. If you would cancel some things in order to make time, go ahead and accept. But, if you would not prioritize it over your other obligations, just say no.


As a second tool: when you receive a request, imagine that you look at your calendar to see if you can comply and you discover that you are fully booked that day without the ability to switch anything around—maybe you are out of the office. Now, try to gauge your emotional reaction to this news. If you feel sad, you should go ahead and accept the request. On the other hand, if you feel relieved that you can’t do it, turn it down.


Finally, practise using one of the most beautiful words in English: “cancel-elation,” the glee we feel when something is cancelled. To use this tool, imagine that you accepted this particular request but it later got cancelled. If you can taste joy, you just experienced cancel-elation and you have your answer.


Workplace, Decisions, Long-Term Thinking







ON NETFLIX DISSATISFACTION
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“If you had ten eggs in a basket and two fell out and broke, how sad would you be?”





Dear Dan,


I am a longtime Netflix user. Recently, Netflix removed about 1,800 movies from its offering, while adding a few very good ones. I know I probably would have never watched any of those 1,800 movies but I am still upset about this and I am seriously considering leaving Netflix. Why do I feel this way?


— KRISTEN


As a movie fan myself, I appreciate your conundrum. The basic principle behind this emotional reaction to the elimination of these movies is loss aversion. Loss aversion is one of the most basic and well-understood principles in social science. The basic finding is that losing something has a stronger emotional impact than gaining something of the same value. Going back to Netflix, the implication is that having movies taken away from your account is perceived as a loss and because of that, it feels much more painful. The impact of loss aversion could be so strong that losing the not-so-great movies can still be more upsetting than the joy of getting movies that are objectively better.


One other implication of loss aversion is that while old Netflix users, such as yourself, will view the new collection of movies on Netflix in a somewhat negative and loss-aversive way, new users who just see the new set of movies without the experience of having anything taken away from them will view the updated offering in a much more positive way.


With this in mind, my suggestion is that you try to think about Netflix more like a museum—as a service that provides you not with particular movies but with an optimal, curated variety of entertainment. With museums, we don’t think about ourselves as owning any of the art, so we aren’t upset when the exhibits change. My guess is that if you manage to reframe your perspective this way, you will enjoy Netflix to a larger degree.


Entertainment, Loss Aversion, Value







ON DIETING
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“I’m not eating. I’m self-medicating.”





Dear Dan,


This is probably a very common question, as everyone seems to be on a diet at some point. The question is: why do we let the immediate pleasure of eating overwhelm our long-term considerations? Why do we sabotage our health over and over? And how can we tame our desire to eat and overeat?


— DAFNA


As you pointed out, dieting basically goes against our inherent nature. It’s often the case that we have fantastic ideals about our future selves. What we will do, what we will not do, what decisions we will make, and what decisions we will not make. But when it comes to our everyday decisions, often the short-term considerations prevail and our long-term hopes and wishes get left behind (sometimes they even move to the attic). When we’re not hungry and someone asks us how many desserts we will eat over the next month, we might think that we will have one or maybe two at the most. However, when we’re at a restaurant and the waiter places the dessert menu (or even worse, the dessert tray) in front of us and we see our favourite dessert listed as an option, we get a very different idea about the importance of having dessert right now. We see the triple chocolate cake, and our priorities change. In behavioural economics, we call this “present-focus bias.”


On top of that, a diet is really a difficult thing to stick to—much more difficult than quitting smoking, for example. Why? Because with smoking, we are either smokers or nonsmokers. With dieting, we can’t easily separate ourselves into eaters and noneaters. We have to eat, and so the question becomes: what do we eat and when exactly do we stop? And because there are no clear-cut stopping rules, it becomes very hard to stick to any particular diet.


So what can we do about this problem? The simplest approach is to realize the extent of this challenge, and try hard from the beginning to avoid exposing ourselves to the types of foods that are detrimental to our diet. If we have no cake at home, we’ll probably eat much less cake. And if we replace that cake with fresh carrots, we’ll eat carrots because they’re available. Maybe we can decide that dessert is just unacceptable. Or maybe that we can have dessert only on Sundays. Another useful and relatively simple rule is not to let any soft drinks and boxed snacks into our homes. Such an approach, of applying strict, religious-type rules to dieting, can be very useful. By adopting such rules we will be able to better recognize at any point if we are sticking to our long-term plans or not, and this should help us reinforce our desired behaviour.


Dieting, Self-Control, Rules





ON FORGOTTEN AND FORGIVEN LOANS


Dear Dan,


Many years ago a friend of mine asked me to lend her a substantial amount of money. At the time I was happy to help her, but it has been years since I lent her the money, she has never mentioned it, and the shadow of this exchange is clouding our relationship. What should I do? Should I say something?


— MARIEL


Because you’re the one who did her a favour and loaned her the money, you probably think that she is the one with the obligation to bring up the topic. This might be true from a moral perspective, but the problem is that once you lent her the money, you shifted the power in your relationship, and this asymmetry is making it much, much harder for her to bring up the topic.


Someone unquestionably should bring this up, and given the asymmetrical power dynamics, I think it should be you.


Now that we have decided that you should bring it up, the next question is what to say. If you need the money, I would say something like, “A few years ago I was happy to loan you some money, but I’m trying to sort out my accounts in the next few weeks and I just need to know when would be a good time for you to repay me.” If you don’t need the money and are willing to give it to your friend, I would say something like, “A few years ago, you asked me for some money, and I just wanted to make sure that it was clear that I always meant it as a gift.”


Either way, bringing the topic up will be a bit uncomfortable in the short run, but in the long run, it could save your friendship.


Money, Friends, Giving







ON MARRIAGE AND ECONOMIC MODELS
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“It wouldn’t be fair for us to get married until gays can be legally married, too. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.”





Dear Dan,


An economist friend once said to me that marriage is like betting someone half of everything you own that you’d love your partner forever. Do you agree?
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