
CHOICESCHOICES
EXTERNAL IMPEDIMENTS CAN SABOTAGE CHOICES
It’s sometimes impossible to base your decisions on factual information because of 
a number of external actions conspiring against you, such as some individuals’ bad 
nature, lying, self-centeredness, lack of impartiality, and involvement in corruption. 
For instance, researchers examining the financial ties to the pharmaceutical 
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industry of professionals who made revisions to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (used to 
determine psychiatric diagnoses and subsequently treatment), discovered 56% had one or more financial associations. 
Disappointingly, 100% of those who worked on the DSM subcategories “Mood Disorders” and “Schizophrenia and 
Other Psychotic Disorders” had such financial ties. Likewise, 60 percent of the authors conducting clinical trials 
published between 2001 and 2003 in four psychiatric journals received funding from a pharmaceutical company or 
other interested party. Results favouring medications were 4.9 times more likely to occur with those reporting conflict 
of interest. Similar financial conflict of interest has been found with both medical trials and surgical interventions.

It is hard to make good choices because most people lie. A study with university students and another with 18 
to 71 year-old adults noted the adults lied to 30% of all the people they interacted with during a week-long period 
and on the average told a lie every day, while the university students reported lying in approximately one third 
of their social interactions, twice per day, and to 38% of all the people they interacted with during the week.

Corruption is an insidious impediment to functional choice-making that occurs in many sectors of society. According 
to Transparency International’s Global Corruption Report of 2007, judges in many countries are threatened or bribed 
into ruling in favor of the politically or economically powerful and many victims do not receive a fair and impartial 
trial. For instance, they note Algerian judges are transferred to far-off locations if considered too independent, Kenyan 
judges are made to step down, and “sensitive” cases 
are transferred to more compliant 
judges in Peru and Sri Lanka.
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SELf-GENERATED IMPEDIMENTS MAkE fuNCTIONAL 
CHOICE-MAkING DIffICuLT
Have you acted in a familiar manner because of a past obligation? Because he had committed more than 500,000 
troops and tens of thousands had already died, President Lyndon Johnson continued his Vietnam War policy (instead 
of retreating) in 1968. He could not bring himself to pull out of the war, even though he believed the war was not 
going to be successful. Commitment issues are best avoided by not following your initial instincts, as they are exactly 
what can cause you to be swayed to act irrationally. Instead, imagine that you have just heard about your situation and 
decide whether you should ignore it or get involved.

Are you blind to contradictory evidence once you have labelled something or someone? A low draft selection will cloud 
NBA basketball coaches’ perceptions, regardless of how well a player performs, resulting in the player having decreased 
playing time (even five years later), being more likely to be traded, and having a shorter career. The coaches can’t bypass 
their initial perceptions. Instead, they dismiss important facts, trust irrelevant factors, and arbitrarily assign labels to 
others. Before making conclusions, create structures that force you to focus on the objective information, use self-
imposed “wait periods” so that you can take your time to make good decisions, and keep evaluations tentative until you 
have examined the situation from many different standpoints.

Do you do the opposite of what you know you should do because you will gain by doing the opposite? Participants in 
a research study were asked to put their hand in very cold water for 60 seconds. In a second trial they put their hand 
in water of the same temperature for 60 seconds and kept it there for another 30 seconds as the water was heated by 
only one extra degree Celsius. Later the subjects were asked which trial they wanted to repeat. Although the sensible 
option is 60 seconds of pain (not 90), 69 percent of them asked to do the second trial. Thinking they were gaining a 
peak ending, they did what was not sensible.
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LEARN wHAT fACTORS ARE MOST IMPORTANT fOR CERTAIN 
DECISIONS AND fOCuS ON THEM
Being an expert is advantageous because you know what information to attend to, what you should ignore, 
and you may even be able to make correct, quick decisions. Non-experts, however, run the risk of not knowing 
what to edit or not being able to edit all the information they receive. Hence, they are more likely to judge an 
individual by their irrelevant, easily observed external characteristics, such as gender, race, height, physical 
appearance, and clothing. Increasing the amount of information they receive will probably only confuse them. 
So unless you are an expert, make your initial evaluations tentative and seek expert guidance.

ALTER yOuR ENvIRONMENT SO THAT yOu fOCuS ON wHAT MATTERS
Although having few choices is oftentimes demoralising, having too many, such as being confronted with a 
huge array of soap powders in a supermarket, can result in a perception of overload, poor choices, and lowered 
happiness. Hence, embracing some voluntary constraints on your freedom of choice can be beneficial. A good 
way to do this is to alter your environment so that you ignore irrelevant information and pay attention only to 
what matters. You can easily do this by throwing away five percent of all your belongings every six months.

CONSTRuCT yOuR ENvIRONMENT IN A wAy THAT IS CONDuCIvE 
fOR DECISION MAkING
To foster effective decision making, create a healthy environment of interpersonal relationships which allows 
open, rational discussion of sometimes differing opinions, creative thinking, and careful deliberation. Ensure 
that you invite the right mix of people. These individuals should have knowledge, experience, and a stake in the 
outcome. Likewise, the physical setting should be conducive to creative thinking. Use settings you don’t usually 
use, so that there is less of a temptation to fall into using traditional ways of thinking.

fOR EffECTIvE
DECISION MAkING9 Techniques
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SPEND TIME wITH DIffERENT PEOPLE TO IMPROvE yOuR 
DECISION MAkING
Learn not to bias your snap judgements with discriminatory attitudes by spending time with different people 
on a regular basis, noting their positive attributes, and becoming comfortable in their presence. One way 
I advocate doing this is to travel independently to foreign countries; not on a cruise ship or living in an  
all-inclusive hotel! Independent travel causes you to have your eyes opened as to how other people live.

TAkE yOuR TIME MAkING DECISIONS
Prejudices and stereotypes have a big impact on decisions non-experts make in a hurry. For instance, a researcher 
flashed a picture of a black or white face on a computer screen, then a gun or a wrench. Study participants were 
quicker in correctly identifying a gun when the image was preceded by a black face, rather than a white face. 
Such errors increased when the subjects were required to respond very quickly (within 500 milliseconds). Now 
they were far more likely to mislabel a wrench a gun, if it were preceded by a black, rather than a white face, 
because they based their decision on a stereotype. Hence, arrange your life so that you can “take your time” and 
“stop and think.” One way police officers can do this is to work alone. In dangerous situations they are forced to 
wait for back-up. Hence, they have more time to assess the situation. Similarly, wait 24 hours before responding 
to emails you perceive as negative.

uSE CHECkLISTS
A combination of mistake proneness, incomplete information, and uncertainty, oftentimes leads to poor 
outcomes. One way to reduce the likelihood of such problems is to use checklists. They are particularly useful 
in situations where cause and effect are relatively assured. Ensure they are sufficiently specific to be helpful, but 
adequately broad to allow for varying conditions.
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CREATE A DECISIONS jOuRNAL AND ASSESS wHAT 
CONDITIONS LEAD TO BETTER OuTCOMES
Record your most important decisions in a journal. Write down how you made the decision, how you felt 
physically and mentally when making the decision, how many days it took you to make your decision, the 
names of all the people you discussed the issue with before making your choice, and your estimate of the 
outcome. Put an asterix beside the name of the person who had the biggest impact on your decision. Then 
you can assess whether there are certain conditions associated with your decision making that lead to better 
outcomes.

fOCuS ON ONLy ONE THING AT A TIME
Computers switch back and forth between tasks extremely quickly, giving the impression they are doing things 
simultaneously, but they do not multitask. Nor can humans. Multitasking is a myth. We can not divide our 
attention between two conscious activities. If you don’t believe me, try explaining to your partner a behaviour 
you want him or her to change and at the same time perform the following mathematical formula: (53.3 x 7) 
/ 6. You may believe that you can do two conscious things at the same time, but such a belief is illusionary. 
So don’t have your cell phone on vibrate or silent during meetings. If you are using your cell phone during a 
meeting, then you disturb the audience, disturb the speaker (and hence disturb the audience again), and you 
can’t concentrate on what is being said. Likewise, unless you are aiming at increasing your chances of killing 
someone, don’t text and drive or speak on a cell phone and drive.

DON’T TRy TO PLEASE EvERyONE
No matter how hard you try, you will never please everyone. For instance, seventeenth century Dutch painter 
Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn has been described as “the most famous painter of his age” and “the 
Dutch master.” But a fellow Dutch painter said of Rembrandt: “In his effort to maintain a mellow manner, 
Rembrandt merely achieved an effect of rottenness. The vulgar and prosaic aspects of a subject were the only 
ones he was capable of noting, and with his red and yellow tones, he set the fatal example of shadows so hot 
that they seem aglow, and colors which appear to lie like liquid mud on the canvas.”
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Multitasking is a myth. We can not divide our 
attention between two conscious activities. 

Unless you are aiming at increasing your 
chances of killing someone, don’t text and 
drive or speak on a cell phone and drive.
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“Life is the sum of all your choices.”
 — Albert Camus


