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            Introduction

         

         In Rudolf Raspe’s 1785 stories, The Adventures of Baron Münch-hausen, the fictional baron tells many imaginative tales of his extreme resourcefulness. In one story, he accidentally tosses his hatchet all the way to the moon and uses quick-growing beans to grow a stalk tall enough that he can climb to the moon and retrieve it. In another, he fights a crocodile and a lion, surviving because he ducks just in time for the lion to lunge into the crocodile’s mouth. And in yet another tale, he sticks his arm down a wolf’s throat, grabs onto the animal’s tail, and turns it inside out like a glove.

         In perhaps the best-known story, Baron Munchausen is riding his horse when he finds himself stuck in a large swamp. As the horse sinks deeper into the bog, the baron glances around, trying to figure out how to get out of this latest precarious situation. He comes up with a somewhat peculiar solution. The baron grabs himself by his pigtail, a long braid and a common hairstyle for men at the time, and pulls himself and the horse out of the swamp by his own hair.

         Pulling yourself up by your own hair, even if only metaphorically, seems impossible. But, with exception to the laws of physics the baron breaks, we’ve all found ourselves in similar situations. You may have pulled yourself out of bed this morning or calmed yourself down during a heated debate. Maybe you pulled yourself out of a party when you knew you’d had one drink too many. You surely had to pull yourself through major life changes, as when you moved to a new town, when you launched your career, and when you started or ended a relationship. The baron’s story about pulling himself out of the muck has become an allegory for many of the moments when we have to motivate ourselves.

         Like yours, my life has involved a fair amount of pulling. I grew up in an Israeli kibbutz—a communal society where private property was frowned upon and money was considered dirty…and not only because it touched many hands. As part of the ideology, I shared my property, which included my room, toys, and clothes, with the other children my age, even though we weren’t family. Now I’m a professor in the business school at the University of Chicago, which prides itself on embracing a capitalist ideology, including the fundamental value assigned to personal property. During my first week at the university, a colleague politely declined my request to borrow his book, kindly suggesting that professors should own books rather than borrow them. That was a shocking moment for me. I realized I’d need to do a good amount of pulling to switch so drastically from the mind-set I grew up with to the mind-set my new country and my new coworkers valued.

         Yet I had already pulled myself to get there. My community cherished agriculture and manual work more than education. A college degree was considered the right move mainly if you were a bright man seeking to learn something useful. I’m not a man and didn’t think I was particularly bright. I also wanted to study psychology, which wouldn’t be considered useful to my kibbutz. People in my community encouraged me to learn to drive a tractor (which I stubbornly resisted) and suggested I study engineering or architecture. Usually, the kibbutz would pay for your education if you spent one year working in the community. I had no interest in the type of work they encouraged me to do, so I moved to the big city. I worked in a bakery, cleaned houses, and saved money to study psychology at Tel Aviv University. I had to pull myself to move out on my own, to work long and arduous hours, and to do well in school.

         Fast forward, and here I am. My husband and I pulled ourselves when we moved to the US. We pulled ourselves when we applied to be citizens. We pulled ourselves through raising three wonderful children. And we continue to pull ourselves toward other, smaller goals every day: keeping the kitchen clean, walking our dog, helping our young son study, and so on.

         Getting anywhere, as well as sustaining the things you cherish in life, requires a great deal of pulling. If you weren’t pulling, you would barely be moving at all. I write this book in the midst of the 2020 pandemic. Like most people, I worry, get distracted, and struggle to stay motivated. Over the past several months, I’ve learned to take nothing for granted, be it my health, my job, my children’s education, or meeting a friend for coffee. And even though I love my job, I find it harder to stay motivated. To write about self-motivation, I start by motivating myself to write.

         So how do you motivate yourself? The short answer is by changing your circumstances.

         If you ever put a psychologist, a sociologist, and an economist in one room, that basic principle—changing behavior by modifying the situation in which it occurs—might be the one truth they’ll agree on (and you should expect heated arguments on just about everything else). This principle is fundamental to behavioral science. It also underlies many of the discoveries in the science of motivation.

         Motivation science is relatively young. It was born just a few decades ago. But it has been growing exponentially, as has public interest in how circumstances enable personal growth. We most often use insights from motivation science to motivate others. Companies set organizational goals to motivate employees to work harder, teachers give students feedback on their progress to motivate them to keep going, health care workers send messages that motivate people to follow medical advice, and energy companies that care about the environment share information about others’ low energy use to increase energy conservation. We’ve developed valuable insights into the processes of motivating others, be it our students, coworkers, clients, or fellow citizens.

         But we can also use these insights to motivate ourselves.

         You modify your own behavior by modifying the situation in which it occurs. You might, for example, know that you’ll eat whatever is in sight when you’re hungry. So if you want to start eating better, a good solution would be to fill up your fridge with fresh fruits and veggies. Another way would be to tell your family that you want to eat healthily so they hold you accountable next time you reach for a doughnut. You could also mentally change the meaning of a creamy doughnut from “delicious” to “detrimental.” These very different strategies (more about them later) have one thing in common: they change your circumstances. Filling your fridge with veggies changes the options you have when you’re reaching for a snack. Telling your family you want to eat better changes who you’re accountable to. And telling yourself that doughnuts are “detrimental” changes your mental image of that fluffy fried dough.

         In this book, I’ll make the scientific case for how you can use insights from motivation science to guide and own your desires, rather than be subject to them. I’ll share with you the four essential ingredients in successful behavior change.

         First, you need to choose a goal. Whether you set your mind to finding romance or doing a handstand, and whether you’re an expert or a novice, you start by marking a destination. Second, you need to sustain your motivation as you move from here to there. You monitor your progress by soliciting feedback on your performance, both positive and negative, and by looking back at what you’ve achieved as well as forward at what is still left to do. Third, you must learn to juggle multiple goals. Other goals and desires will pull you in opposite directions. You need to learn to manage these goals, set priorities, and find the right balance. Finally, you’ll learn to leverage social support. It’s hard to reach your goals by yourself and even harder when certain people stand in your way. On the other hand, when you let others help you, pursuing your goal gets easier.

         Knowing these ingredients is just one step. You also have to figure out which ingredient is missing from your recipe for success. You don’t need to add salt to a dish that’s missing pepper, so, for example, gathering social support (which I discuss in Part IV) when you already feel supported won’t increase your motivation. Your problem might instead be that you’re feeling unenthusiastic about your goal. You’ll want to find a path to success that maximizes your intrinsic motivation (which we’ll talk about in Chapter 4).

         The four parts of this book each grapple with one ingredient in the recipe. Part I focuses on how to set a goal that’s powerful and specific enough (but not too specific) to pull you toward the finish line. Part II will teach you how to keep your momentum going, through the right way to monitor your progress and avoiding the “middle problem.” Part III explains how to best juggle multiple goals, describing which to prioritize and when. Finally, Part IV teaches you how to both use and help the people in your life as you all try to reach your goals.

         Bearing in mind that our problems are diverse and can’t be solved with a single strategy, this book invites you to design your own journey of behavior change and choose the strategies that are right for you under your unique circumstances. At the end of each chapter, I’ve listed questions to guide you as you create your own path to change. As you answer these questions for yourself, think about the goals you wish to achieve, but also keep in mind your specific circumstances, including both opportunities and obstacles.

         This book is an invitation to apply the principles of motivation science to yourself. You’ll learn about the goal systems we mentally create, about how different types of goals affect the way you approach them, and about where and when people commonly get stuck. But most critically, you’ll learn how to pull yourself out of the muck by your own hair.

      
   


   
      
         
            Part I

            Choose Your Goal

         

         On May 10, 1996, twenty-three climbers arrived at the summit of Mount Everest. They must have felt on top of the world, literally and figuratively, as they looked out and saw a hundred miles in any direction. Their elation, however, didn’t last long. The guides running the expedition grew increasingly worried as their party took too long to get to the top. Though they knew they’d have to start climbing back down by 2 p.m. to ensure a safe return, by the time everyone made it to the summit and was able to enjoy the view, it was four o’clock. Still, the guides thought, maybe it’d be okay. But soon after they started their descent, the weather took a turn. The skies went dark, the wind picked up, and the snow began to fall. The climbers were now facing an extremely risky journey. Not only were they likely to be stuck on the mountain in subzero temperatures overnight, they were running out of supplemental oxygen. It’s extremely difficult to breathe at the high altitude of Mount Everest’s summit, nearly nine thousand meters above sea level.

         As the blizzard became a whiteout, at 9 p.m. a group of climbers decided to stop for the night and huddle together to wait for a break in the storm. The wind chill registered 100 degrees below zero and the climbers felt as if their eyelids were frozen together. Many lost hope that they’d make it back to camp alive.

         When the weather cleared and rescue missions were able to search, five of the group members were found either dead or so badly injured that they wouldn’t make it back to the base of the mountain. Other expeditions also lost people—in total, eight climbers who were at or near Everest’s summit when the storm started died. The night of May 10, 1996, continues to mark one of the biggest tragedies to happen on Everest. This night also illustrates the power, at times detrimental, of holding a goal.

         Reaching Mount Everest’s peak was these mountaineers’ ultimate goal. Even when they felt so exhausted they could barely move, two of the 1996 climbers continued toward Everest’s summit instead of turning around. What made the idea of summiting Mount Everest so powerful that they were willing to pay for it with their lives?

         The goal to reach Everest’s summit encapsulates all elements of setting a powerfully motivating goal. First, climbing Mount Everest is not a proxy or a means to another goal. Because mountain climbers want only to reach that summit, not to reach the summit to be qualified for another challenge, they frame their goal as an end and not a means to an end, thus making it feel less like a chore. Second, reaching the summit is a specific goal with uncertain success. That is, you know whether or not you’ve achieved it, just not whether or not you will achieve it. There’s a decent chance you’ll fail, and unless you try, you won’t know. This makes the goal more attractive. Third, there are great incentives for making it to the top. If you live to tell the tale, it’s a story just about anyone would want to hear. Fourth, it’s an intrinsic goal—even if no one else cared that you’d topped Everest, you’d feel endlessly proud of yourself.

         We can implement these principles in setting powerful goals for ourselves, while not neglecting the other lesson Mount Everest has taught us: we need to choose our goals wisely. Certain goals put our lives at risk. These goals are set without regard to our circumstances and abilities. They pull us in the wrong direction. Rather than advancing our emotional and physical well-being, such goals blind us to dangers in their path. Take extreme diets, injury-causing sport, or sticking with an unhealthy relationship. Goals are powerful tools and, as such, they should be handled with care. We want to set powerful goals, but only after carefully considering whether they’re right for us.

         Powerful goals have the ability to pull us toward our ultimate desires, energizing us to put in the work we need to do to get there. Part I of this book will unpack the features of a powerful goal: that it feels exciting and not like a chore (Chapter 1), that it’s specific and quantifiable (“how much” or “how fast,” Chapter 2), that it includes incentives that will keep you interested along the way (Chapter 3), and that it harnesses the power of intrinsic motivation (Chapter 4).
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            Goals Aren’t Chores

         

         When Alice asked, “Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?” the Cheshire Cat replied, “That depends a good deal on where you want to get to.”

         This quote from Lewis Carroll’s famous children’s book Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland reminds me of a popular exercise in my management class. Each year, I ask teams of business students to imagine that they’re passengers on a floatplane that has just crashed. Each team must decide which items to salvage from the plane to ensure that they’ll survive in the wild. There are two approaches my students could take: they could either choose items, like matches and an ax, that will allow them to set up camp and wait until help arrives; or they could choose items, like a compass and a navigation book, that would allow them to leave and search for help. Too often, teams jump into the task of sorting and selecting items without first deciding on their objective: take off or stay put. Not knowing their goal, they make decisions that contradict each other, resulting in an eclectic array of items that serve opposite purposes. In the end, they don’t get anywhere.

         While the missteps of Alice and my students may seem obvious from a distance, many of us make their same mistake. If you don’t select a goal to point you in a specific direction, you’re likely to move in circles. You’ll do whatever is at the forefront of your mind, even if it contradicts other actions you might have taken just moments ago. You might decide to go on a diet the same day you sign up for a macaron-making class, or you’ll open a savings account while also taking out a loan for a new car.

         The goals we set are powerful motivational tools. A goal doesn’t just point you in a specific direction, it also pulls you in that direction. Once you set a goal, it mobilizes your resources toward achieving it. You’ll spend mental and physical effort, money, time, and your social capital. Consider deciding to become a parent or to change your career. These goals require continuous effort invested over a long period of time. Other goals, like trying to eat more healthily or exercise more, require willpower and self-control. Even goals that seem straightforward—wouldn’t it be fun to adopt a puppy?—might over time prove to be costly. And yet, despite the cost, once a goal is set, you’re willing to expend resources and pay the price.

         Powerful goals feel worth the price tag—they pull you toward your greatest wish. And in order to pull you, a goal has to feel more like an aspiration and less like a chore. For example, reaching the summit of Mount Everest is an aspiration, but training for it seems like a chore. Similarly, studying law describes an aspiration, but studying for the bar exam might seem like a chore. And while becoming a parent is an aspiration, doing so because you fear regretting a decision to remain childless makes it seem more like a chore. These examples illustrate three traps in setting and framing a goal: framing it as a means to another goal instead of the end goal itself, setting a goal that is too specific or concrete instead of an abstract goal, and setting a goal in terms of something you wish to avoid rather than something you wish to approach. Falling into any of these three traps will diminish the power of your goals.

         Set goals, not means

         When it comes to setting a goal that feels like an aspiration and not a chore, the old adage to “keep your eyes on the prize” holds true. A powerful goal defines a desirable state, not the means to get there.

         Consider dining out. You might not hesitate to order a $12 cocktail at a restaurant, but you’d think twice, and even drive around the block a few times, before paying the same amount for valet parking. You don’t like paying for parking because parking is, by definition, a means—it gets you into the restaurant and in front of the dinner plate you’d set your sights on. Similarly, shipping and gift-wrapping fees are a means to the goal of getting your friend the perfect birthday present and, indeed, we dislike paying these fees. Many of us would rather pay a little extra for the gift and earn free delivery than pay a shipping fee. In general, we want to invest our resources in the goal, not in the means. And because companies know we dislike paying for means, many online stores will include shipping costs in the product price, giving the impression that shipping is free.

         This aversion to investing in means can have surprising effects, as Franklin Shaddy and I found. An experiment we conducted with our MBA students showed us that people are willing to spend more overall to avoid spending anything on a means (as many of us do to avoid shipping fees). In our experiment, we auctioned an autographed book by the prominent economist Richard Thaler, which is something our MBA students would treasure. The average bid for the book was $23. We next auctioned a tote bag, which contained the same autographed book, to another, similarly enthusiastic group of students. While these students were technically bidding on a bag, their deal was economically superior given that the highest bidder would win both a bag and a book. To our surprise, the average bidder was willing to pay only $12, significantly less than what bidders were willing to pay for the book alone. In economics terms, the value of the tote bag was negative, meaning that throwing it in decreased the value of the deal. The reason for this surprising result? It didn’t feel right to pay that much for a bag whose only function was to carry a free book. People don’t want to invest in means.

         When you’re setting goals, remember this lesson and choose to define the goal in terms of benefits rather than costs. It’s better to set your goal as “finding a job” rather than “applying for a job,” or as “owning a house” instead of “saving for a down payment.” Finding a job and owning a house are desirable outcomes. Filling out applications and saving for a down payment are the costly means needed to achieve these outcomes. Achieving a goal is exciting; completing the means is a chore.

         Set abstract goals

         Imagine you’re trying to find a new job. You could describe this goal as “exploring career opportunities” or as “reading job postings and submitting applications.” These are two different descriptions of the same goal. “Reading job postings” is a concrete description that explains how you explore career opportunities, and “exploring career opportunities” is an abstract description that explains why you read job postings. But while they describe the same goal, one description is more motivating than the other. The concrete description emphasizes actions, thus turning the goal into a chore. The abstract description, however, emphasizes the meaning behind those actions.

         More abstract goals capture the purpose behind an action, describing what you’re trying to achieve rather than the actions you’ll take to achieve it. And while an abstract goal identifies the purpose of a goal, a concrete goal only identifies the path to get there; it’s a means.

         Cultivating an abstract mind-set while pursuing a goal can make any goal seem less like a chore. If you think about your day-to-day life in the abstract—that is, you focus on the purpose and meaning of your actions—your orientation toward specific goals will also be more abstract. To test this principle, psychologist Kentaro Fujita and his colleagues assigned people to an abstract or concrete mind-set by having them answer a series of “why” (abstract) or “how” (concrete) questions. For example, they answered “Why do you maintain good physical health?” or “How do you maintain good physical health?” After answering several such questions, the research participants started to think about their goals either more abstractly or more concretely, depending on the series of questions they’d answered. Those who answered a series of “why” questions were more motivated to channel resources to their goals. They worked harder. So, for instance, they exercised more physical effort when holding a handgrip.

         There is, of course, a downside. When you make a goal too abstract, it becomes vague. It may not be linked to a specific set of actions and is therefore difficult to actively pursue. “Explore new career opportunities,” for instance, is miles better than “be successful.” Similarly, “start going to church” is better than “be morally pure.” There are no clear or specific means by which we should pursue success or, if it’s your thing, moral purity, rendering these goals ineffective. When there’s no clear path to get from point A to point B, people revert to fantasizing about their goals instead of taking action toward achieving them.

         When we fantasize, we imagine what our lives will look like once we achieve our goal. We envision how great it will feel to wear that graduation gown, medal, or wedding dress. But fantasizing doesn’t generate action. Fantasizing about graduating with honors won’t necessarily make you study harder; fantasizing about coming first in a 5K won’t make you run more; and fantasizing about walking down the aisle won’t make you set up more dates.

         Indeed, in one study, the psychologists Gabriel Oettingen and Thomas Wadden had weight watchers rate their expectations (how likely they were to lose weight) and how much they fantasized about weight loss at the beginning of a weight loss program. A year later, those who had high expectations lost more weight than those with low expectations, but those who fantasized more didn’t. Those who fantasized actually lost less weight.

         Fantasies might feel good, but they’re largely ineffective as a motivational tool. And when abstract goals become too abstract, they’re at risk of turning into fantasies that substitute for action. Optimally abstract goals describe a purpose without losing sight of the actions you need to take to reach them (“improve my mental health” is better than “be happy”). You should immediately know what to do next (start therapy, for example). They allow you to contrast your current state with where you want to be so that you can connect the dots from here to there by making an action plan.

         “Do” versus “do not” goals

         When dining out, is it better to define your goal as eating healthily or as avoiding unhealthy food? When playing a sport, should you define your goal as winning or as not losing? “Do” goals, also known as “approach” goals because they identify a desirable state that we’re approaching, pull us toward eating healthily or playing well to win the game. “Do not” goals, also known as avoidance goals, push us away from a state we wish to avoid. These are essentially “anti-goals.”

         When we define our goals as approach goals, we move toward those goals (decreasing the gap between us and our desires). When we define them as avoidance goals, we move away from anti-goals (widening the gap between us and the outcomes we want to avoid).

         Just as framing your goal as a means or as too concrete is likely to make your goal feel like a chore, framing it as an anti-goal is likely to do the same. If you want to win your school’s championship basketball game, the “approach” frame of winning the game is more enticing than the “avoidance” frame of not losing the game.

         The strongest case against setting avoidance goals comes from research on thought suppression. Consider the goal to get something off your mind. You might try to repress an unpleasant argument at the office, stop obsessing about your ex, or get rid of an annoying tune that’s stuck in your head. Recently, my son has been practicing his violin day and night. His teacher has him playing Suzuki, a Japanese composer and teacher whose music is exceedingly upbeat. As wonderful as it is to hear my son’s musical skill grow, once the practice is over, I would be thrilled to get those happy songs out of my head.

         My struggle reminds me of a classic experiment by Daniel Wegner. Wegner’s experiment was quite simple: He gathered a group of participants and asked them “to not think about white bears.” And, of course, once he’d put the idea of white bears in their heads, they couldn’t not think about them. (Can you not think about those bears?) Whether it’s your colleague, an ex, or a white bear you want to stop thinking about, your attempt to suppress your thoughts is an avoidance goal. You wish to move away from an anti-goal state of thinking about something unpleasant or forbidden.

         Suppression is notoriously hard to do. The more you’re determined to not think about something, the more you’ll find yourself obsessing over it. A deliberate attempt to suppress certain thoughts makes them more likely to surface. Part of the reason for this is that, to determine whether you’ve successfully suppressed a thought, you need to ask yourself whether you’re still thinking it. And each time you check, the mere act of checking brings the forbidden thought back to your mind. The irony of this phenomenon is why it came to be called “ironic mental control.” Suppression is also a challenge simply because it’s not much fun. Suppression is a chore.

         While avoidance goals are more like chores, and therefore tend to be less powerful, they aren’t always ineffective in motivating action. For certain people and in certain situations, avoidance goals are effective.

         Some people—let’s call them “approachers”—are particularly prone to responding more strongly to approach goals. When they play a game, they hope to win. In psychological terms, they have a strong Behavioral Approach System (BAS). Other people—let’s call them “avoiders”—can tolerate and be responsive to avoidance goals. When they play a game, they hope not to lose. Therefore, in psychological terms, they have a strong Behavioral Inhibition (or avoidance) System (BIS). To figure out whether you’re an approacher or an avoider, ask yourself whether you agree more with the statements “When I want something, I usually go all-out to get it” and “When I see an opportunity for something I like, I get excited right away” or the statements “I worry about making mistakes” and “Criticism or scolding hurts me quite a bit.” If you go all-out, you’re an approacher. If you fear mistakes and criticism, you’re an avoider.

         Sometimes, the situation determines whether people are focused on approach goals or avoidance goals. When people feel they’re in power, they’re more motivated by approach goals. So if you’re the boss, you probably want people to like you. This is an approach goal. But when you’re the intern, you want to make sure you’re not disliked. This is an avoidance goal.

         For avoiders, or for those in situations that predispose us to avoid, avoidance goals work just fine at motivating action. Behaviorists who study motivation using rodents and birds claim that “negative reinforcement” (not to be confused with punishment) accounts for the appeal of moving away from an anti-goal; that is, taking actions that remove negative outcomes. In the 1940s, psychologist B. F. Skinner created a “Skinner Box” for the rats he was using to study avoidance. The floor of the box was covered in an electric grid that would shock the rats no matter where they stood. As they moved about the box, trying to get away from the electricity, the rats would accidentally knock into a lever that would shut the grid down. Over time, the rats learned they could go directly to the lever to stop the shock.

         And this kind of learning doesn’t just happen with rats. After a painful sunburn, we humans learn to use sunscreen next time we’re at the beach. The fear of injury has also taught us to buckle our seat belts in the car and wear a helmet when we ride our bikes, even if we were never involved in an accident. These activities are motivated by avoidance goals and are negatively reinforced. By pursuing them, you avoid negative outcomes.

         Avoidance goals are particularly powerful in the context of preventing harm and escaping danger. When motivating yourself to apply sunscreen, it feels right to set your goal as avoiding sunburn more than as approaching healthy skin. When motivating wearing a helmet, it feels right to set your goal as avoiding injury more than as keeping your skull intact.

         In determining how to frame your goals, you could think about the “fit” (a notion that suggests that certain goals match certain orientations). For instance, safety goals fit the orientation of moving away from danger. In contrast, when you decide to start dating, it’s more fitting to set your goal as moving toward romance than as avoiding rejection.

         The psychologist Tory Higgins made a distinction between “ought” and “ideal” goals to explain when avoidance versus approach framing provides a better fit. Ought goals include everything you need to do, like being safe by locking your door and being responsible by taking care of your family. Ideal goals include everything you hope or aspire to do but don’t necessarily feel you must do. These include reading this book or getting a business degree. When pursuing an ought goal, it’s fitting to avoid losses. When pursuing an ideal goal, it is more fitting to approach gains. For example, when your goal is to keep yourself safe (an ought), you can motivate yourself by defining your goal as avoiding damage to yourself or your property. When pursuing a goal to join a choir (an ideal, for many), you can motivate yourself by defining your goal as mastering a certain vocal range.

         Also, while approach goals are generally more exciting, avoidance goals have the advantage of seeming more urgent. To illustrate, try completing these sentences:

         A. “I must prevent [enter your response].”

         B. “I want to achieve [enter your response].”

         Now compare A to B. The upper, avoidance goal likely seems more urgent but less pleasant. The lower goal seems more pleasant and easier to stick with in the long run. So if you set your goal as “not losing,” you might believe it’s more urgent than if you set it as “winning.” You’ll respond more quickly to the not-losing goal, but you’d have more endurance in the long run to stick with your goal to win.

         Finally, pursuing approach and avoidance goals feels different. Successfully pursuing an approach goal will make you feel happy, proud, and eager. Failing to pursue an approach goal will result in feeling sad and depressed. For example, when I got a promotion at work, I felt proud. In contrast, successfully pursuing an avoidance goal makes you feel relieved, calm, and relaxed. Failing to pursue an avoidance goal will result in anxiety, fear, and guilt. For example, when I went for my mammogram this year (an ought goal with avoidance framing to not get breast cancer), I was relieved to get my negative results.

         Motivation science teaches us that our feelings and emotions are highly instrumental. They provide feedback on goals. They serve as the sensory system for motivation. When you feel good, you know you’re making progress on your goal, and when you feel bad, you know you’re falling behind. This feedback is immediate and easy to understand.

         Feelings also serve as an extra motivator, or a mini-goal, in the process of achieving your overall goal. When we feel happy or relieved, those emotions act as a reward. Similarly, negative emotions like anxiety or guilt serve as punishment. So you’re motivated to pursue a goal not only because you want to achieve it, but also because achieving it—or merely making progress—feels good and failing to do so feels bad. In this way, emotions are a powerful motivator. You even use your emotions to incentivize yourself. You decide to feel good only at the “right” time. If you learn you’re about to land a job offer, you suppress your happiness until the offer is official. You say you don’t want to jinx it, but in reality, you wait for the “right” time to feel good about it (more on incentives in Chapter 3).

         Overall, a nuanced understanding of the approach/avoidance distinction implies that, once you realize which goal type is more effective for you and your situation, you can best set your goal. Absent such personalization, the general rule is that, for many of us under most circumstances, defining our goals as approaching a state of success and good health is more motivating than avoiding failure and sickness. You should therefore always consider setting goals in terms of approach (“do it”) rather than avoidance (“don’t do it”) and adjust from there.

         Questions to ask yourself

         Goals are powerful. Once they’re set, you’re eager to reach them. Your goals modify your behavior; they pull you. You should therefore not neglect to set your goals. But how you set your goals will determine their power. Your goals become less effective when, rather than feeling excited by them, you see them as chores. To set goals that aren’t chores, you can start by asking yourself the following questions:

         	Have you set your goals and are these the right goals for you? Do your goals fit the person you are and are they the best for the person you hope to become? You want to get the content of your goals right.

            	How do you define your goals to yourself? Can you make them feel more exciting by focusing on what you’re trying to achieve, rather than on the means you take to get there?

            	Are your goals optimally abstract so that you don’t lose sight of where you’re going as well as exactly how you’ll get there?

            	Can you define your goals in terms of approaching a state of physical and mental comfort instead of avoiding an undesirable state of discomfort? You’ll likely be more motivated with an approach goal, though you might feel it’s more urgent to avoid an anti-goal.
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            Put a Number on It

         

         Every time someone boots up a Fitbit, the device loads a 10,000-step daily goal. At this point, it’s commonly agreed that walking 10,000 steps per day is best for your health. But where did that number come from?

         Though we may think that decades of rigorous study went into finding the exact number of steps that would keep us fit, the truth is less scientific. Our daily step target originally came from ads for a Japanese pedometer.

         In the 1960s, Japan was preparing to host the 1964 Olympics. With excitement about athletes coming to Tokyo from all over the world, Japanese people started talking and thinking more about physical fitness. They realized that exercise was a good way to stave off diseases like hypertension, diabetes, and stroke, all of which were problems for the Japanese at that time. Given that walking was the easiest way to get exercise, since it required no special equipment and could easily be done with friends or family, the Japanese started forming popular walking groups.

         Around the same time, a Japanese professor of health science decided that 10,000 steps per day would be ideal and invented a pedometer to help people track their steps. He named it Manpo-kei, which translates in English to “10,000-step meter.” Ads for the pedometer happily exclaimed, “Let’s walk 10,000 steps a day!”

         More than fifty years later, Japan has one of the healthiest populations in the world, and we still use 10,000 steps as a guide for daily movement.

         The goal to start walking was of course important, but perhaps most important both to Japan’s health and the sale of pedometers was the professor’s choice to put a number on that goal. As a rule, goals, like recipes, work best if you list the exact quantities. “Walk 10,000 steps a day” is better than “walk a lot.” And while your goal might be to start running, a better goal would set a target such as running the Chicago Marathon in under five hours.

         Numerical targets usually come in two forms: how much (save $10,000) and how soon (within one year). Not only do these targets have a long history in motivation science—we’ve been somewhat obsessed with studying their generally positive impact—but targets are also popular in everyday conversation about goals. You refer to them so often that you might not even realize when you’re setting a goal versus a target. You might say, for example, that your goal is to save $10,000. But really, your goal is to save money and $10,000 is merely your target.

         The reason targets are common is quite obvious: they work. Targets pull you toward a goal and make it easier to monitor progress. They even tell you when to quit or slow down. Targets motivate us because, once they’re set, we care deeply about meeting these exact numbers. If you set your target at saving $10,000, you’ll be disappointed if you “only” save $9,900. On the other hand, saving $10,100 won’t make you much happier than saving exactly $10,000. A hundred dollars matters immensely if you haven’t yet hit your target, and less so when you have. In general, once a target has been set, you see anything below it as a loss, which you care deeply to avoid. In contrast, anything above the set target is a gain, which is nice to have but not necessary for your peace of mind.

         This is a principle psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky termed “loss-aversion.” As humans, we’re greatly disappointed and sometimes even angry when we feel we’ve missed out on something, but we care less when we’ve gained a bit more than we expected. By the loss-aversion principle, you’ll work harder to meet your target than to exceed it.

         Take marathon runners, for example. Ultimately, their goal is to finish the race as quickly as possible. Yet runners often like to set a specific time target—finishing the race in less than four hours is considered a real accomplishment. Analyzing data from about ten million runners, one study found that many more people finish the race just under their set target time than just over their target time (more people finish in 3:59 hours rather than 4:01 hours, for example). As they get closer and closer to the finish line, realizing they have a good chance of beating their target time, runners push harder and faster. So, many marathoners cross the line just under the time they’ve set for themselves, having run their hardest in the last minutes to ensure that they’ll make it.

         Understanding this psychology, clever marketers have devised awards programs to capitalize on our desire to hit a set target. A study examining how people behave when they’ve nearly earned elite status in a frequent flyer program, which awards points for each flight, found that people took more and more flights with the airline as they got closer to gaining the airline’s top status. Yet once they hit the 100,000 miles per year they needed to reach the program’s Tier 1 ranking, their frequency of flights slowed down. This happens because after we reach a target, we feel as if we’ve been partially “reset.” Earning airline miles seems more important if it helps you reach your target status, but less important if you’re only starting to accumulate miles toward achieving this status the following year. And once you’ve bested a four-hour marathon, you may relax your running regimen until your next marathon is in sight.

         Beyond pulling us toward them, targets also motivate us by helping us evaluate our progress. The earliest models of goal pursuit, developed in the 1960s, described pursuing a goal as a process of closing a discrepancy toward a numerical target. George Miller, one of the founders of cognitive psychology, proposed a model he named “TOTE.” This somewhat mechanistic model of motivation assumes that once a target has been set, the person “Tests,” or evaluates, the distance to it. Next the person “Operates,” that is, pursues the goal. Then another “Test” is performed to determine the distance to the target. This loop of Test-Operate-Test keeps going until the goal is achieved, and the person “Exits” pursuing it (hence “TOTE”). Years later, this model of goal pursuit is still popular (more about it in Chapter 5), and it makes a simple point: once we set a target, we have to determine how far we are from completing it and then mobilize efforts to eliminate the gap.

         Now that you understand the power of targets, you’ll want to set them wisely. Motivation science tells us that a good target is challenging, measurable, actionable, and self-set.

         Challenging targets

         The first ingredient in setting an effective target is to make it somewhat optimistic. And when left to our own devices, we naturally tend to set optimistic targets. If you’re like most people, you’re currently working on something you were planning to finish yesterday (or last month). Your optimism planned to accomplish more by now. That’s not necessarily bad.

         There are two main reasons we’re optimistic, believing we’ll accomplish more and sooner than what’s realistically possible. One is that we’re imperfect planners. The “planning fallacy” is the tendency to underestimate the time and resources it’ll take to do just about anything. Whether you plan to file your tax return early this year or complete your home renovation within your budget, realistically, these plans probably won’t become reality. Even large construction projects, which you’d assume involve careful planning, are frequently subject to the planning fallacy. When Danish architect Jørn Utzon started working on the now-famous Sydney Opera House in 1959, he expected it to take no more than four years and cost $7 million. Instead, Utzon resigned in frustration in 1966 with the building already years late and so over budget that he couldn’t pay his workers. A new architect took charge, but still the opera house wasn’t finished until 1973, more than ten years over deadline and at a cost of $102 million.

         Interestingly, the planning fallacy persists even when people are reminded that they’ve made similar mistakes in the past. Despite telling yourself that you’ve learned your lesson, you’ll likely still procrastinate on next year’s taxes or underestimate the cost of future home renovations.

         Optimism caused by the planning fallacy is a mistake you’d wish to correct. It happens because when budgeting time and money, people tend to focus on the task at hand while neglecting all other demands on their resources. Clearly, we’d all be able to file our taxes next February if that were the only thing we needed to do that month. But once we add up everything else that needs to happen—the birthday parties, soccer games, dance recitals, dinner parties, and doctors’ appointments—all that seemingly free time is no longer free.

         The second explanation for optimism points to the strategic reasons we set overly optimistic targets. You may set optimistic goal targets to impress someone, to land a contract with someone, or (most central to our discussion) to motivate yourself.

         People set optimistic predictions to pre-commit themselves to act. To the extent that many of us intuitively realize the power of numerical targets, we intentionally set them a bit too optimistically to challenge ourselves. This happened when Dan Ariely, at the time a business professor at MIT, offered his students an unusual freedom. While business students typically expect their teacher to give strict deadlines for papers written during the semester, students in Ariely’s course were offered the ability to set their own deadlines. To pass the class, they needed to write three short papers before the end of term. They could either set deadlines for each paper throughout the class or choose to have no deadlines and hand their papers in whenever they wanted. Most students chose to create deadlines, even though they knew that if they missed them they’d be penalized with grade deductions. But they were no fools. The early deadlines helped these students motivate themselves to start on their course work sooner for fear of missing the deadline, while students who didn’t set deadlines had no such motivation. We can learn from these students that if the deadline is approaching soon, you’ll immediately start working on your task (more on pre-commitment in Chapter 10).

         That’s also the reason we often choose to challenge ourselves. You might plan to run a marathon in under four hours, knowing that, at this point, you cannot meet this time. Yet the promise of one day running a four-hour marathon motivates you to train harder. When you challenge yourself, you recognize that you’re overly optimistic, but you prefer to err on the side of expecting too much rather than too little. You choose to overshoot rather than undershoot to motivate yourself.

         Even if you don’t commit to a hard deadline, you may set optimistic expectations strategically to get yourself moving. Ying Zhang and I found that people do so in a study similar to that of the students who set their own deadlines. In our study, we asked students to set a soft deadline, merely estimating the time it would take them to complete an assignment rather than committing to finishing by that time. These deadlines were aspirational, as there was no penalty for failing to meet them. But we treated two groups of students differently. Some were told that they were getting a difficult assignment and others were told they were getting an easy one when, in fact, the assignments were the same. To test whether students set early deadlines to motivate themselves, we compared the deadlines set for the “difficult” homework versus the “easy” homework. We found that those who expected the assignment to be difficult said they would finish it earlier than those expecting it to be easy. This might seem surprising—why would you plan to finish something that’s harder sooner?—but it was just what we thought would happen. Those expecting a difficult assignment set early deadlines to motivate themselves to start working sooner.

         We also measured the time it actually took students to complete the homework assignment so we could test how expecting something to be more difficult influences both predictions and performance. We found that those who expected a difficult assignment and therefore set earlier deadlines finished the assignment earlier than those who expected an easy assignment. Notably, the planning fallacy prevailed: the average person missed their deadline whether they had set it early or late. Yet merely expecting an assignment to be more difficult leads people to start and finish earlier. It’s actually beneficial to expect greater difficulty when it incentivizes you to do your best and start doing so immediately.

         Of course, there are times when meeting the deadline is more critical than doing your best, as when the consequences of failing to meet the deadline are worse than those of falling short in the quality of the work. In another study with students completing assignments, we emphasized that they had to be accurate in setting their deadline. These people set later deadlines when they expected the homework assignment to be more difficult. When we prioritize an accurate deadline over a deadline meant to motivate us, we allow more time to complete a difficult task.

         The conclusion is that, when setting deadlines and other targets, you have a better chance of motivating yourself to do your best if there are relatively minor consequences for failure to meet the targets. In this case, you set targets to challenge yourself and simply hope to make it.

         These challenging targets motivate you because when facing a difficult task, you recruit resources, or energize yourself, to meet the upcoming challenge. The expectation that the task you’re facing will be difficult—but not impossible—results in shifting more mental and physical energy to do it. At times, as you face a challenging task, you may feel slightly aroused or excited; you may even notice that your heart beats faster or louder. You feel ready to act. Other times, you get energized, preparing to act, yet all this is happening outside your awareness. Regardless of whether you’re conscious of your mental preparation, you’re mostly energized when expecting a difficult but not impossible task. Easy tasks don’t require preparation, and for impossible ones, you don’t bother. You give up.

         But when people prepare to meet a medium challenge, their motivational system gets geared up. They’re energized. That’s a good reason to be optimistic when setting targets.

         Measurable targets

         The second ingredient in effective target setting is making sure your target is easy to measure. If a target is vague and missing a clear number, it becomes hard to measure and therefore less motivating. Consider the targets to excel at your new job, save enough for retirement, and get enough sleep. These targets are less motivating than completing a work project by the end of the week, saving $10,000 this year, or getting eight hours of sleep every night.

         A measurable target provides a meaningful number that’s easy to understand and monitor. You know if you’ve slept eight hours based on when you went to bed and when you woke up, but it’s not nearly as easy to tell if you’re getting enough sleep without any target number of sleeping hours per day.

         Yet in order to be motivating, a target can’t be just any number. Consider, for example, setting a daily reading goal. You could set your goal as reading twenty pages a day. Alternatively, you could set it at 6,000 words or 30,000 characters a day. These targets refer to a similar amount of reading, but while the page target is easy to measure, you’d have a difficult time counting 6,000 words to ensure you’ve read enough—counting would probably take more of your time and energy than reading would! Of course, you might still find it confusing to measure twenty pages, as it requires keeping track of exactly where you started. Consider using a twenty-minute daily reading target instead. When my eight-year-old’s teachers set a twenty-minute reading goal, I was thrilled at the target’s brilliance. Not only is a timed goal easy for children to understand, it’s also easiest for parents to monitor. When creating your own targets, first think through what type of number would serve you best. Is it an amount or a time? And if it is an amount, what’s the easiest unit of measurement to monitor?

         Actionable targets

         The third ingredient in setting effective targets is making them actionable. Even specific, measurable targets are ineffective if they cannot be easily translated into action. Consider aiming to eat no more than 2,500 calories per day. For many, this is an optimistic goal with a precise measurement. Yet a calorie is hard to measure. When you look at a dessert, you may see chocolate, whipped cream, or caramel, but you don’t see calories. You can only vaguely answer the questions: How much food equals 2,500 calories? How many steps does it take to burn 100 calories? How many calories does one need to burn to lose one pound?

         As a side note for the curious, it takes on average 2,000 steps to lose 100 calories. You’ll need to burn about 3,500 calories to lose one pound. So, in general, if you cut 500 to 1,000 calories a day from your typical diet, you’ll lose one to two pounds a week.

         Imagine a world in which, instead of calories, food is labeled in terms of daily allowance (similar to what Weight Watchers, now WW, does with SmartPoints—more on that later). Knowing that the Pasta Napoletana at the Cheesecake Factory, which is loaded with sausage, pepperoni, meatballs, bacon, and other rich ingredients, accounts for 99 percent of your daily caloric allowance (2,470 calories out of 2,500 calories per day) might encourage you to instead order Tuscan Chicken—grilled chicken with capers, artichokes, tomatoes, and basil—which is 590 calories and only 23 percent of your daily allowance. Percentage of daily allowance is an actionable target, which encourages healthy eating.

         Or imagine a world in which, instead of calories, food is labeled by how much exercise would be needed to burn it off, another method of translating calories into an actionable target. Using this metric, foods are evaluated by the number of steps or other physical activity you’ll need to take to burn those calories. For example, one study found a reduction in soda purchases when teenagers were told they would have to jog for fifty minutes to burn off 250 extra calories from a bottle of soda.

         Instead, the metrics we currently use for foods provide ample examples of numbers that make less-than-ideal targets because they aren’t actionable.

         In most countries, food manufacturers are required by law to provide nutrition labels on packaged foods. These labels not only tell you how much fat, sodium, and fiber are in your food but also what percentage of the recommended daily consumption of these nutrients—aka, your target—you will consume with every serving you eat. In theory, you should know exactly what and how much to eat based on these labels. But in practice, nutrition labels don’t work. They’re too complicated for the average person to figure out how much of the food they should eat as part of a healthy diet. Nutrition labels miss the most critical piece of information: Is this food something you should eat or avoid to meet your healthy eating target? An actionable food label could tell you, instead, whether the food is healthy. In one study, cafeteria items were labeled green (healthy), yellow (less healthy), or red (unhealthy). After these labels were introduced, consumption of red items declined while consumption of green items increased. Indeed, it’s easy to set your target as eating 90 percent “green” foods and 10 percent “red” foods.

         Other actionable targets include brushing your teeth twice daily, walking 10,000 steps a day, calling your parents twice a week, and reading for twenty minutes every night before bed. These are intuitively meaningful targets. They offer numbers that aren’t only easy to understand, but also easy to attain.

         Self-set targets

         The last ingredient in setting effective targets is owning the target by setting it yourself. Most of the time, when trying to motivate ourselves, we default to setting our own targets. But sometimes we transfer target setting to our boss, teacher, physician, or gym instructor, to name a few. While getting the expert’s advice is beneficial, the risk in letting others set your targets is that you’ll be less committed to them. If your personal trainer asks for ten more push-ups, you might sneakily try to do one or two fewer when she isn’t looking. But if you told yourself you’d do ten push-ups, it would be harder to hide.

         Another risk with letting others set your goal targets is that you might feel the urge to rebel. Recall a time when you didn’t want to do your homework only because your mother asked you to. You experienced what the psychologist Jack Brehm called “psychological reactance”: the request, or the order, felt like a threat to your sense of freedom. You felt you had no choice. For avoidance goals, psychological reactance is especially likely because when you’re asked not to do something (e.g., “Quit smoking, it kills you”), it becomes exactly what you want to do. The result of reactance is that you might act against your best interests because someone else is demanding that you do what’s best for you. The goal is rejected only because it didn’t come from within.

         Reactance often feels like traveling back in time to your teenage years, when you hated doing anything an adult instructed you to do. Self-selecting your goals and setting your own targets means you aren’t reverting to situations where others called the shots. Nowadays, I exercise regularly, but I hated high school gym class. The only difference is that, back then, someone else demanded that I exercise. Now that I’m an adult, exercising is my own choice and I’m excited to lace up my sneakers for my daily run.

         When consulting the expert (be it your boss or your personal trainer), ask for a set of options to choose from. This will allow you to own your selected targets. Whether it benefits your physical, mental, or financial health, if you own your targets, you make the most of them.

         Recognizing malicious goal targets

         In the fall of 2016, federal regulators accused Wells Fargo of mass-scale illegal activity. Employees at the bank secretly created millions of unauthorized bank and credit card accounts between 2011 and 2015, allowing the bank to make more money in fees and meet internal sales targets. The federal investigation revealed that Wells Fargo set an extremely difficult internal goal, called the “Gr-eight initiative,” to “sell at least eight financial products per customer.” Under pressure to meet this ambitious target, employees found themselves behaving unethically.

         This story is not uncommon. Despite the clever “Gr-eight” slogan, eight financial tools per customer is a malicious goal target, one that cannot be realistically achieved unless through unethical behavior. In this case, the bank would have been better off had it set a more modest “Awe-some” initiative, calling for employees to sell “some” financial products per customer. This story also demonstrates why it’s important to recognize malicious targets in advance. If there’s no right way, people will end up taking the wrong way—through unethical actions, unwarranted shortcuts, or unjustified risk. For example, if you believe the only way to get your dream job is by “fixing” your résumé, you should expect it will be hard to stay honest during your job interview. A better way would be to postpone applying until you’ve earned the skills needed to do well in that role.

         Other ambitious goal targets cause you to stretch too thin or work too hard. Recall that the first marathon runner—the ancient Greek messenger who raced from the site of Marathon all the way to Athens to deliver the news of a Greek victory—collapsed and died. In our modern world, athletes are still often overworked and succumb to injuries.

         Goal targets are also malicious when they are too narrow and can therefore make you forget about important aspects of the goal you’re pursuing. If you reduce your goal to get regular exercise to “walk 10,000 steps a day,” you might leave important muscle groups out of your fitness routine. If you reduce your goal to get a good education to “get good grades,” you might miss out on important exploration and development of your own, unique expertise.

         Further, goal targets with short-term horizons can lead you to neglect your long-term interests. If you stop too soon, you won’t get very far. Take cab and rideshare drivers, like those who work for Uber or Lyft, for example. Their ultimate goal is to maximize their earnings by driving people around. Yet drivers often set a daily target for how much money they want to make, and once they hit the target, they quit for the day. That means that drivers finish too early when demand, and the potential income it generates, is high. Drivers who stop working as soon as they hit their daily target miss out on opportunities to make more money on rainy days, when demand temporarily increases. Yet drivers also tend to work too late when demand is low but they haven’t yet hit their daily income target. In both cases, focus on the short-term horizon has the potential to harm the driver. Further, when your target is set too close, you might even undo your goal: after meeting your healthy-eating challenge, you’ll revert to your old habits.

         Other malicious goal targets are unrealistic. Here, the risk is that a failure to meet the impossible target will cause you to give up on the entire goal. In one study, Kosuke Uetake and Nathan Yang found that dieters, whose ultimate goal is to lose weight, often focus on meeting an ambitious daily caloric target. Those who miss their daily target by just a few calories are more likely to get discouraged and may give up on the goal completely. This is what Winona Cochran and Abraham Tesser once termed the “what the hell effect.” After missing your target by a few calories, you think “what the hell” and keep eating so you end up missing it by a lot. In the study, dieters who missed their target by a little lost significantly less weight than those who met their daily goal by a similarly small number of calories (say, eating 1,995 calories instead of 2,005). Having just half a piece of avocado toast can sabotage your diet if it means you’ve missed your daily target and feel that you might as well eat everything in the fridge.

         Similarly, the “false-hope syndrome” occurs whenever, due to overconfidence or extreme optimism, people set unrealistic expectations of success. In believing they can meet an impossible target, they set themselves up for failure and ultimately give up on the goal. Inspired by ads presenting before-and-after diet images, many weight watchers, for example, resolve to reach an unrealistic target weight. When they can’t whittle their bodies down to their ideal size, they lose their confidence. Overly optimistic goal targets can further lead you to fantasize instead of work to achieve the goal. Fantasizing about being rich or famous won’t make you either one. Making plans might.

         Questions to ask yourself

         This chapter reviews the science of setting goal targets. But once you set a target, don’t get discouraged if you fail to meet it. Realizing that the goal target is somewhat arbitrary is often the key to a healthy relationship with our goals. While missing the train by one minute is as bad (and feels worse) than missing it by an hour, missing your annual savings goal by a few dollars, your exercise goal by a few workouts, or your reading challenge by one book doesn’t make a big difference in your life as long as you don’t let these small discrepancies discourage you from sticking with your goal. Keeping this in mind, set targets by answering the following questions:

         	Can you put a number—how much or how soon—on your goals?

            	Are these goal targets challenging? Easy to measure? Actionable?

            	Have you set these targets yourself or did someone else set them for you?

            	Do these targets work for you? If you’re concerned that a goal target might be malicious, you should revise it. You might even revert to the “doing your best” or the “be awe-some” vague target, until you have a better sense of what a realistic, challenging number to attach to your goal might be.
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            Incentives Matter

         

         When I’m neck-deep in a stack of papers to grade or emails to send, I don’t seek out the eerie quiet of my office. Instead, I’m drawn to the bustle of a crowded café. Though it may seem counterintuitive, the environment of a café helps me get more work done. It’s crowded and noisy, yes, but it also allows me to reward every complete paper and evaluation with a sip of a warm, spicy chai latte.

         While the exorbitant price of café coffee has long been touted as a reason people aren’t saving enough money, I suspect that many of us keep coming back to these $5 drinks because they feel like a reward for finishing that report or for simply getting out of bed and going to work. When I need to motivate myself, I have my chai lattes, and when my daughter is studying for her medical school exams, she has bubble tea to keep her going.

         No matter your long-term goal, whether it’s growing emotionally and intellectually or becoming healthier or wealthier, incentives like an expensive coffee are tangible and immediate. Rewards for your efforts motivate you to stick to your goals in the short run. When we add incentives to our goal—both rewards and punishments—we motivate action by adding a mini, tangible goal of getting the reward or avoiding the punishment. If you want to start running, for example, and have set a target of joining a charity run next month, donations your friends make to the charity in your name incentivize you to lace up your sneakers and finish the run.

         Yet, while we may want to use incentives to motivate ourselves, the study of incentives is often focused on how to motivate others to reach their goals. Parents and educators use both rewards and punishments to motivate children to study harder, clean their rooms, eat their vegetables, and do their chores. Governments set incentives to motivate adults to stay healthy and safe. Our fear of getting a speeding ticket, for instance, motivates us to follow the rules of the road, driving no faster than the speed limit.

         And when we want people to achieve a goal that serves our own ends, the study of incentives informs us how to motivate others to act in a way that benefits us. When managers set bonuses for employees or sellers set discounts for customers, they intend to motivate them to work harder or to buy certain products. Society at large incentivizes behaviors that promote the welfare of its members. Those who cause harm are fined or jailed and those who do good are publicly recognized and praised. Tax-deductible donations, for example, incentivize giving.

         Although most of the incentives studied are not set by the people being incentivized, setting incentives for yourself can be part of your self-motivation arsenal. You can strategically opt in to an existing incentive system that helps you meet your own goals. Alternatively, you can use what we’ve learned from the study of incentives to reward yourself for making progress toward a goal.

         The study of incentives has a long history in psychology and economics. Understanding when and how rewards and punishments work originated in psychology by the behaviorism movement. It started with Pavlov’s research with salivating dogs at the end of the nineteenth century and flourished in the mid-twentieth century when radical behaviorists led by B. F. Skinner claimed that external rewards could fully explain our behavior. According to radical behaviorists, if you fully understood the system of incentives within which someone operated in the present and had complete knowledge of their past systems of incentives, you could predict exactly how they would behave. Given that this calculation is awfully complicated, behaviorists studied animals. They asked, for example, what incentives would make a rat run through a maze and a pigeon peck at a colored disk. But make no mistake: they wanted to understand how incentives influence human behavior. And while most modern psychologists no longer subscribe to this view of motivation, much of what we know about incentives dates all the way back to behaviorism. More generally, we’ve learned from behaviorists that to modify behavior, we can start by modifying the situation in which it occurs; no need to change people’s personalities (or “blame” their heredity). Incentives, accordingly, modify the situation.

         In parallel to psychological research on incentives, the field of economics generated much of the empirical data on how and when monetary incentives work. Economists are far less interested than behaviorists in the impact of food at the end of a rat’s maze, but they are curious about money and how it shapes human behavior. And while economic theory states that monetary incentives motivate behavior, the relatively new subfield of behavioral economics has found that this isn’t always true. Sometimes, the offer of money doesn’t motivate us and can even undermine our motivation. We’ve learned from behavioral economics research that understanding when incentives fail is key to understanding how incentives work.

         Reward the right thing

         In the early 1900s, just a few years after scientists discovered that flea-infected rats were responsible for the bubonic plague, Hanoi was facing a major rat problem. The fancy new sewer system that had recently been built in the French colony allowed rats to thrive. And now they were coming to the surface in droves, causing panic about a new wave of the plague. To fight the epidemic of rats, French colonists created a bounty program that paid one cent for each rat killed. At first, the program seemed to be going well. Within a month, tens of thousands of rats were killed every day. One day, just two months after the bounty was set, more than twenty thousand rats met their untimely end at the hands of Hanoi’s rat hunters. But to the great surprise of health officials in the city, it seemed the hunters had barely made a dent in Hanoi’s rodent problem.

         Soon, tailless rats were spotted running around the city—curious given that hunters earned their bounty when they handed in a rat tail. Many hunters, it became clear, were catching rats, cutting off their tails, and setting them loose back into the sewers to breed. Health officials later discovered that more enterprising hunters, who were now making a living off rats, developed farming operations dedicated to breeding them. The bounty program was called off and rat farmers released the thousands of rodents they had bred into the city. In the end, the incentive program resulted in more, not fewer, rats wandering the streets of Hanoi.

         This is a particularly salient history lesson on what happens when you reward the wrong thing. It was termed the “cobra effect” after a similar failed program instigated by British colonists to eliminate the cobra populations in India using bounties. As it would happen, in order to have a dead cobra, one needs to have a live cobra first.

         Is the lesson here that rewards don’t work? On the contrary. Rewards work well enough to get people to farm rats and breed cobras. Clearly, rewards can modify behavior. But if you reward the wrong thing, you’ll get the wrong action.

         Finding the right thing to reward is not always trivial. As a business professor, I want to promote teamwork. After all, my students’ future success depends on their ability to work with others. Yet none of the incentives we typically use in higher education—good grades and letters of recommendation or the punishment of failing a class—are designed to support excellence in teamwork. These incentives are given for individual, not group, performance. Even when I try to incentivize group work, as when a group of students in my class turns in a report on how to improve management performance, the incentive of a collective grade sometimes fails to ensure teamwork. Every former overachieving kid will remember taking on the brunt of the work in group projects, while pushing others aside, to ensure they’d get the A. The teamwork problem follows us into our professional lives, too. Knowing performance evaluations are given based on individual performance, we have no external incentives to excel as a team and lack the motivation to set such incentives for ourselves.

         Other times, rewarding gets tricky because we aren’t sure how to evaluate success. We might reward ourselves for something that’s easy to measure but just misses the point of our goal. At work, you’d ideally set incentives for finding creative solutions or for taking a step toward long-term growth. But because these are hard to measure, you’re more likely to reward yourself for finishing your work quickly or for finishing more projects than anyone else. You reward the quantity rather than the quality of your work. This system of rewards compromises your creativity and long-term vision.

         Rewarding the right thing is even trickier when you’re pursuing an avoidance goal. When your goal is to avoid danger or poor health, you need to reward warning signals. Yet we struggle to reward bad news. People don’t usually raise a toast to congratulate themselves for spotting an irregular mole, even though spotting it on time leads them to get it removed and potentially avoid skin cancer. The phrase “shoot the messenger” captures our reluctance to congratulate those who deliver bad news, including ourselves. This phrase originated in ancient Greece, which goes to say that the tendency to punish bad news isn’t a modern phenomenon. And yet rewarding bad news will help you achieve your goals. Perhaps you should raise a toast after a biopsy, do a little happy dance when you discover that your heating system needs fixing before the first snow, and buy a drink for the friend who warned you not to get cozy with your selfish neighbor. Discovering bad news in time to do something about it is worth celebrating.

         To optimize the impact of your incentives, you want to reward the right thing, whether it’s teamwork, creative solutions, successfully preventing harm, or a pest-free neighborhood (rather than lots of dead rats). Of course, recognizing that you’ve incentivized the right thing is easier said than done. To check that you’re on the right track, ask yourself two questions.

         First, does the incentive motivate progress toward a goal, or is it a meaningless target that’s easier to measure? When you’re trying to move up at work, for example, consider rewarding yourself for the amount of work you’ve completed rather than the amount of time you’ve spent in front of your computer (which includes daydreaming and checking social media). Taking it a step further, you could choose to reward the quality of your work, rather than its quantity.

         Second, ask yourself: What would be the easiest route to achieve these incentives? What potential shortcuts exist? If the easiest route doesn’t pull you toward making progress on your goals, you’re using the wrong incentives.

         Too many incentives

         In 1973 psychologist Mark Lepper walked onto the campus of Stanford University with a box of Magic Markers. He was there not to shower college students with colorful gifts, but to test a hunch at the university’s nursery school. He brought his box of markers to the school every day for three weeks and gave them up for the class to use during their free playtime. Each day, he watched from behind a one-way mirror as the three-to-five-year-old artists drew colorful pictures. Some of these little students were told they’d get a “Good Player Award” with a big gold star and a bright red ribbon if they chose to draw during free time. Others were given no incentives, and still others were given the prize unexpectedly only after they’d drawn a picture.

         After the kids drew their first pictures and, for those in the prize group, received their reward, they were told they wouldn’t get a prize for any pictures they subsequently drew. The reward was a one-time deal. Although all of the kids were initially excited to draw, Lepper noted that kids who got the big gold star and bright red bow the first time drew for only 10 percent of their playtime after they were told there’d be no more prizes for their “commissioned” artwork. The other kids, those who either got no reward or got a surprise reward, used the Magic Markers for 20 percent of their free play.

         As with many things in life, when it comes to rewarding a behavior, less is more. Having too many incentives can backfire, as Lepper’s research on the “overjustification effect” discovered.

         The overjustification effect happens when adding a justification (or an incentive) to an action and then removing it undermines motivation. For the kids in Lepper’s study, adding the award shifted the purpose of drawing from self-expression only, to self-expression plus receiving a prize. Once self-expression was again the sole reason to draw, young artists were no longer interested in producing art.

         One narrow interpretation of this classic effect is that external rewards like money and trophies undermine internal motivators such as the ability to self-express. But the problem doesn’t lie with external motivation alone. In a study conducted twenty years after Lepper’s original study, researchers handed second and third graders short stories that doubled as coloring books. Each book told a one-page fable and presented a picture of characters from the story, which children could color themselves. Each activity, reading and coloring, was an internal motivator—the opportunity to express oneself through coloring and the interest in reading. Given together, though, they undermined each other. Removing the option to color the pictures decreased children’s motivation to keep reading, just as much as removing the reading option decreased their motivation to keep coloring. It turns out that any added incentive, whether external or internal, can undermine the original one. If, for example, we were rewarded with more independence at work until a new boss took it away from us, we should expect a decline in our motivation. So the idea that only external rewards undermine only internal motivators seems too simple to explain what happened in Lepper’s study.

         Moreover, even when incentives are not removed, we still sometimes see added incentives negatively affecting motivation. In Lepper’s study, the incentive of a big, bright bow was first added and then taken away, allowing children to experience making art after the awards were gone. This seems like one obvious reason their motivation tanked—why keep drawing if you no longer get a prize for doing it? But studies conducted forty years after the original study found that adding incentives can decrease motivation even while these incentives are still in place.

         In one such study, Michal Maimaran and I asked what would happen when young children learned that food is instrumental for something other than tasting good. We brought a picture book featuring a girl who ate crackers and carrots to a preschool in the suburbs of Chicago, and also brought along bags of these very snacks. But the version of the story we told differed across groups of children. In one version, the girl ate carrots and crackers to feel strong and healthy. In another, she ate them to learn how to read. In a third version, she ate them to learn to count to one hundred. Hearing these stories, the children learned that food featured in the book could help them grow stronger and smarter and were incentivized to eat it to gain these great benefits.

         Although you might expect that learning about the amazing benefits of food—to make you strong or give you the energy to learn—would make the kids excited to eat these healthy snacks, we found the opposite. When the preschoolers heard that crackers would make them strong, they concluded the crackers were not very tasty and ate fewer of them. And when other children heard carrots could help them learn to read or to count, they ate fewer carrots. All in all, emphasizing benefits reduced food consumption by over 50 percent. Our young listeners inferred that a snack that serves multiple purposes—tastes good and helps you learn how to count—is probably not very good at the one purpose they really care about: being tasty. It’s a big blow to parents who’ve long relied on the promise that carrots and broccoli would “help you grow up big and strong” to persuade kids to eat their vegetables.

         Note that in these studies, the supposed external benefits were never removed. Children still expected that eating carrots would help them read and crackers would help them count. Nevertheless, they were less interested in eating the snack compared to those who weren’t told that crackers and carrots would make them stronger and smarter.

         Although we often tell ourselves that certain foods will make us look good, live longer, and feel better, research on food marketing finds that advertising food as healthy can also make adults lose their appetite. In one study conducted in campus cafeterias across several US colleges, food labels that emphasized health benefits (e.g., “Healthy Choice Turnips,” “Nutritious Green Beans”) decreased consumption by almost 30 percent compared with food labels that emphasized taste (e.g., “Herb ’n’ Honey Balsamic Glazed Turnips,” “Sizzlin’ Szechuan Green Beans with Toasted Garlic”). Because your central goal when you eat (compared, for example, to taking medicine) is to enjoy taste, when consumption is framed as instrumental for other reasons, we expect the food to taste less good.

         These newer studies teach us that the overjustification effect, which shows a decrease in motivation once more incentives are introduced, is not only a response to the disappointment you feel when an incentive you expected is taken away. Although it’s upsetting to get less bang for your buck or fewer incentives for your efforts, and although disappointment decreases motivation, the overjustification effect also has another cause: the mere presence of additional incentives undermines—or dilutes—the central reason we pursue an activity.

         The dilution principle

         When Lepper watched kids at the nursery school the first day, before he’d offered any reward, he saw fun. The kids enjoyed expressing themselves through art. But when the incentive of a prize was added, they lost some of the meaning they’d originally felt in drawing. So the Magic Markers no longer had the same pull.

         What he saw was the “dilution principle” playing out before his eyes. According to the dilution principle, the more goals, including incentives (i.e., mini-goals), a single activity serves, the more weakly we associate the activity with our central goal and the less instrumental the activity seems for this goal. Therefore, our central goal is less likely to come to mind when we pursue the activity. And when a goal doesn’t come to mind, the activity doesn’t seem to serve the goal. The kids didn’t want to draw after getting a prize because drawing was no longer so much about self-expression.

         By the dilution principle, adding a new goal to a goal-directed activity weakens the mental association between the activity and the original goal. If you hear that eating carrots is good for lowering your blood pressure, you’ll assume carrots are less beneficial for your vision. If I tell you that my friend is a good source for cooking advice, you’ll assume she is less likely to be a good source for medical advice, though she might be a physician who loves to cook.

         This dilution is especially potent when the added incentive is one you don’t care much about. You should expect your motivation to dwindle, for instance, when you learn that the recycling program you’re trying to start at work would provide tax breaks for your employer. When a goal or an incentive you don’t care for is introduced to an activity that served an existing goal, the activity you were pursuing seems less beneficial for the original purpose. And if you don’t care for the new purpose (like lining the pockets of your CEO), you’re likely to let it overtake the original goal and shut your motivation down.

         Let’s use wine as an example. Often, two main incentives guide my selection when I buy wine: I want wine that’s tasty and affordable. Yet these two incentives compete in my mind. By the dilution principle, when I learn that a bottle of wine is more affordable, I assume it’s less tasty, and when I learn that it’s tasty, I assume it’s less affordable. There are times, though, when one incentive becomes less pressing. Each year, my university hosts a holiday party with an open bar. At this party, I don’t care much about how affordable the wine is—I’m not paying for it. So I choose the wine I believe is more expensive, because I assume I’ll like it more. The cheaper wine’s perceived taste is diluted (cognitively, not literally) by the financial incentive. I assume that wine that serves two goals—good taste and affordability—isn’t great for either one.

         The same can be said of the multipurpose tools advertised as great stocking stuffers each holiday season. Take laser pens as an example. In a study Ying Zhang, Arie Kruglanski, and I conducted, research participants completed a survey, which required half of them to try a pen that had a laser pointer. After completing the study, as everyone approached the sign-out desk, they faced a choice between two pens to sign their name: a regular pen and a laser pen identical to the one half of them had tested before. Those who had tested the laser-pointing function did not select the laser pen when signing their name. They instead chose the regular pen. In contrast, those who didn’t test the laser function were equally likely to choose the laser pen as the regular pen. They made their selection at random. This study explains why multipurpose items often end up serving no purpose at all—we’d rather a pen just be a pen.

         The principle of dilution helps us determine when it’s better to set fewer incentives. Adding incentives and then removing them is disappointing, as the drawing children in Lepper’s study discovered. It further weakens the association between the activity and its original purpose. For that latter reason, adding incentives that you don’t care for will also reduce your motivation, even when the incentives remain in place.

         When you’re tempted to add an incentive to an existing goal, take a moment to ponder whether that incentive will serve you well. Is it going to pull you even further toward the goal, or is it going to obscure the purpose of your action and move you away from it?

         How incentives backfire

         If the idea that incentives can undermine motivation leaves you a little puzzled, there’s good reason. After all, we’ve seen incentives work in our own lives. Very few of my MBA students feel they’ve lost their motivation to study because of the chance they’ll earn a degree. And I have yet to meet employees who complain they’ve lost their passion for work because the paycheck is too high. Monetary rewards and other incentives seem to do their job, at least some of the time.

         You might even worry that the idea that incentives, especially monetary ones, decrease motivation is popular only because it lets people off the hook financially. If you consume art for free—for example, illegally downloading music or streaming TV shows using your ex’s account—you may want to believe that creativity, not money, motivates artists. And if you’ve just landed a managerial position at a struggling company during a recession, you may want to believe that raises make employees feel less motivated to do a good job. The idea that paying people undermines their motivation is a convenient one if you’re on the “paying” side of the deal. It’s sometimes used to justify underpaying people for their work.

         But paid artists produce more, not less, art. And raises boost employees’ morale—a good thing for management. In these examples, people expect to get paid; the monetary incentive is part of the reason they engage in the activity. Because you expect to get paid for your work, getting your paycheck doesn’t cloud your understanding of why you do the work in the first place, just as selling art doesn’t cloud artists’ understanding of their motivation.

         Yet there are activities we pursue without really knowing why. When we ask ourselves why we do something, the presence of incentives gives us a clue. But sometimes, those clues can lead us astray.

         There’s a reason so many of the studies that found that incentives undermine motivation were conducted with children. Children are busy figuring out their likes and dislikes. When I ask my eight-year-old if he likes a subject at school, he needs to think about it; he doesn’t intuitively know the answer the way you might. Children are relatively new to a world that’s largely controlled by adults, so many of the activities that occupy their days need explanation. They might ask themselves, “Am I drawing because I like to draw or because my teacher made me draw?” or “Does this food taste good to me or am I eating it because otherwise I won’t get dessert?” Incentives give them the clues to start piecing together their likes and dislikes. And if you’re a child, and an adult is willing to pay you to do something, that’s a clue that you wouldn’t otherwise enjoy doing it.

         Adults, in contrast, figured out many of their likes and dislikes long ago, so incentives have less impact on our understanding of why we do what we do. Every day, you go to work. If you’ve been in the same job or the same field for many years, you know exactly how you feel about your work, and incentives won’t do much to change those feelings. An increase to your paycheck will not undermine your work motivation; it might even make you more motivated because it signals success. But if you’re trying something new, maybe something you’re a bit uncertain about, you’re more likely to rely on incentives to figure out why you’re doing it. And most of the time, you’ll conclude that the main reason you’re doing whatever you’re doing is to get the incentives. I learned this lesson when I started teaching overseas. When I signed up to teach a course in Singapore the first time, I assumed I was doing it because my university offers extra teaching credit for teaching outside Chicago. But after a couple of trips to Singapore I realized that I cared less about the teaching credit and more about the great teaching experience and the opportunity to explore an exciting country.

         The clues incentives give you about why you’re invested in a new activity can lead you astray whenever they obscure the central reason for pursuing this activity, making you think you’re less invested in a certain goal than you actually are. Incentives are even more harmful for motivation when the incentive is a poor match to the activity. It would feel strange, for example, if someone paid you to call your grandmother. Financial incentives that don’t feel right interfere with your motivation. But when they’re a central feature of the activity—like when you’re doing a job or earning an allowance—financial incentives increase motivation. In one study, paying kids to play with blocks made them enjoy the game less. But kids playing a coin-toss game were more excited and motivated by payment because coin-toss games are associated with winning cash. Many people find gambling exciting, and they’re motivated to gamble because of, not in spite of, the financial rewards. When we expect to get paid, payments increase rather than undermine our motivation.

         To make sure your incentives don’t backfire, ask yourself what a stranger would infer about your reasons for performing the activity. If the incentives lead this stranger astray, and if the reason you perform the activity isn’t crystal clear in your mind at all times, consider revising these incentives.

         Incentives obscure the impact of actions

         Imagine you could be totally invisible for twenty-four hours. No one would see you, hear you, or feel you, so you could easily get away with anything. What would you do? I’ve asked this question of hundreds of students in my classes over the years. An overwhelming majority contemplate robbing a bank, trespassing, spying, and eavesdropping (on their boss, friends, other students, family members, romantic partners, and celebrities). A few contemplate killing someone they strongly dislike (usually by poisoning). They’re joking, of course (or so I hope). The uniting theme behind these answers? When negative incentives are removed, and you know your actions will go unpunished, bad ideas come to mind.

         My students’ answers suggest that fear of punishment is the only reason people who normally care about others adhere to basic moral principles. But shouldn’t people care about doing good even when no one is watching? I would like to believe that most people, or at least most of my students, don’t rob, trespass, spy, or murder because they care about other people, not just because they might get arrested.

         This leads me to another unintended consequence of incentives: they might obscure the impact of an action. Crime still causes harm, even if no one is watching. And yet, because our society establishes negative incentives for committing crimes, we might feel that it’s okay to commit one if we can’t get caught. Society may further relax drug laws, but the health consequences of drug use will not change. And while speed limits vary from place to place, speeding remains just as dangerous no matter where you are.

         This effect is also true for positive incentives. Giving to charity will do good in the world, but if you give mainly to receive the tax benefits, that tax incentive obscures the purpose of your action. So while incentives are set to encourage people to adhere to their goals, they might prevent people from realizing why they pursue or avoid certain actions in the first place.

         When setting incentives, be mindful of how those incentives shape the way you think about your goals, and what would happen if they were taken away. When you turned twenty-one, drinking lots of alcohol became legal, not healthy. Just because the negative incentive of breaking the law was lifted doesn’t mean you should allow yourself to drink to excess, undermining your goal to be a healthy person. Just as we should resist letting incentives modify our goals, so we should resist letting them obscure the impact of our actions on our goals. Ask yourself: If the awards and/or punishments were taken away, would you still want to do what you’re doing?

         The case for uncertain incentives

         When I immigrated to the US in the early 2000s with my husband and two little girls, I felt overwhelmed. I was a fish out of water, suffering from cultural shock. I was especially worried about money, since I had only a vague idea of how much life would cost in this new country. But while my expenses were unknown, my income was surprisingly predictable. I had come from Israel, where employees are paid on a month-to-month basis, unlike the annual salary we get in the US. In Israel, my pay stubs changed every month, so I had no idea how much I’d make for the year. In the US, my income was fixed.

         While I value predictability in my personal life, I wondered how fixed payments influence motivation. Would you work harder for a fixed reward or a variable one? Consider the following two hypothetical jobs: job A pays you $100,000, and job B pays you a 50 percent chance of getting $85,000 and a 50 percent chance of getting $115,000. Most people appreciate certainty and would therefore choose job A. Yet most people would work harder when the amount of pay is uncertain.

         Why do uncertain incentives increase motivation? The first answer comes from behaviorism. As you may recall from a distant introductory psychology class, behaviorists identified two basic schedules of rewards, aka “reinforcement schedules”: 1. a continuous schedule, where the animal gets the reward after every correct response, and 2. an intermittent schedule, where the animal gets the reward only in some instances of performing the behavior. Surprisingly, intermittent schedules work better. Whether you’re teaching your dog a new trick or training your pigeon to play Ping-Pong (as Skinner once did), it’s best to give them food on some successful instances but not others. This way, their behavior will persist when rewards become sparse. When animals can’t figure out when the reward will come, they remain hopeful and continue to do what you tell them—sit, stay, be quiet, or come—even when there are no longer treats to be handed out.

         Since humans are animals, too, the same trick can be used to train ourselves or others. On a fixed schedule, for example, each time a student in my class answered a question correctly, I would say, “What a great answer!” On an intermittent schedule, I would only sometimes compliment a student’s brilliant answer. As with animals, the intermittent reinforcement is almost always better than a fixed schedule in motivating action. When incentives are uncertain, like when they vary in magnitude or frequency, receiving a smaller-than-expected incentive or no incentive is less discouraging. You realize that you don’t always win a reward for good behavior and hope that maybe you will next time.

         Other times, uncertain incentives are motivating because they’re harder to get. You need to get lucky or work hard to win. Just as moderately difficult goal targets increase motivation, so do uncertain incentives that pose a challenge. Athletes stay motivated because of, rather than in spite of, the fact that victory is never a sure thing.

         Uncertain incentives are also exciting. Take, for example, a visit to the arcade. My kids loved them; I, less so. In my experience, the typical arcade offers you a bad deal: you put some money into machines that light up and make funny noises and then you win some cheap plastic toys that are worth significantly less than the money you put into the machines. Why is this deal so popular? Likely because it’s a game of luck and only a little bit of skill. You don’t know how much you’re going to win, and resolving the uncertainty is exciting. You’ll pull or push a lever, or throw a ball, and if you’re lucky, you’ll get more bang for your buck.

         Not knowing whether your efforts will pay off makes you curious to find out. Uncertainty by itself is no fun; no one likes staying in the dark. But resolving the uncertainty, learning the payoff for your efforts and thereby moving from the dark to the light, is psychologically rewarding.

         Because uncertain incentives are exciting, they encourage most people to work harder. Luxi Shen, Chris Hsee, and I tested this phenomenon in a somewhat unusual study. We gathered participants to play a little game. If they could drink 1.4 liters (about 1.48 quarts) of water in two minutes or less, we’d pay them. Drinking this much water is challenging but possible for most people (and poses no health risks, don’t worry!). Unbeknownst to our players, we offered some people a $2 fixed reward and others an uncertain reward of either $2 or $1, to be determined by a coin toss. The certain reward was overall a better deal—players who drank enough water were guaranteed $2, while the others only had a 50 percent chance at that amount. Yet many more people drank the water within the time limit when assigned an uncertain reward. We learned that resolving the uncertainty—whether they would win $1 or $2—was significantly more motivating than winning $2 for sure.

         Still, people don’t usually choose uncertainty. Most of us would take the guarantee of a million dollars over playing a lottery that might pay $2 million or might get you nothing. Uncertainty is not always fun, but it motivates action.

         Luckily for us, uncertain incentives are common. When applying for jobs or schools, you don’t know whether your application will be successful, so you’re motivated to work hard. When you propose, you don’t know if your sweetheart will accept. Not knowing keeps you motivated to make the best case for yourself. In the future, embrace uncertainty. It keeps you motivated.

         Questions to ask yourself

         The study of incentives advises us to take caution when adding extra reasons to pursue a goal. While incentives motivate action, too many incentives can backfire. They change or dilute the central reason we’ve aspired to a goal and therefore make it seem less pressing or exciting. In addition, incentives might prevent us from realizing the impact of our behavior on our goal in the first place. And while certain incentives might seem more powerful than uncertain ones, the opposite is true. Certainty results in habituation such that people stop caring about receiving the incentives. Keeping these risks in mind, you should ask yourself the following questions about your incentive system:

         	What incentives can you add to your goals so you have extra reasons to follow through? Consider, for example, rewarding yourself with a movie night or a long bubble bath after getting your annual flu shot or finishing an important project at work.

            	Consider the incentives that exist for pursuing your goals. Do they modify the meaning of pursuing your goals? If so, these incentives need to be revised. If, for example, external rewards reduce your enjoyment of reading books, get rid of these rewards.

            	Have you added incentives to new activities that you’re still exploring? If you’re still figuring out your preferences, incentives might lead you to believe you’re only doing something for the incentive it provides. Remove these incentives.

            	Do your incentives fit the activity? Financial rewards, for example, are a poor fit for pursuing relationship goals. Many of us would feel less motivated to keep in touch with people if we were paid to do so. Remove these incentives.

         
 

      
   


   
      
         
            4

            Intrinsic Motivation

(and why you should have

more fun)

         

         In The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain’s titular character comes home one night covered in dirt, to the fury of his aunt Polly. As punishment, Polly sentences Tom to a Saturday of work, painting the fence in the front yard. Tom languishes at first, thinking of all the fun he’s missing out on and the ridicule the neighborhood boys will put him through. But just as the first boy comes toward him, Tom gets an idea.

         As he expects, Ben Rogers—whose ridicule Tom has been dreading most—immediately starts to heckle him. “I’m going in a-swimming, I am,” he says. “Don’t you wish you could?” Tom, looking at the fence as if it were the most fascinating art project, tells Ben that no, he wouldn’t rather be swimming. He’s perfectly happy where he is. “Does a boy get a chance to whitewash a fence every day?” he says.

         Soon, Ben not only asks but begs to paint the fence himself. He sells Tom the rest of his juicy apple for the opportunity. More boys come along and Tom swindles them, too, selling the privilege of painting the fence for such treasures as a kite, marbles, chalk, tadpoles, and a one-eyed kitten. By the end of the afternoon, the fence has three coats of paint and Tom has barely lifted a finger.

         In this famous scene, when Tom gets his friends to paint the fence for him by pretending it’s a rare and pleasurable opportunity, Mark Twain offers an insight into the psychology of intrinsic motivation. He observes that “work consists of whatever a body is obliged to do, and that play consists of whatever a body is not obliged to do.”

         Despite this early insight, to this date intrinsic motivation is the least-understood concept in motivation science. People have used the term to mean doing something without getting paid, or just because you’re curious. But the definition of intrinsic motivation is “pursuing an activity that feels like an end in itself.” When you’re intrinsically motivated, you do something for the sake of doing it.

         Intrinsic motivation is the best predictor of engagement in just about everything. As Adam Grant found, intrinsic motivation increases the number of hours firefighters work and the creativity security officers display at work. When we set goals that are intrinsically motivating or apply strategies that increase intrinsic motivation, we have a better chance at success. We’re excited both about short-term goals, like attending our first aerial yoga class, and long-term goals, like learning to speak Chinese, because we want to, not because we feel we have to.

         Take New Year’s resolutions. Every year as December turns into January, hundreds of thousands of people in the US make New Year’s resolutions. But if you set a resolution, I can confidently guess that you’re not too excited to follow through with that goal. If you were 100 percent intrinsically motivated to do whatever you set your mind to on January 1, there would be no need to set a resolution. Still, New Year’s resolutions—like whitewashing a fence—vary by the degree to which they are intrinsically motivating, and these variations matter.

         In a study I ran with Kaitlin Woolley, we followed up in March with people who had shared their resolutions with us back in January. As we expected, the degree to which these goals were intrinsically motivated predicted engagement. As you might guess, many of the people we talked to made resolutions to exercise more in the new year. But who succeeded and who didn’t depended heavily on how each person felt about exercising. People who enjoyed exercising, and were therefore more intrinsically motivated to do it, exercised more than people who enjoyed exercising less. The same was true for all other resolutions. Interestingly, though, how important people thought their resolutions were didn’t correlate with how frequently they adhered to them. Just because someone said exercising was incredibly important for their health, that didn’t mean they’d actually do it more than people who felt it was less critical for them. If you want to predict how much a person—including yourself—will stick to a resolution, ask how excited they are to engage in it rather than how important the resolution seems to be.

         The implications for goal setting should be clear. If you can find a way to make the path to your goal enjoyable or exciting, you’ll be intrinsically motivated, which means you’ll stick to it longer. This idea won’t help much if your goal is to do something you already love doing. Fans of classical music can listen to Mozart every day, sports fans can watch an hourslong game, and ice cream lovers could eat gallons of ice cream. But we can harness intrinsic motivation even toward goals we don’t find inherently fun or exciting. When we find ways to make exercise or work or even organizing a messy closet more enjoyable, we make it easier for ourselves to follow through on these important goals.

         What is intrinsic motivation?

         What does it mean to pursue an activity as an end in itself? You’re intrinsically motivated whenever you cannot separate pursuing an activity from receiving its benefits. If you love your work, you do your job because it feels right. Similarly, if you’re someone who enjoys working up a sweat, you have no trouble getting yourself to the gym. You would find it strange to question what you’re getting out of pursuing your job or completing a workout, because the main purpose for doing it is to be able to do it. In your mind, there is a perceptual fusion between the intrinsic activity and its purpose.

         The moment you achieve a goal is intrinsically motivated by definition. The activity that got you to the goal and the goal itself converge at that moment; they are completely fused. A nice meal, a stroll in the park on a spring day, watching fireworks, solving a riddle, sex: these are all activities that you’re intrinsically motivated to do. Pursuing them usually immediately achieves the goals they serve. If I asked what you accomplish by watching fireworks, you’d say that you get to watch them. Yet most activities vary by intrinsicality, or the degree to which they’re experienced as goal attainment. A self-fulfilling job and an energizing workout would still serve some ulterior goals: getting paid and living a long, healthy life. To most of us, work and exercise are only partially intrinsically motivating. To determine the degree to which a given activity is intrinsically motivating, we should therefore ask: To what extent does pursuing the activity feel like achieving a goal rather than a step toward achieving a goal?

         The answer depends on the person, the activity, and the circumstances in which it occurs. Take the activities presented above. A nice meal is usually intrinsically motivating, but if it’s part of a job interview, your ulterior goal is getting a job offer rather than enjoying the meal. As you avoid the pasta Bolognese that might stain your suit, watch your manners, and drink no more than a few sips of your wine, you focus on the long-term goal of getting the job, not on the immediate goal of having a nice meal. A stroll in the park or watching fireworks can similarly serve some ulterior motives, such as supporting your partner during her office’s annual retreat. And sex serves a different motive if you’re desperately trying to conceive. When an ulterior motive is introduced, the activity and the goal are separated in your mind, making you less intrinsically motivated.

         To determine the extent to which you’re intrinsically motivated to do something, estimate the degree of fusion between the activity (the means) and its goal (the end). Does the activity feel as if it’s accomplishing the goal? If not, how far from your end goal do you feel once you’ve finished? If you’re exercising purely for long-term health, for instance, the activity and the goal are separated by decades. Activities that are low on intrinsic motivation might still be important for you. These important activities are “extrinsically” motivated; they help you achieve external benefits. Consider, for example, completing your annual physical checkup. Hardly fun but highly important.

         To maximize your intrinsic motivation, you also need to understand what it’s not. For one, intrinsic motivation is not limited to resolving curiosity. The misconception that it is dates back to the middle of the twentieth century, when researchers discovered that animals would explore their environment simply because they were curious, without any external rewards for doing so. Their conclusion was that satisfying curiosity (by means of exploration for the animals) is intrinsically motivated—it is its own end. In the years that followed, the valid conclusion that exploration could be intrinsically motivated was taken to mean something else: that intrinsic motivation is satisfying curiosity through exploration.

         Yet while exploration is often intrinsically motivated, not all exploration is. If your curiosity has ever led you to sit on a long flight, squeezed between other airline travelers, on your way to a distant part of the world that you haven’t yet seen, you’ve likely felt extrinsically rather than intrinsically motivated. Flying somewhere, unlike hiking the Rocky Mountains, is experienced as a means to an end. Flying tends to be low on intrinsic motivation, even if the purpose of the trip is to satisfy your curiosity. And, as with watching fireworks or taking a nice walk, some intrinsically motivated activities have nothing to do with curiosity. We know what fireworks look like—we see them every year on the Fourth of July—but we still want to watch them.

         Intrinsic motivation is also not limited to innate motives. Motivation scientists distinguish between innate and learned motives. Innate motives are those that every human is programmed with at birth. We’re born with the motivation to form social relationships, as well as to express our autonomy and competence. We see this in babies, who are born with a reflex to smile (to keep parents attached for the few weeks until they learn to smile voluntarily), and toddlers, who seek to demonstrate their independence (those “terrible twos” every parent is warned about) and to be challenged physically and cognitively. In contrast, other motives like gaining power, status, and money are learned through the culture and society in which you grow up. This important distinction in the origins of motives is sometimes taken to imply that only innate motives are intrinsic. You might assume that the pursuit of wealth, for example, can never be intrinsically motivated.

         But this is not the case. If you’ve ever been to Las Vegas, you’ve seen that people can be intrinsically motivated to win money. Gambling doesn’t feel like a job you’re required to do; the activity (gambling) and the end (winning) strongly overlap in the gambler’s mind, making gambling feel more like an end. When you’re playing games for the chance to win money, the pursuit of wealth (a learned motive) becomes intrinsic. But the same goal can be extrinsic when a boring day job is your path to making money.

         With a broad understanding of what intrinsic motivation is (and isn’t), watch for the following signs to determine whether someone (including yourself) is intrinsically motivated. First, when you’re intrinsically motivated, you feel eager to stay on task. You don’t want to quit. Ask yourself, for example, how you feel at the end of the workday. Are you eager to have a few more minutes to finish what you’ve been working on or are you relieved it’s finally time to pack up your stuff and go home? Motivation scientists use the “free-choice paradigm” to capture this aspect of intrinsic motivation. In this paradigm, research participants are told they can continue their task after the experimental session is over or they can go home. If they stay on task after completing their duties, as when you hang out in the office a few minutes after you could go home, we conclude they’re intrinsically motivated.

         To learn if someone is intrinsically motivated, we also ask about their experience and feelings while doing the activity. Are you eager, curious, enjoying yourself? Does pursuing this activity feel more like play than work? Does pursuing the activity feel like achieving your goal? If the answer is yes, you’re likely intrinsically motivated.

         Causes of intrinsic motivation

         While some activities, like exercising or working for a paycheck, will never be purely intrinsically motivating, we could nonetheless ask what would bring these activities closer to a goal.

         An activity feels more intrinsically motivated when it immediately achieves a goal, even if it’s not the goal you originally set out to achieve. Maybe you started exercising because you want to stay healthy. But if each workout makes you feel energized, working out and feeling energized become a single entity in your mind and you’ll be more intrinsically motivated to exercise.

         This may remind you of the conditioning techniques used in experimental psychology and behavioral therapy. In “operant conditioning” training, people and other animals learn through repetition that a behavior leads to a reward. Think of Pavlov’s dogs salivating at the sound of a bell they’d been conditioned to associate with food. Over time, people and animals who’ve been conditioned to connect a certain behavior (exercise) with a certain reward (feeling energized) tend to both do the behavior more often and feel more positive about it. The excitement about the reward transfers to the behavior that leads to it. Animal research finds, for example, that a pigeon that learned to press a lever in order to receive food is already visibly excited while pressing the lever and before receiving any food. And intrinsically motivated gym users, like pigeons, already feel excited before they’ve finished exercising and experienced the benefits.

         An activity also feels intrinsically motivating whenever achieving a goal is solely reliant on doing the activity. If only one activity helps you achieve a goal and only that specific goal is achieved by the activity, you strongly associate the activity with the goal. For example, if you meditate in order to reach a state of calmness and you only feel calm through meditation, you will be intrinsically motivated to meditate. This one-on-one relationship may remind you of the dilution effect we talked about in Chapter 3, whereby an activity that serves several goals appears less instrumental to achieving any of these goals (your mind tells you that wine can’t be both cheap and tasty). Another outcome of diluting the activity-goal association is that the activity will feel less intrinsically motivating. If you stroll through the park for the sole purpose of spending time outdoors, you’ll be more intrinsically motivated than if this walk is also part of your commute to work. But note that more unique associations might come with a cost. If you only feel calm through meditation, you might struggle to keep your cool when you can’t fit meditation into your busy schedule. Flexibility, such as having more than one way to feel calm, can be important in reaching your goals.

         Another factor that increases the intrinsic motivation of an activity is the extent to which the activity and its associated goal appear similar. When the activity and goal appear to fit together, they’re more closely connected in your mind. You’re more intrinsically motivated to learn how to play the piano, play basketball, or speak Spanish if your goal is to grow as a person than if you want to feel more relaxed. We learned in the last chapter that ill-fitting activity-goal associations can tank our motivation—when someone pays you to call your grandmother, you question why you’re doing it in the first place. When framing your goals, make sure your incentives and your internal motivations match the goal.

         Finally, when you reach your goal matters for intrinsic motivation. The shorter the time between doing the activity and reaching your goal, the more intrinsically motivated it will feel. When the activity and the goal occur simultaneously, you experience even stronger intrinsic motivation. Think of a romantic dinner, a vacation in Paris, an intellectual or emotional breakthrough, or walking your dog in the park on a sunny day. All of these activities immediately achieve the goal we connect with them—to feel close to our partner, to explore a new city, to grow as a person, or to relax. Immediate gratification creates the strongest pull on our intrinsic motivation.

         Consider the more mundane, daily routine of getting caught up on the news. These days, more people are turning to late-night shows as their source of world news. It’s easier to tolerate everything that’s happening in the world when it’s served with a joke. With this in mind, Kaitlin Woolley and I invited people to watch a news clip about the Dalai Lama and the political situation in Tibet, presented by John Oliver on the late-night show Last Week Tonight. We asked half of them to consider what the immediate benefits of watching the show might be. How could it inform them while they watched? The others considered the delayed benefits of watching the show. How could it make them more informed in the weeks that followed? This brief exercise influenced people’s experience while watching the show. Those who thought of immediate benefits felt more intrinsically motivated.

         Temporal associations are powerful tools for increasing intrinsic motivation. Even external rewards increase intrinsic motivation when they’re delivered sooner rather than later. It’s more enjoyable to work when you’re getting paid immediately rather than after a few weeks. And while paying people for work they didn’t expect to get paid for may undermine motivation—recall the overjustification effect—delivering expected payment for paid work sooner will increase intrinsic motivation. On the other hand, if the time between when you do an activity and when you see the benefits is drawn out, intrinsic motivation dwindles.

         How to increase intrinsic motivation

         An acquaintance recently wrote to me about her daughter, Olivia. Olivia is a twenty-nine-year-old diabetic woman on the autism spectrum. These days, she regularly walks a two-mile trek through her small, rural community in the western US. But only a few years ago, she hardly walked at all. She doesn’t drive, so she would walk to the grocery store or to restaurants near her house if no one was around to drive her, but otherwise she found walking boring and preferred to stay home. Then she downloaded Pokémon GO.

         Growing up in the late 1990s, Olivia was a big Pokémon fan. So when Pokémon GO came out in 2016, she was excited to start playing again. The game uses your phone’s GPS and clock to detect where and when you’re in the game and make Pokémon characters “appear” around you so you can go and catch them. Soon after downloading the game, Olivia started taking her two-mile walks. That route was the best for catching Pokémon. The game gave her a reason to go out and walk—this was the Pokémon journey she’d dreamed of going on since she was ten years old.

         Olivia’s isn’t the only story I’ve heard about Pokémon GO motivating more exercise. In fact, the game was a big reason my eight-year-old son and I started taking walks around our neighborhood, and it was so wildly popular when it first came out that researchers estimate the game added 144 billion steps across the US at its peak in the summer of 2016. It was so successful that people blamed Pokémon GO for getting too many distracted walkers out on the streets.

         Pokémon GO motivated so much exercise—more than other exercise apps—because it relied on people’s intrinsic motivation. It turned walking into a game. There are three ways to make a boring or difficult activity more intrinsically motivating. First, we have the aptly named “make-it-fun” strategy, which as you might guess involves making an activity fun. The make-it-fun strategy actively associates immediate incentives (i.e., mini-goals) with pursuing the activity. These incentives harness our need for instant gratification to make a previously dull activity more exciting and therefore let us experience it as its own end. For example, when Woolley and I (to the chagrin of some teachers) encouraged high school math students to listen to music, eat snacks, and use brightly colored pens while doing their math assignment, we found that students worked longer. Doing math was fun because it delivered immediate auditory, taste, and visual benefits. Catching a Pokémon is also an immediate incentive for Pokémon GO players.

         People frequently apply this principle to make it fun when they bundle goals with temptations. Associating a workout with watching TV or working on a school assignment with listening to music are examples of “temptation bundling.” This strategy is particularly effective if you limit yourself to engaging in the tempting activity only while pursuing the goal. So, for example, you only let yourself eat a square of chocolate while answering your many work emails. These temptations increase intrinsic motivation to pursue the goal. It’s critical, however, that the reward is immediate. Adding delayed rewards, like five squares of chocolate by the end of the workweek, won’t work.

         The second strategy in the motivation science tool kit is to find a fun path. When you set a goal and have to think about the path you’ll take to get there, factor in immediate enjoyment. For example, people who want to exercise more should consider finding workouts that sound fun. Rather than slogging away on a bike at the gym, try a spin class that uses upbeat music to keep you engaged. For people who like metal, some New York City spin studios offer “Death Cycle” classes in which instructors blast metal music while everyone works out. This is an effective strategy. As Woolley and I found in a study, gymgoers who chose a weight-lifting exercise they enjoyed completed around 50 percent more repetitions than those who chose an exercise they thought would be most effective. Of course, you do still have to choose an activity that will ultimately help you accomplish your goal. If you’re exercising to get fit, low-impact yoga probably won’t help much. But when you have a set of activities that will accomplish the same goal, try to choose the one you’ll find most fun.

         The third strategy is to notice the fun that already exists. If you focus on the immediate rather than delayed benefits for pursuing an activity, you’ll likely feel more intrinsically motivated and therefore be more likely to keep at it. Imagine you want to eat more carrots. If you focus on what you like about eating carrots—they’re crunchy, sweet, and a little earthy—rather than the fact that carrots are a healthy snack or the idea that they might improve your eyesight, you’ll be more likely to eat them. This is just what Woolley and I found in a study when we had people choose between two identical bags of baby carrots. We asked some people to choose the tastier-looking bag and some the healthier-looking bag. People ate almost 50 percent more when asked to choose the bag of carrots that looked tastier. Simply directing your attention to the immediate positive experience—to the extent that it exists—when making a choice will help you stick to your goals.

         But make no mistake. If you’re older than twelve, you know life isn’t always a party. Not everything we do can be made intrinsically motivating. When I was pregnant for the first time, I expected that delivering my firstborn would be an amazing experience. After all, everyone talks about the beautiful miracle of childbirth. But I quickly realized that giving birth is a long stretch of pain with an impressive finale. Luckily, you don’t need to be intrinsically motivated to get the job done. When going through a painful but relatively short experience, worry less about increasing your intrinsic motivation and more about getting it done and moving on.

         Further, while intrinsic motivation helps us excel, it isn’t required if we only plan to do the bare minimum. As a business professor, I speak with many employees who tell me they persist in jobs they hate, feeling they’re “wage slaves.” And yet people don’t usually quit a job unless they have a better alternative. The fear of unemployment keeps many employees sufficiently motivated to show up to work. They don’t do their best, but they don’t quit either.

         Correcting myths and misconceptions

         Despite strong evidence, there are persistent myths and misconceptions about the power of intrinsic motivation. People believe that others don’t care about intrinsic motivation as much as they do, and they predict they won’t care about intrinsic motivation in the future as much as they do now. When we’re aware that these myths and misconceptions exist, however, we can better connect to others as well as set goals that we can follow through on.

         When we compare ourselves to others, almost everyone acts the same way. We all believe we’re above average on positive qualities. This is a bias (the “better-than-average” effect). For any given positive quality—let’s say generosity—about half of the population should be below average, while the other half should be above average. We can’t all be more generous than the average person. But have you met anyone who thinks they’re less generous than average? (As a side note, statistically, it’s possible that most people are above the average, though not above the median. It would be more accurate to call this phenomenon the “better-than-median” effect).

         This better-than-average effect is robust: even convicted prisoners rated themselves as more moral, trustworthy, honest, and self-controlled than the average person who’s not in prison. We all like to see ourselves in a positive light.

         When it comes to our goals and motivation, we similarly see ourselves as having stronger motivation and more pressing goals. In the workplace, while we realize that everyone wants to get a raise, most of us erroneously feel that getting a raise is more important to us than to most of our peers. And while we realize that others want to work on interesting projects, we also assume that we care about feeling interested in our work more than they do.

         Knowing that people fall prey to this better-than-average effect, motivation researchers ask whether people’s tendency to perceive their motivation as stronger than others’ is particularly likely when it comes to intrinsic motivation. Do you think you care about how interesting your work is much more than the average person, but that you care about how much you’re paid only somewhat more than the average person? Turns out, that’s generally the case. The tendency for almost everyone to see themselves as above average is more pronounced for intrinsic than extrinsic motivation.

         Every year, I ask my students to rate how much they care about different motivations at work relative to their classmates. They rate how much they care about extrinsic motivators like pay and job security, as well as how much they care for intrinsic motivators such as learning something new or doing something that makes them feel good about themselves. Most of my students believe everything is more important for them than their average classmate. Yet this bias is more pronounced for intrinsic motivation. While my students recognize that other classmates care about pay and job security, they fail to realize that others care about learning something new or feeling good about a job as much as they do.

         Not realizing that others want to be intrinsically motivated—that they want to do something interesting and meaningful with people they enjoy—can stand in the way of our relationships with family, friends, and colleagues. When a parent undervalues a child’s quest for intrinsic motivation in school, assuming she cares for high grades rather than having a meaningful, life-changing experience, it can undermine their relationship. And at work, when employers underestimate employees’ intrinsic motivation while employees underestimate employers’ intrinsic motivation, the interaction across the organizational hierarchy suffers. One study found that job candidates underemphasize intrinsic motivation in job interviews. The reason: although candidates want to be intrinsically motivated, they underestimate how much recruiters care about, and therefore are impressed by, expressions of intrinsic motivation. Thinking that employers are looking for someone who wants to climb the ladder, candidates don’t mention how meaningful the job might feel.

         To overcome the intrinsic bias, we need to put ourselves in others’ shoes and ask what our priorities would be if we were them. While at times we fail to appreciate that other people are different from us—for example, that their tastes in food and their politics differ from ours—when it gets to intrinsic motivation, the challenge is to remember that most people think like we do. Imagining their perspective can help.

         Not only do we underestimate others’ intrinsic motivation, we also fail to predict our own. Most of us know that intrinsic motivation is important to us in the present, but we fail to realize that it will also be important in the future.

         Most people realize that doing something moderately interesting with colleagues they like is critical to getting them out of bed and into the office. If you hate your job, no matter how much you like the pay and the perks, getting out of bed is hard. But how much do you prioritize doing something interesting with people you like when thinking about applying for a future job? If you’re like most people, not enough. When thinking about applying for a future job, people tend to give lower priority to intrinsic motivators like their personal enjoyment and choose a position based on economic benefits like pay.

         Underpredicting how much doing something that’s intrinsically motivating will matter to you can result in choosing activities you’ll later regret. In an experiment that explored this possibility, we asked people to choose between listening to the song “Hey Jude” by the Beatles and listening to a loud alarm for one minute. Seems like an obvious choice, right? But the people in our study were extrinsically motivated to pick the alarm because we would pay them 10 percent more if they did. The majority of people chose to listen to the loud alarm. They wanted to maximize their earnings in the experiment. But those who listened to this terrible noise were also more likely to regret their decision than those who chose to listen to the lower-paying song. While our research participants predicted they would care more about money than sound, they ultimately cared more about sound than money.

         Regret isn’t the only downside to picking extrinsically motivating activities over those that are intrinsically motivated. When we opt in to tasks that we think will be better for us, rather than tasks we’ll enjoy, we’re less likely to follow through. In another experiment, we asked research participants to choose between reading and rating jokes and reading a computer manual. Our participants predicted they would persist longer on whichever task paid more regardless of whether it was the fun task of evaluating jokes or the boring task of reading a computer manual. Yet the pay had no influence on their actual persistence. Almost everyone spent more time and therefore made more money on the fun task than the boring one.

         This failure to appreciate how much your future self will care to be intrinsically motivated is related to the “empathy gap,” the tendency to underestimate the strength of an experience that you’re not currently having. While you’re hot, it’s hard to imagine how cold you’ll feel on your next ski trip to Aspen, and so you might forgo packing your warmest sweater. And when you get behind the wheel first thing in the morning for a long drive, you can’t imagine how miserable you’ll be once the fatigue sets in, so you plan to drive for too many hours. We also fail to perceive our emotional experiences as temporary. If anyone ever broke your heart, you probably expected to feel devastated forever. You didn’t imagine, at least not right away, that you’d move on and fall in love again.

         This lack of empathy for your future self means you underestimate how much you’ll care to be intrinsically motivated in the future, especially if you’re fine right now. The result is a vision of your future self, as well as of other people, as “cold” individuals who are mainly focused on collecting external benefits and don’t care as much about having fun or being interested. If you adopt a more realistic view of your future self, reminding yourself that you’ll struggle to adhere to any goal that’s low on intrinsic motivation, you’ll make wiser choices when setting goals and choosing actions. One way to increase your empathy for your future self is to set goals while you’re in a state similar to the state you’ll be in when executing them. Plan career transitions while you’re at work and your diet when you’re not completely full. Keeping in mind that intrinsic motivation enables persistence and excellence will help you make wiser choices.

         Questions to ask yourself

         Intrinsic motivation, defined as the experience of an activity as its own end, is an important ingredient in sticking to our goals. When setting a goal, we want it to be exciting and provide some immediate gratification. Yet we often underestimate how much intrinsic motivation will be the driving force of our actions, and so we fail to set goals in a way that capitalizes on intrinsic motivation. To increase your chances of following through on a goal, you can start by answering the following questions:

         	How can you make pursuing a goal more immediately rewarding? You could, for example, introduce music, podcasts, or audiobooks to your exercise routine.

            	What is the most fun path to pursuing your goals? You could, for example, choose to join a water aerobics class rather than buying a treadmill.

            	Are there immediate benefits you can focus on while pursuing your goal? You could, for example, direct your attention to certain parts of your workout, like that euphoria you feel when you exercise.

            	Can you remind yourself that other people, including your future self, care to be intrinsically motivated just as your present self does? Such a reminder will help you set achievable goals for yourself and others and can further improve your relationships.

         
 

      
   


   
      
         
            Part II

            Keep Pulling

         

         In 1949, months after Israel was established as a state, the Defense Service Law gave the state’s defense forces the right to enlist any Israeli citizen, regardless of gender. That’s how, many years later, I found myself, at age eighteen, after a two-week basic training, working at the Israeli equivalent of the NSA.

         If you’re imagining me as a fabulous covert spy, with a gun holstered at my hip, jet-setting around the world, don’t. My military assignment was no more than an office job (though I did learn how to operate a gun). I moved intelligence reports from my inbox to my outbox (and hence into someone else’s inbox). This was before there was widespread internet, so these were actually boxes on my desk. I was literally a paper pusher.

         I was assigned to this unit based solely on a few tests I took. While the army kept people’s preferences in mind when assigning jobs, I had no preferences to offer, as I found every job equally irrelevant to what I wanted to do with my life. I didn’t want to serve in the first place. I did it because it was the law. Like most military jobs in the Israel Defense Forces (and possibly elsewhere), my assignment was mainly extremely boring. I worked long hours and had little to do. My biggest challenge was figuring out how to pass the time.

         As an Israeli woman, I was required to serve in the IDF for two years. No matter how dull my days were, I couldn’t quit. To stay motivated, I counted down the days until my next vacation on a calendar I called the “Calendar of Despair.” As depressing as it sounds, this turned out to be a good idea.

         Whether you’ve set a life-altering goal like becoming a doctor or a mundane one like answering your unread emails, you’ll need to get from point A (premed course work or 100 unanswered emails) to point B (an MD or an uncluttered inbox). How can you sustain your motivation along the way? For me, to get through my mandatory military service and move on with my life, I focused on monitoring progress—specifically, looking ahead at the days I had left until each vacation.

         Monitoring progress is an important part of staying motivated. When we feel like we’ve made a dent in our goals, we’re motivated to keep moving. But sometimes it’s more difficult to see how much you’ve progressed. Let’s use the metaphor of an analog clock. When you look at the watch’s second hand, you can easily see time passing. It would be much more difficult to see time moving if you instead watched the subtler movements of the hour hand. Much like breaking an hour into seconds, breaking a goal into smaller units or subgoals helps us more easily recognize our progress. Setting a numerical target for a goal, as we talked about in Chapter 2, also helps, as it’s easier to monitor progress when the target is clearly defined. When reading a book, you can say that you’ve read 25 percent or that you have 75 percent to go. Either way, this conveys a better sense of progress than saying you’ve read “the beginning.” And when I spent my military service looking ahead from vacation to vacation, I was essentially breaking my two-year service into the six-month periods between my breaks. In Chapter 5, we’ll investigate how making and recognizing progress help sustain our motivation.

         While making progress is important on its own, how you monitor progress also matters. Whether you record progress in terms of how much you’ve done or how much you have left to do influences your ability to sustain your motivation. So whether you tell yourself you’ve read 25 percent of the book or have 75 percent to go actually matters. And, in fact, many electronic reading apps make one of these percentages really clear, telling you that you’ve currently read 28 percent of the book, for example. In Chapter 6, we’ll learn whether I was using the right strategy when I focused on the shrinking days to my next vacation instead of the time that had elapsed since my previous vacation. Is a glass-half-full or a glass-half-empty mentality best? We’ll find out.

         Regardless of how you monitor progress, sustaining motivation is easier at the start of your journey and, then again, at the finish line. Chapter 7 addresses the “middle problem”; that is, how to avoid getting stuck in the middle of the road.

         Finally, to keep moving, we rely on feedback from successful and unsuccessful actions. As we’ve heard before, we must not forget the past, but instead learn from it. And yet humans generally have a hard time learning from their mistakes. We suppress and ignore negative feedback and pay more attention to positive feedback. In Chapter 8 we’ll discusses this asymmetry in learning and responding to positive versus negative feedback. You’ll gain strategies to maximize what you learn from failures and setbacks so you do better in the future.

          

      
   


   
      
         
            5

            Progress Increases Motivation

         

         About once a week, I look up from the computer in my office at the University of Chicago and head to the cafeteria for a smoothie. The thing is, I don’t really like smoothies. They’re fine, and I know they can be a great way to get extra servings of healthy fruits and vegetables, but they don’t excite my taste buds. So why do I buy them so reliably?

         Well, the cafeteria at my school has an effective rewards program. Last year, they handed me a little card that promised a free smoothie after I’d bought ten. At first, I gave little thought to the card. I don’t like smoothies that much anyway, I told myself. But after I got a few stamps, I found myself heading to the smoothie stand more often. The closer I got to the free smoothie, the more I wanted it.

         In motivation science, we call this the “goal gradient effect”: the more progress you’ve made, the more eager you will be to keep going. We see this not just in humans, but also in animals. Rats in a maze will run faster as they get closer to the cheese at the end, as Clark Hull discovered. And when my dog spots me from a distance, she runs faster and faster as the space between us shrinks.

         Where you are on the timeline of your goal, how much progress you have or haven’t made, also affects how likely you are to quit. Consider college dropouts. Almost half of the students who matriculate in America don’t graduate. These people are losing out twice: they both paid some tuition and failed to collect the economic benefits that come with a college degree. Economically, they’re worse off after completing just part of a degree than they would have been had they never gone to college at all. Though people leave school for many reasons, sometimes because they can’t afford to be there, a main reason people drop out is that getting a college degree is a bit like climbing a steep hill for four years straight. It’s easy to get discouraged by a lack of progress. Accordingly, a disproportionally large number of students drop out before they complete their first year, at the point when they’ve made the least progress toward their goal. At the bottom of the hill, the climb looks too steep. But if you’ve finished the first leg of your hike, like college students who complete their freshman year, you’re more likely to keep moving.

         Why does progress encourage us to work harder and make it less likely that we’ll quit? One reason is that, as we progress, every action we take toward our goal appears to have a larger impact toward achieving it. Another reason is that pursuing a goal increases our commitment to that goal.

         Progress increases impact

         The potential to make an impact on a goal is a powerful motivator. When we’re trying to reach our goals, each action that moves us closer to the finish line feels like it has a bigger impact than the one before. When I bought my first smoothie after getting my reward card, it earned me 10 percent of the free beverage (one out of ten). When I bought my seventh drink, it earned me 25 percent of the free smoothie (one out of the remaining four). And, of course, the tenth and final drink earned me 100 percent. Many have had the same experience with loyalty cards at a local café or from an airline that offers a free flight after you’ve gained a certain number of frequent flyer miles. Each consecutive drink or flight has a bigger impact on earning your reward.

         The college students we talked about earlier, too, feel the surging impact of passing each class. Every semester completes a larger proportion of the remaining distance to their goal of getting a degree. Finishing your freshman year earns you a quarter of a four-year college degree, while completing the last year earns you a full degree. By the time you start your senior year, you expect to get a college degree in return for one year of academic work, which is significantly more than what completing your first year earned you. Whether you aspire to a free coffee or a diploma, the more progress you’ve made, the more bang you get for your buck. Your efforts pay off and pay more.

         Even the illusion of progress increases motivation. It can make you feel closer to completing the goal than you actually are. If by the end of your freshman year you measured your progress toward earning a college degree from the point of applying to college, which often happens a full year before a student starts their first class, you would be 40 percent of the way to your goal; essentially two years into a college degree that takes (in this case) five years to complete. Instead, measuring your progress from the beginning of freshman year would give you only 25 percent. The lesson here: carefully choose how you measure your progress. If you exaggerate what proportion of the distance to a goal you’ve already covered, you’ll feel closer to the finish line.

         Let’s go back to the example of café loyalty cards. Ran Kivetz, Oleg Urminsky, and Yuhuang Zheng partnered with a New York café to test the motivating effect of illusory progress in an experiment. Café customers received a reward card that offered one free coffee after they’d bought ten. While half of the customers received a card with ten open slots, the other half got a card with twelve open slots. Yet the twelve-slot card had two preexisting “bonus” stamps, so, strictly speaking, these were identical reward programs. Every customer who got a card needed to make ten coffee purchases at the café (and collect ten stamps) to get their free coffee. But the allure of the free stamps was high. People who thought they’d gotten a head start came back to the café more often, filling in their reward card more quickly than the others. When the card came with two out of twelve slots already filled, it felt to customers like they were already 16 percent finished with the goal before they’d even started. Believing they were closer to the reward, they were more motivated to reach the finish line.

         The above examples all have one thing in common: they describe “all-or-nothing” goals. Whether you get the final punch in a reward card, graduate from college, or, in the case of your (or my) dog, reunite with an owner at the end of a long day, the structure of the goal is such that you only get your prize upon achieving the goal. These goals are categorically different from “accumulative” goals like working out five times a week or reading twenty books this year.

         For all-or-nothing goals, the benefits are conditional on reaching the goal. If you collect almost all the points required for a reward, you get nothing, and you’re not graduating with a diploma until you pass every required class. As the distance to the goal shrinks, the payoff for your remaining efforts increases. This makes all-or-nothing goals powerfully more motivating as you make progress.

         In contrast, accumulative goals allow you to collect the benefits as you go. If you exercise for your health, you accumulate those benefits slowly over every workout. And if you want to read twenty books this year because you want to be well-read, each book is like a mini-goal of its own. Because the benefits gained from an accumulative goal add up over time, the “marginal value”—the added value or benefit of each action (reading a book or working out)—often declines. Economists call this “diminishing marginal value.” Your first workout this week makes a bigger impact on your health than the fifth workout. The difference in your physical health between finishing one workout and zero workouts is bigger than the difference between finishing four and five workouts. And if you set your goal as reading twenty books this year, the difference between reading zero books and one book for your intellectual growth is larger than the difference between reading book nineteen and book twenty. You’d correctly assume that the person who read one book this year is significantly more well-read than the person who read no books, but that the person who read twenty books is only marginally more well-read than the one who read nineteen books (although missing the target by just one book would be disappointing; recall our discussion of barely undershooting a target in Chapter 2). You might further assume that reading thirty books this year, if your goal was to read twenty, would be overkill.

         For accumulative goals, even if we fall just short of our target, we still collect most of the benefits of goal pursuit. With these goals, you wouldn’t necessarily expect progress to increase motivation. Indeed, if we think of going to college as acquiring education, which is a cumulative goal, rather than getting a degree, which is an all-or-nothing goal, the last required course will have the least impact on our intellectual growth. We might as well skip that very last class. Yet even for accumulative goals, making progress often increases motivation. Only the reason is different.

         Progress increases commitment

         What if, so far, you’d achieved no progress whatsoever while pursuing your goal, not even illusory progress? Maybe you took a wrong turn at the beginning of a drive and by the time you realized your mistake, you were no closer to your destination than you were when you left. Maybe you were trying to sign up for an online class but were using the wrong link. Maybe you ordered a new sweater, but it got lost in the mail, so the seller canceled the order and asked if you wanted a replacement. Would the mere act of pursuing the goal motivate you to keep trying even before you’ve seen any progress? Turns out, it would.

         Humans have a tendency to keep working on something simply because we’ve already invested in it. If you’ve paid upfront for an online knitting course, you want to keep taking classes even if you’ve learned that you hate knitting. We call this the “sunk-cost fallacy.” It’s the sense that you’ve come too far to stop now, or that because you’ve made an investment you need to keep going regardless of whether you’re getting any closer to your goal or whether it’s even the best choice for you.

         As you can tell by the word “fallacy,” an increase in motivation just because you’re already doing something is often not in your best interest. You’ve fallen prey to the sunk-cost fallacy every time you do something just because you’ve already invested in it, ignoring better alternatives. It could be something as mundane as wearing uncomfortable shoes just because they were expensive or finishing the food on your plate when you’re already full just because it won’t reheat well. It could also be something as significant as sticking with an unprofitable investment because you’ve already lost money and are hoping to break even or staying in an unhealthy relationship because you’ve invested in a person you never should have dated in the first place.

         Economic theory suggests that resources invested in the past that cannot be recovered (sunk costs) should not influence your motivation to persist in the present. But they do. And once again, we see this behavior in animals as well as humans. In one experiment, researchers gathered three groups of subjects—humans, rats, and mice (fortunately, in separate labs)—and set them up to gain some reward (food for the rodents and interesting video clips for the humans). Then, while the subjects were waiting, the researchers offered them a chance to switch to an even better reward, which was immediately available. Although it would have made more sense for all subjects to switch to a better reward as soon as it became available, most tended to continue waiting for the first reward, at least for a while. And the longer they’d been waiting, the less likely they were to switch. So the longer a rat had been waiting for plain-flavored pellets, the less likely it was to move to an area in the maze where it could eat chocolate-flavored pellets (like most humans, rats like chocolate more than plain food). And for the human participants, the longer they waited to watch a clip they were only mildly interested in (for example, of a bike accident), the less likely they were to switch to videos they were excited about (for example, of kittens).

         I’d tell you to just ignore sunk costs when they’re not in your best interests, but that’s hard to do. Even when quitting is rationally your best option, you kick yourself for giving up. Why? Because engagement signals commitment. We can find comfort in the idea that our inability to let go of something we’ve already invested in stems from what is often an adaptive motivational principle: mere engagement increases motivation, and that can be a good thing. When we look back and see the effort we invested in a goal, even if we haven’t made much progress, the mere pursuit of a goal signals us to keep going. We can use this knowledge to increase our commitment to goals we want to achieve.

         Goal commitment is a two-ingredient recipe: it requires a goal that is both valuable and within reach. The committed person cares deeply about pursuing the goal. It’s personally relevant for her, so she assigns a high value to it. She also feels confident that it’s within her power to reach the goal. She expects to be able to do it. If the goal is sufficiently valuable and the likelihood of success is sufficiently high, the goal seems worthy of her effort.

         To know whether a goal is valuable, you often look at your past actions. If you didn’t value it, how else would you explain the effort you’ve put into the goal so far? By increasing value, past actions might sometimes make you act against your current interests (you might find yourself committed to win an election you’ve already lost, for example). Yet often, they help you maintain a healthy commitment to your goals (so you can stick to your relationship or to your career on certain days). What you’ve done in the past also shows you that the goal is within reach; after all, you’re already partially successful. Each of these inferences—that the goal is valuable and that you can do it—contributes to your sense of commitment. Further, even if your engagement only makes the goal appear to be more valuable or only makes it appear more feasible, you’ll have greater commitment, which in turn helps sustain your motivation.

         So, for example, getting rejected after a first date would hardly build your confidence that finding a romantic partner is within reach, but it suggests to you that you care about finding a match. You’ve engaged in a goal-directed action but haven’t made any progress, so your actions suggest to you that the goal is not more feasible, but that it is more valuable. To the extent that your actions are successful, your commitment will increase even more. You learn not only that you care about the goal, but also that, yes, you can achieve it. A first date and then a second tell you that maybe you can find a relationship.

         Two classic theories in social psychology make a similar point about how engagement generates commitment. First, Leon Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory. This theory posits that when our behavior doesn’t coincide with our beliefs, we change our beliefs to match the behavior. As humans, we don’t like saying one thing and doing another. So we try to avoid the dissonance, or mismatch, between our cognition and our actions. Consider, for example, people’s views on abortion. If someone has had an abortion, they’re more likely to be pro-choice. Given that cisgender men don’t personally undergo abortions, the principle of cognitive dissonance can explain why they’re less likely to support abortion rights (and correspondingly, why more men than women oppose abortion rights). Applied to motivation, cognitive dissonance theory suggests that we tend to adopt goals that match our past actions and abandon goals that are a mismatch.

         A second classic theory known as Daryl Bem’s self-perception theory makes a similar point about how your behavior informs your goals. The basic tenet of self-perception theory is that we learn about ourselves in the same way that we learn about others: by observing and explaining our own actions to ourselves. If you saw me walking my dog, you would conclude that I’m a dog lover. By the same logic, if you find yourself walking a dog (and having a good time), you would conclude that you’re a dog lover, even if your original motivation was to make money as a dog walker. Often, we aren’t fully aware of the original reason for our actions (or we simply forget). The dog walker who deems herself a dog lover forgets that she started walking dogs for the money. And someone who attends a political rally to impress a date might later forget that motivation and conclude that they simply support the cause, meaning they’ll support this cause again in the future, even if they’ve started dating someone else.

         The idea that actions create commitment is a fundamental principle in persuasion. Whether you wish to persuade a friend, a team at work, or society at large to adopt a goal, start by getting them to pursue a single goal-congruent action. This single action will increase their commitment to the congruent goal. In a classic experiment that Jonathan Freedman and Scott Fraser conducted about half a century ago, people who were first asked to put a small sign in their front window reading BE A SAFE DRIVER were subsequently more likely to agree to put a giant sign in their front yard reading DRIVE CAREFULLY compared to people who were only asked to put up the big yard sign. While safe driving has long been a concern for society, it’s probably not a goal you list high on your priorities. And yet, according to this experiment, safe driving could become heavy on your mind once you say yes to a small request to bring awareness to this cause. Scientists call this the “foot-in-the-door” persuasion technique.

         Charities similarly rely on our tendency to act consistently when they solicit small, symbolic donations or collect signatures on a petition. Although a charity might only be interested in demonstrating widespread public support through symbolic donations, often the intention or hope is that the person who provided symbolic help today will adopt the goal of the charity and provide more substantial help tomorrow. As a general principle, you cherish the causes you’ve helped in the past. If you planted a tree, you’re a fan of the forest; if you rescued a pet, you advocate for its entire species.

         Even pursuing avoidance goals can increase commitment. The longer you’ve avoided an undesirable state, the more committed you are to continuing to avoid it. Because applying sunscreen helped you successfully avoid getting sunburned in the past, you’re hopefully committed to never leaving the house on a sunny day unprotected. Negative reinforcement is effective—we get a sunburn, it’s painful, so next time we avoid it by putting on sunblock. But even if your house has never been broken into (so you’ve never felt the pain of coming home to find your stuff stolen), each time you lock your door, you become more committed to continuing this habit to protect your home. We learn it’s within our power to avoid certain states, and when avoiding an undesirable state is possible, our commitment to keep avoiding it increases.

         When trying to boost your commitment, and therefore your motivation, regardless of your actual progress, consider reflecting on the effort you’ve already put into the goal to increase your sense of progress. In a study that explored the effect of attention to progress, Minjung Koo and I asked a group of University of Chicago undergraduates to tell us how motivated they were to study for an upcoming exam. Those who realized they had already covered half of their study materials said they were more motivated to keep studying than the undergraduates who realized they still had half of their materials to cover. Looking behind, rather than ahead, can make you feel more committed.

         When lack of progress

increases motivation

         We’ve talked about how progress, or the illusion of it, increases motivation. But what if you haven’t made progress? It turns out that sometimes the sense that you’re falling behind can also motivate action. Think about a time you looked at the floor and saw a big dust bunny. Maybe that one pile of dust and hair made you look more closely at your home and realize it’d been a while since you’d cleaned. You saw scum on the bathroom sink and coffee stains on your desk and suddenly reached into your closet for the broom.

         There are some goals you pursue because you’re doing well, but then there are those, like cleaning the house, that you pursue because you’re falling behind. The discrepancy between the ideal (clean) state and the present (dirty) state signals to you that you need to take action. Yet when your house is mostly clean, you don’t feel the same need to reach for the bleach.

         Cybernetic models in psychology portray a motivational system that spurs into action by detecting a discrepancy between the present state and a goal target, or lack of progress. Recall the TOTE (Test, Operate, Test, Exit) model mentioned in Chapter 2. The psychology underlying this model is like a thermostat controlling the temperature in your office or home. A thermostat signals the heating system to go into action when there’s a discrepancy between the present temperature and how warm or cold you would like your room to be. To the extent that the room temperature is comfortable, the thermostat doesn’t detect an error and the system stays at rest mode. The same process happens in your brain when you evaluate the gap between where you are and where you want to be and find your progress lacking.

         Lack of progress can sometimes also be motivating for avoidance goals. Avoidance goals require increasing the distance between a present state and an undesirable state, such as being sick, lonely, or poor. In this case, you might be motivated by getting too close to the state you wish to avoid. When you feel sick, you’re motivated to go to a doctor to get healthier. When you feel lonely, you’re motivated to call a friend. And when you feel poor, you’re motivated to find a higher-paying job.

         And, like focusing your attention on how much progress you’ve made, focusing attention on how much progress you haven’t made can sometimes help sustain your motivation. Recall the study that found that undergraduates were more motivated to study for an upcoming exam if they paid attention to how much they’d already covered versus the materials they hadn’t. The thing I didn’t tell you was that we were asking about an exam that wasn’t very important for them (it was a pass/fail exam, which meant there was no incentive to work for an A). When we measured undergraduates’ motivation to study for a highly important exam (one that offered a letter grade and would influence their GPA), we found the opposite pattern. Those who paid attention to how much they hadn’t yet covered were more motivated to study than those who considered what they had already studied. Lack of progress was more motivating.

         When you find yourself facing a goal that’s highly important, framing your progress based on what you haven’t yet accomplished may be more motivating than thinking about what you’ve already done.

         Emotions cue goal progress

         We’ve learned that while progress generally helps sustain motivation, there are times when lack of progress is even more effective. In the next chapter we’ll talk in depth about how to monitor progress and decide whether progress or the lack of it will be more motivating in any given situation. But first, let’s look at how emotions play a role in monitoring progress.

         Our emotions serve as a sensory system. When we feel good, we know that something is going right. It could be the weather or the presence of a loved one; it could also be that we’re making progress on our goal. When we feel bad, we know something is wrong. And if we feel bad about our goal progress, we know we’re falling behind on that goal.

         This is not to say that pursuing a goal feels bad until the goal is reached. If that were true, we would rarely feel good. Feeling happy, excited, relieved, or proud throughout the journey is common and critical. In fact, the positive feelings on the road to reaching a goal can exceed the experience of reaching the destination. This tells us that the positive or negative feelings we have about our goal aren’t evoked by the absolute distance to the target. Instead, our feelings are evoked by the difference between the actual rate of progress and the expected rate of progress. When you feel good about your progress toward a goal, it’s because you’re ahead of where you thought you would be at that point. When you feel bad, it’s because you expected you’d be further along by now.

         Many of our goals require long-term planning and continuous effort. We might pursue them over months or years. Yet at any point in time, we can compare our actual rate of progress to where we expected to be. If you decided to learn Russian and expected to be able to carry on a simple conversation after a few months, you’d likely be disappointed if you were only able to count to ten and name a few colors. But if you could name numbers and colors after just one week, you’d probably feel proud of your progress.

         Further, as you recall from Chapter 1, the type of goal toward which you’re making or failing to make progress will inform the specific feelings you experience. Faster-than-expected progress on approach goals makes you feel happy, proud, eager, and excited, while slower-than-expected progress on approach goals makes you feel sad, depressed, frustrated, and angry. Faster-than-expected progress on avoidance goals makes you feel relief, calmness, relaxation, and contentment, while slower-than-expected progress on avoidance goals makes you feel anxiety, fear, and guilt.

         By providing feedback on our rate of progress, our feelings inform our motivational system. Positive emotions encourage us to work harder. You might exercise harder or cook a more elaborate meal because you’re proud of or happy about the progress you’ve made at the gym or in developing your cooking skills. Or you might relax your effort because you feel bad. We get discouraged by feeling depressed or frustrated. In extreme cases, we might even give up on the goal.

         Other times, lack of progress increases motivation, and the effects of our emotions reverse. We work harder when we feel bad about our slow progress and disengage with a goal when we feel too good about our progress. You might quit a diet after shedding just a couple of pounds, forget your debit card in the ATM machine, or leave the nozzle in the gas tank. With cash in your hands, it’s easy to skip the final step of collecting the debit card. And with a full tank, it’s easy to neglect the final but critical step of returning the nozzle to the pump. Our satisfaction signals to us that we’ve exceeded our expectations. We feel we’re “overdoing it,” so we slow down our efforts (often, too soon).

         So while emotions help us gauge the progress we’ve made on a goal, the implications of emotions for motivation are a bit more complex. For example, in a study conducted with college students who were on a diet, Maria Louro, Rik Pieters, and Marcel Zeelenberg found that when these dieters felt good about their diet on one day, they paid less attention to their diet the following day. When they were less worried about losing weight, they could focus more on their schoolwork. But only dieters who had already made a lot of progress displayed this pattern. Among beginners, the pattern reversed: when they felt good about their diet on one day, they increased their dieting efforts on the following day.

         A similar pattern happens when we tell people how well they’re doing, rather than letting them rely solely on emotions for feedback. Szu-Chi Huang and Ying Zhang had research participants memorize details such as the place of origin and the vintage of the wine from several wine labels. When some learned that their progress was faster than average, they spent less time trying to memorize the labels. Yet, once again, this pattern only emerged among those who had experience (i.e., had already made a lot of progress). When beginners learned they were making faster progress than others, they increased their effort, spending more time reading and remembering facts about wine. Their behavior was consistent with what you’d expect if you assumed that progress, rather than lack of progress, motivates.

         So while emotions help us recognize whether or not we’re making progress fast enough, this feedback can have opposite effects on our motivation. At times, feeling good about our progress increases our motivation; at other times, feeling bad about lack of progress pushes us to work harder.

         Questions to ask yourself

         Progress helps sustain your motivation by increasing your commitment, including building confidence in your ability and affirming the value of the goal you pursue. It is, therefore, useful to monitor your progress. Once you’ve achieved some, it’s usually easier to keep going. Yet, interestingly, lack of progress can also help sustain your motivation. It’s often useful to look ahead at what you have yet to achieve in order to stay on track. To motivate yourself by monitoring progress, ask yourself the following questions:

         	Look back at what you have accomplished. Does that mental exercise help you regain your goal commitment? Does it remind you why you’ve chosen to pursue this goal in the first place?

            	Look ahead at what you still need to do to accomplish your goals. Does that mental exercise make you eager to start moving? Looking forward is a reminder to stay on track and monitor the pace of progress to meet your goal.

            	Tune in to your emotions. How do you feel about your goals? If you feel good about holding your goal but not as good about your progress, your feelings will guide your actions and help you sustain your motivation.
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            The Glass Half Full

and Half Empty

         

         Nine years ago, my husband and I were sitting in a big, open room at a federal building in Chicago, waiting to be called in for our naturalization tests. For about a month, we’d been studying a list of one hundred US civics questions, preparing for this exam. If we passed, we’d become US citizens. We’d moved to the States eleven years before to pursue research careers in Maryland and found a home in Chicago with our two young daughters two years later, when I was offered a faculty position at the University of Chicago.

         When the interviewer called my name, I squeezed my husband’s hand goodbye, grabbed my application forms, and walked into a small room with a desk and two chairs. My interviewer motioned for me to sit in the chair in front of the desk. She sat on the other side of the desk and we got started.

         As nervous as I was, I felt confident because I knew the answers to most of the questions. In the weeks leading up to the test, my husband and I had focused first on the easy questions: Who was the first president of the United States? Later, we encouraged ourselves to keep studying by reminding ourselves that many of the test questions were difficult, especially since we didn’t grow up in the US: What did Susan B. Anthony do? Name one American Indian tribe.

         In the end, our studying paid off. The interviewer asks only ten of the hundred possible questions, and you need to get six right to pass the test. Although my husband stumbled on the name of “The Star-Spangled Banner” (though he could sing every lyric), we both passed easily.

         Monitoring progress is critical for sustaining motivation. But how should we monitor it? Different schools of motivation science offer different answers. Think of these solutions in terms of the proverbial question: Is the glass half full or half empty? Typically, seeing a glass as half full points toward someone being an optimist and seeing it as half empty indicates pessimism. But in motivation science, the terms have a slightly different meaning. Some suggest that keeping track of everything you’ve already done—the glass half full—will help you stay motivated because progress increases motivation. Others suggest that keeping track of what you plan to do—the glass half empty—will increase your motivation because lack of progress increases motivation. As we learned in the last chapter, they’re both right. Sometimes progress is better at motivating action and sometimes the lack of progress is better. It depends on the person and the circumstances. As we were studying for our civics test, my husband and I switched between the two views. First, we focused on the easy questions, building up our confidence through easy progress. When we had those questions down, we focused on the more difficult questions. Knowing that much of the test would be difficult motivated us to study through a lack of progress. We knew we’d need to memorize the answers to those hard questions if we wanted to pass.

         In this chapter, I’ll explain how to tell if and when looking at the glass half empty or the glass half full will push you to keep going. To do so, I must first introduce you to the two dynamics of goal motivation (aka dynamics of self-regulation).

         Dynamics of goal motivation

         Imagine you’re out to dinner with friends. As you peruse the menu, you remind yourself that you want to start eating more healthily. So you skip over the burgers and the heavier pastas and land on a rice bowl with roasted cauliflower, kale, carrots, and spiced lentils. It’s a flavorful, healthy choice. You feel good about keeping your promise to yourself. As the evening wears on and everyone finishes their plates, the table starts talking about dessert.

         Now you’re faced with another choice. Do you choose a healthy dessert like fruit or a small dish of sorbet, forgo dessert altogether, or allow yourself to indulge in something more decadent like a silky piece of cheesecake? Do you make a second healthy choice or does the first give you some leeway this time?

         These two possibilities illustrate the two basic dynamics humans typically follow when pursuing their goals. I call the first “commitment promotes consistency.” When we feel committed to our goals, each action we take toward a goal heightens our commitment and reinforces similar actions. Remember, people don’t like cognitive dissonance, so we tend to do things that support what we’ve done before. Following this dynamic, after ordering a healthy entrée, you’re more likely to choose a healthy dessert or skip dessert altogether. On the other hand, failure to pursue a goal signals lack of commitment and undermines our motivation.

         In the other dynamic, which I call “progress promotes balancing,” the motivation for pursuing a goal stems from a lack of progress. When you haven’t yet made much progress, you’re motivated to keep trying. But when you look back and see that you’ve made a good amount of progress, you feel that you can loosen the reins. You balance the progress on that goal by attending to something else that you’ve been neglecting or by deciding to take a break. After ordering a healthy entrée, you may balance it with a decadent dessert. In this dynamic, we often feel motivated again after having slacked off.

         Some schools in motivation science assume that people follow commitment-promotes-consistency and others assume that people follow progress-promotes-balancing (or, in simpler terms, consistency versus balancing). These differing schools will offer you different recommendations for increasing your motivation. Social organizations also vary by the dynamic they advise you to follow. Alcoholics Anonymous advocates for complete sobriety; that is, a dynamic of consistency. Alcoholics are encouraged to interpret times of sobriety as a sign of personal commitment. They celebrate the time they’ve been sober and win rewards for getting to certain milestones. With each day of sobriety, the commitment to stay sober on the following day increases. At no point are alcoholics encouraged to relax their motivation to stay sober or balance it out by drinking on special occasions. In contrast, dieting programs traditionally advocate for a dynamic of balancing. Within this dynamic, dieters are encouraged to stay within a daily caloric budget, which means that eating fewer calories in the morning justifies a bit more splurging in the evening. What is considered a relapse for alcoholics is merely going over budget for dieters, as they’re encouraged to balance low- and high-calorie foods.

         Even religious ideologies vary by the dynamic they ascribe to their followers. Catholicism allows for balance. Sins are setbacks; they’re viewed as lack of progress or even backward progress that can be overcome with extra religious work. On the other hand, Calvinism advocates for consistency. Calvinists are expected to follow a life of good work that offers no forgiveness for sins.

         The two dynamics of goal motivation tell us that when progress (completed actions) increases our motivation, it does so in a very different way than lack of progress (missing actions). Completed actions increase motivation by signaling to us that we’re committed to the goal. Missing actions increase motivation by signaling to us that we need to make progress.

         To get a sense of these distinct routes to goal motivation, consider waiting in line. Whether it’s the line in your coffee shop, the doctor’s office, or the DMV, you can increase your motivation to wait and, ultimately, your patience, by either looking back and monitoring the progress you’ve made thus far or looking ahead and monitoring the remaining progress you need to make to reach the start of the line (more on patience in Chapter 11). Monitoring how far you’ve come would make you feel more committed to stay in line. Looking back increases your belief that whatever you’re waiting for is valuable and worth your wait, so you’ll stay motivated to keep waiting. Monitoring how far you still need to go will also increase your motivation, albeit in a different way. Looking ahead, you’ll be able to calculate how quickly the line is moving (the rate of progress) and recruit patience to help you sustain your motivation as you wait. Indeed, when Minjung Koo and I surveyed people waiting in various lines in the US and South Korea, we found that making progress or merely looking back motivated people differently than lack of progress or merely looking ahead.

         Around lunchtime in Chicago, the line for Einstein Bros. Bagels usually stretches through the shop and out the door. People flood the popular bagel place for quick and tasty sandwiches built on flavorful bagels like the asiago cheese, garlic, and cranberry. Knowing that this line builds every day, Koo and I surveyed customers standing in lines anywhere from four to fourteen people deep. We counted how many people were standing in line behind them (a proxy for how much progress that person had made) and how many people were standing in front of them (a proxy for lack of progress). We found that when more people were standing behind them, these customers expected their bagel sandwich to taste better than when only a few were standing behind. Seeing how far they’d come increased how much people looked forward to their meal. We also found that when more people were standing ahead of them, customers were preparing themselves to wait longer.

         We concluded that while standing in line, just looking back (and considering progress) motivates people differently than looking ahead (and considering lack of progress). We observed this pattern when we surveyed people standing around the middle of a line for an amusement park ride in South Korea. One of the most popular rides at Lotte World, a theme park in Seoul, is an Indiana Jones–style adventure ride called Pharaoh’s Fury. Passengers are loaded into a car that looks like a beat-up old jeep. They then plummet into a dark underground tunnel with creepy critters—snakes, bats, spiders, crocodiles, and, of course, lots of mummies—coming out of the walls. The ride winds around, in and out of these dark tunnels, eventually going through the titular pharaoh’s mouth and plunging into a golden room. Most people coming to Lotte World know about, and are excited for, this signature ride. We chose to survey those in the middle of the line so that the objective progress was similar for all. When we asked people to look back, they expected the ride to be more fun than those we asked to look ahead. Though we didn’t estimate remaining wait time, I’d expect that those who were looking at the number of people ahead of them were preparing themselves to wait longer.

         Level of aspiration

         How ambitious are you? Do you reach for the sky or are you happy with where you are? As it turns out, which goal-motivation dynamic you follow influences your ambition.

         We define ambition by your level of aspiration. You’ve heard the phrase “climbing the ladder” when it comes to your work. People who climb the ladder quickly are considered ambitious. And those who are stuck on one rung of the ladder aren’t thought very ambitious at all. People’s actions often follow a goal ladder in which each goal is a step toward another, more challenging goal. In your career, an entry-level position is a step toward a more advanced position in the organization.

         This imagery of a ladder works for other goals as well. Your ambition further varies across goals, as you obviously care about some more than others. You may aspire to advance in your career but have little desire to advance as a tennis player. When I was counting down the days on my Calendar of Despair in the Israeli military, I had very little ambition. I was just trying to serve my two years and get out. I retired as a sergeant, low on the organizational rung of the army. But when I started as an assistant professor at the University of Chicago in 2002, I was always aiming higher. Now I’m a tenured professor.

         Some goal ladders are highly structured, as when moving up the military ranks from private to corporal or the karate ranks from red to black belt. Others are less defined, as when you aspire to deepen your yoga practice. But beyond how much you care about the goal and how structured the goal ladder is, the way you monitor your actions and your dynamic of goal motivation influence your level of aspiration.

         Paying attention to progress you’ve made makes you value your current position more; you might be more satisfied with where you are and less likely to desire change than if you considered what might be ahead. By looking back, you increase your commitment to where you are and feel less motivation to change. Paying attention to what you haven’t yet accomplished, in contrast, will more likely encourage you to seek change and move forward. You’re eager to either move up or move out.

         I’ve heard many stories from friends and students looking for career advice that reinforce this idea. One story came from a former student who was questioning whether she should go for a promotion. A computer engineer who loves programming, she had two ways to look at her possible promotion to a management position. Engineering managers do little actual coding, instead organizing projects and delegating coding to other engineers on their teams. So my student could pay attention to what she’d already achieved as an engineer or she could look at what she hadn’t yet achieved in her current role. If she looked back and saw what she had achieved, her commitment to coding would shoot up and she might forgo the management promotion, wanting to continue the work she loves. If, however, she focused her attention on what she hadn’t yet achieved in her current role, she’d be more likely to want to move her career in a new direction. Directing her attention to the glass half empty, my student decided to take the promotion and move up the ladder.

         When Minjung Koo and I asked half of the employees at an advertising agency to reflect on what they’d achieved at work and the other half to reflect on what they would like to achieve, we found that reflecting on what they would like to achieve in the future made people more ambitious. Those who considered what they had yet to achieve were more interested in moving up the ladder. Those who considered past achievements, however, felt they enjoyed their role more and were more likely to want to keep it. They were committed to their present level.

         So what happens when a scientist isn’t standing next to you, asking you to either look ahead or look back? Well, many of us unconsciously do one or the other. People who are intrinsically more ambitious and aspire to move up the ladder tend to spontaneously direct their attention to missing actions. If I asked you about your progress at work and you reported it in terms of missing actions, I’d suspect you’re already preparing to move up to the next level. If you said, for example, “I have three more projects I need to complete this quarter,” I’d assume you have a high level of aspiration because you’re thinking of what you’ll be doing once you’ve completed these tasks. But if you reported your progress in terms of completed actions, saying, for example, “I’ve already finished two projects this quarter,” I’d assume you’re committed to your current level and have a low desire to move up. Because you’re thinking about your progress in terms of what you’ve completed rather than what is left for you to do, I could infer that you feel comfortable where you are.

         The representation of actions

         Whether focusing on completed actions, which increase commitment, or focusing on missing actions, which increase motivation by signaling lack of progress, is the best choice depends on the situation. Our emphasis should be on when to use one strategy over the other, not whether one strategy is better.

         So when thinking which dynamic of goal motivation will work best for you, examine your current commitment. If you already feel firmly committed to your goal, completed actions won’t change this. Focusing on the progress you’ve already made might even make you feel you’ve done enough and encourage you to take a break. Similarly, if you’re very uncertain about your commitment and are contemplating the point of doing something, missing actions won’t motivate you to move forward. Focusing on a lack of progress might even signal lack of commitment, which will lead you to quit.

         Take your job, for example. If you’re very certain about your commitment to your job—you either love or hate your work—completing work tasks won’t move the needle on your commitment. While other employees feel more committed when they’re achieving more, you take these completed tasks as a sign of progress and, once you’ve done enough, you relax your efforts; you might even go home early. Alternatively, if you’re not sure about your job commitment—maybe wondering if the job is right for you—falling behind on work that’s piling up faster than you anticipated won’t make you eager to work harder or inspire you to move up the ladder. While other employees work harder when they fall behind, you take your slow progress as a signal that you aren’t cut out for the job. You might think about quitting.

         The dynamic of goal motivation that people follow may therefore depend on their action “representation”: whether they interpret their actions as a signal of their commitment or as a signal of their progress.

         For people who adopt a “commitment representation” of actions, their actions discern their commitment. They ask: “Does my behavior suggest I care for this goal?” They evaluate their confidence in their success as well as their personal attraction to the goal based on what they’ve achieved. In contrast, people who adopt a “progress representation” look at their actions to discern their progress. They ask: “Does my behavior indicate I’ve made enough progress?”

         These action representations have direct motivational consequences. After success, people who adopt a commitment representation tend to select consistent actions that further help their goal. After falling short on pursuing a goal, they feel less motivated. These people are therefore more motivated by the half of the glass that’s full. They’re the employees for whom successes boost work motivation.

         In contrast, people who adopt a progress representation tend to balance their success by relaxing their effort. When they’ve racked up achievements, they conclude they’ve made enough progress, and that this is a good enough reason to slow down. Yet after failing to take action, they increase their effort to catch up. These people are therefore motivated by the half of the glass that’s empty. They’re the employees for whom success at work will justify slowing down.

         These categories aren’t rigid. Adopting a commitment representation in one context doesn’t mean you’ll only ever be motivated by past achievements. In fact, many people in your life (including you) attempt to influence how you interpret your actions to persuade you to stick with a goal. Bosses, teachers, politicians, and salespeople are all trying to influence you by influencing how you see your actions. When a brand congratulates you on your loyalty, it frames your past purchase as an act of expressing commitment. You should come back to the store because you’re a loyal customer who values the brand, not because you already bought a lot of stuff there. Alternatively, if you haven’t been spending your money on this brand lately, you might get an email that says, “We miss you…” This email frames your lack of action as lack of progress. Rather than calling you disloyal, the sales pitch will emphasize that you haven’t checked out the brand in a while and rely on your desire to catch up to motivate another purchase.

         What determines action representation?

         Let’s go back, for a moment, to my time in the military. Was I using the right strategy when I looked ahead, focusing on the days left until my next vacation? Knowing what I now know about motivation, I realize I likely would have been better off looking back. My commitment was low to begin with, and by looking back, I would’ve had a chance of appreciating the work I’d done well and maybe have become more enthusiastic about my job.

         Throughout your life, you might sometimes be the type of person who thinks about pursuing goals in terms of expressing commitment and other times be the type who thinks in terms of making progress. Which person you are and, hence, what you find more motivating, depend, as is often the case, on the goal and your circumstances.

         When someone is new to something or unsure how much they like or value it, they take their actions as evidence of their commitment. When you’ve just started something new and want to figure out if you’re good at it, your completed actions increase your commitment and your missing actions decrease your commitment. The result is that novices are more motivated by the glass half full. Experts and people who are working on something that’s very important to them don’t question their commitment; they already know they care. If you’ve been doing something for a long time, you don’t have to ask yourself if you enjoy it or if it’s valuable to you. You’re better able to sustain your motivation if you focus on what you didn’t do—you look at the glass half empty.

         Take gym attendance, for example. If you’re a new member at the gym, thinking about the days you’ve worked out so far will help you sustain your motivation more than thinking about how many days you’ve skipped the gym. But if the weight room feels like your second home, thinking about how many days you’ve recently skipped the gym will help you sustain your motivation.

         Over time, you might go from being a gym novice to a gym rat. And as your identity shifts, so will the way you sustain your motivation. For many goals, you start by evaluating your commitment and, over time and with experience, shift to monitoring progress. When you open a new savings account, for example, you might evaluate your commitment, wondering whether meeting your saving goal is even feasible. But once you’ve spent some time building up your savings account, you’ll feel more certain that saving is possible and switch to monitoring progress. You’re moving from assessing the goal to pushing forward, or from deliberating to implementing action plans.

         Yet the transition from asking about commitment to asking about progress is rarely complete; you might never stop evaluating or even doubting your commitment. Even people who feel secure in their commitment doubt themselves at times. This happens in part because our status as expert versus novice depends on the context. In the presence of a personal trainer, your workout routine might feel like a novice’s, yet the same routine may make you feel like an expert when you compare yourself to a friend who rarely leaves the couch.

         How important your goal is also determines whether you’re more likely to be motivated by progress or the lack of it. Most people are more committed to saving for retirement than to saving for their next vacation. Therefore, when they consider retirement savings they don’t yet have, they increase their monthly contributions more than when they consider how much they’ve already saved. But when it comes to saving for their vacation, they’re more motivated to keep saving if they think about how much they already have in the vacation fund.

         To determine which half of the glass will motivate you, you need to consider both the context and the importance of your goal. Do you feel like an expert or a novice? Is this goal one you have to achieve or one that would just be nice to reach? Based on your circumstances, you can flexibly switch between monitoring completed versus missing actions, looking back or looking forward.

         Questions to ask yourself

         At times, you will need to think of the glass as half full; at others, you should consider it half empty. To effectively monitor your progress, you should flexibly and strategically switch between looking back and looking ahead. Ask yourself:

         	For a given goal you’re pursuing, are you balancing your efforts, working hard when you’re falling behind; or consistent in your efforts, highlighting the goal by consistently striving toward it? Does your pattern fit the goal? It might be more appropriate to balance if you wish to maintain your current state, but you’ll need to highlight it if you’re seeking change.

            	How confident are you about your goal commitment? When you’re uncertain about your commitment, you can sustain your motivation by looking at the glass half full. What have you already achieved? When you’re committed to a goal, the glass half empty will keep you going. Ask yourself what is left to be done.

            	How much experience do you have with your goal? If you’re a novice, watch the glass as it’s filling up; if you’re an expert, check the glass as it starts to empty.
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            The Middle Problem

         

         When new students arrive on campus, we celebrate the beginning of their academic studies with a weeklong party. Incoming freshmen come to school days before older students start arriving. We do this in part to give them time to say goodbye to their old lives and acclimate to their new ones. In a touching ceremony, parents dropping their kids at my college stay outside the gate at the center of the old campus as their children walk through it. Volunteers hold boxes of tissues for parents to wipe their tears as their kids cross over. After the tearful goodbye, incoming freshmen are ushered into college with convocation, trips to explore the city, dinners out, school-sponsored parties, and a ton of swag from organizations and clubs on campus. They get very little sleep during this transitory week.

         Roughly four years later, we celebrate their leaving. Again, the college hosts multiple events and parents throw fancy dinner parties for their graduates, all leading up to the main event of graduation. Even when the COVID-19 pandemic forced us to move our operations online, we still had a virtual celebration to usher new freshmen into the university and virtual parties to usher graduating seniors out.

         The only time we don’t throw a party is in the middle. While beginnings and endings are special, middles are ordinary; they don’t call for celebration. It’s during these ordinary times that our enthusiasm and motivation are the hardest to maintain. We’re highly motivated at the beginning. We want to reach our goal and we want to do it right. Over time, our motivation declines as we lose steam. To the extent that our goal has a clear end point, as in the case of all-or-nothing goals (such as graduating with a diploma), our motivation will pick up again toward the end.

         Long middles are therefore dangerous. They should come with a warning sign: FRAGILE MOTIVATION. HANDLE WITH CARE. While most people are enthusiastic and conscientious at the beginning and at the end of goal pursuit, in the middle, both the motivation to get it done and the motivation to do it right (with high standards) tend to suffer. So how can we keep on track, even in the middle, when motivation is naturally low?

         Doing it right

         A person who’s willing to lie in a job interview to get a job is clearly highly motivated to land a job offer. He’s willing to risk a lot, including how he feels when he looks in the mirror. But while his motivation to reach a desired outcome is high, his motivation to use the appropriate means in doing so is low. He lets the end justify the means.

         When we think about people’s motivation, we often focus on their motivation to get things done, giving less attention to their motivation to do it right. We may refer to people’s eagerness to finish a task, including how much mental and physical effort they’re willing to invest to finish quickly or to get a lot done. At times, doing something right overlaps with doing it quickly or doing a lot of it. If you’re running a hundred-meter race, running quickly is, by definition, doing it right. The runner who finishes the race first wins the gold medal.

         But eagerness to finish the task doesn’t always correspond to, and may even conflict with, the motivation to do it well. Consider a contractor renovating your home. Finishing the work quickly doesn’t necessarily correspond with doing it right. Taking more time to plan the budget, getting the right materials and the correct amount of them, checking and double-checking the work of the plumber, electrician, cabinet person, and others, and ensuring a high-quality finish mean better performance. Doing it right often takes time.

         We can think of the motivation to do something right as wanting to pursue a task methodically and carefully as opposed to cutting corners, letting our attention drift away, or, more generally, compromising our standards. The motivation to do it right often gets priority. Whether you’re at work, at the gym, or cooking a meal, you usually hope to get it right, not just get it done. The end should not justify the means.

         Doing it right also means you follow ethical standards. You might care about fairness, in which case you aren’t just concerned about getting what you want; you want to get it fair and square. Maybe you were appalled when I painted a picture of a person who lies on a job interview. The idea of pretending to have more skill or experience than you do is abhorrent because you can’t imagine taking the opportunity from someone who rightfully earned it. And if you’re playing a friendly game of basketball with coworkers, you want to win because your team is the best. It’s much less fun to win if you suspect someone on your team is cheating.

         For most goals, the motivation to do it right coexists with the motivation to get it done, and they both fluctuate over the course of the journey. At times, these motivations overlap, as they do for the competitive runner. At other times, these motivations can be in direct opposition to each other. You might relax your standards so you can get the job done, as in the case of a contractor who chooses to skip important steps, like ensuring that the electrical work looks sound, in order to finish faster. Yet, to a large extent, these are independent motivations.

         We’re motivated to do something right—to win the job or the game based on our skill and knowledge—largely because we’re concerned with what our actions reveal about the kind of person we are. We want to make a good impression on people. So we choose to do things through the proper means, with both high standards and ethics. We also care about self-impressions. When no one is looking, we still have to make an impression on ourselves.

         Recall that we learn about ourselves similarly to the way we learn about others: by drawing conclusions from our behaviors (if your date took you to a political rally, you’ll later infer that you support the cause). When we relax our standards, we signal to ourselves that we have low standards. In this way, following high standards helps us maintain high self-esteem on top of receiving esteem from others. In contrast, relaxing ethical and performance standards undermines what others think of us as well as how we see ourselves.

         To illustrate this point, consider how you would feel about getting money that isn’t yours. When I find a dollar on the ground, I happily pick it up and put it in my pocket. But once, when buying tickets to an art museum in Zurich, I spotted a Swiss hundred-franc bill (about $110 in US money) on the ground. Assuming someone had dropped it when they were getting their tickets, I waited in the lobby for a long time hoping they’d come back to claim their fortune. It’s no fun taking such a large sum from another person. In the end, to protect my self-esteem (I’m not a thief), I donated the money to an animal welfare group.

         Most people would feel the same. If a cashier at the grocery store undercharged you by a dollar, there’s a good chance you wouldn’t correct the mistake. Getting an extra dollar is a small win that doesn’t hurt whoever lost it. But what if you were undercharged $20 or $30? Many of us would likely point out the mistake so we could leave the store feeling good, not guilty.

         But not all actions carry an equally weighted signal. Some, like when I picked up that Swiss bill, are repeatedly and thoroughly analyzed, while others fly under the radar, getting less attention and scrutiny. If you suspect that no one, including yourself, will pay attention to your behavior, you can behave in suboptimal ways without worrying too much about the consequences for how others, or even you, see you. Think back to my students, who openly admitted they’d consider robbing a bank if they wouldn’t get caught. In that scenario, they’d still have their own sense of right and wrong to stop them. But if you’ve ever eaten a delicious dessert very quickly over the sink before your self-awareness kicked in, you know what it means to hide your actions from yourself.

         So how does the motivation to do it right fluctuate over the course of pursuing a goal? The answer is in the tendency for some actions to appear more hidden. And, generally, it’s easier to hide things from others and from ourselves in the middle. We see a literal example of this in an experiment Maya Bar-Hillel did with test questions. People who signed up for the study were asked to write one four-choice question. They could make up anything they wanted to. If I had been in the study, I might have written: “What is the capital of Illinois? A. Chicago, B. Springfield, C. Schaumburg, or D. Detroit.” The researchers didn’t care about the content of the question; they just wanted to know where participants put the correct answer. If people were to present the correct answers in truly random locations, around 25 percent of the correct answers would be in positions A, B, C, and D. But this wasn’t the case. Around 80 percent of participants chose to place the correct answer in one of the two middle positions: B, just as I did, or C. Naïve test makers hide the correct answer in the middle because middles appear hidden.

         The same goes for hiding our actions from ourselves. People follow ethical standards more closely at the beginning and end of a goal and relax their standards in the middle, even if only they will know. Beginning and end positions are more memorable than middle ones. When you try to remember everything you did during a weeklong vacation, what you did on the first and last days likely pops to mind more quickly than what you did on any day in the middle. And if you’ve had the luxury of enjoying a fancy, multicourse meal, the first and last dishes set the tone for the entire experience. We have a tendency as humans to remember the first few items in a sequence (we call this the “primacy effect”) and the last few items (the “recency effect”) better than the items in the middle. When you think about your actions, you similarly expect to remember what you did first and last on the path to your goal more than everything that happened in the middle. Knowing that we’ll forget what we’ve done in the middle, we subconsciously realize that cheating won’t undermine our self-esteem, and it’s easier to hide from ourselves.

         “Cutting corners” is a common phrase used when someone gives up quality in favor of finishing something quickly or cheaply. But Maferima Touré-Tillery and I found that in the middle of pursuing a goal, people literally cut corners. We handed our participants a pair of scissors and asked them to cut out five identical shapes (a square with arrows coming out all four sides). At first, the people in our study neatly cut their shape, but by the time they got to the third shape, they started cutting through more corners. Then, toward the fifth shape, their shapes became neat again.

         While that experiment showed us that people literally cut corners in the middle of a project, another experiment revealed that the same is true in a more figurative sense. People lower their ethical standards in the middle. We had participants proofread ten passages, looking for spelling, grammar, and other types of mistakes. For each task, they had to assign themselves to a short version (a passage that had just two errors) or a long version (a passage that had ten errors). They did so by flipping a coin, presumably to ensure random allocation. We weren’t interested in how they did on the tasks, but instead in how the coin toss came out. If the percentage of participants assigning themselves to the short task was greater than chance (50 percent), you could suspect that some were cheating. While we couldn’t tell whether any specific person was cheating, if 70 percent of the participants ended up completing the short task, it’s likely that 50 percent got it by chance and another 20 percent cheated on the coin toss. And we did find that some of the people in our study cheated. But once again, participants were relaxing their standard in the middle: they were more likely to cheat and assign themselves to the short task halfway through the experiment than at the beginning and at the end.

         Outside the lab, we found that even in religious traditions, people tend to relax their goal in the middle. The Jewish holiday Hanukkah requires lighting the menorah every night for eight consecutive nights. As the story goes, when the Maccabees were driven out of the temple, they discovered they had only enough oil to light the menorah for a single day. Yet, miraculously, the oil burned for eight days, enough time for new oil to be pressed and made ready. To celebrate, Jewish people eat oil-rich foods and light the eight candles on the menorah one at a time (first one, then two, then three…) over the eight nights. When we surveyed people who celebrate Hanukkah, we found that more people adhere to the ritual on the first and last nights than on all the nights in the middle. Keeping with our expectations about the effect of the middle, people also tended to judge others more harshly, considering them less religious, if they didn’t light the menorah on the first and last nights than if they skipped the ritual on any of the nights in between.

         Adherence to standards—doing things the right way—is stronger at the beginning and end of pursuing a goal. To use this tendency to your advantage, you may want to keep middles short. A weekly healthy-eating goal is better than a monthly healthy-eating goal, as it offers fewer days to cheat on your diet. And when it comes to a large project with a faraway deadline at work, start by breaking it into weekly assignments so that you don’t lose steam in the middle. You can also frame the present as a beginning or an end, just not as the middle. Think of your lunch choice as happening at the end of the morning or the beginning of the afternoon rather than in the middle of the day, and you’ll choose healthier food.

         Getting it done

         In Chapter 5 we talked about all-or-nothing goals. These are goals for which you only get your reward at the end, and therefore you feel you’re getting more bang for your buck the further along you are. With progress, each action covers a larger proportion of the remaining distance to complete your goal. While the first year of a four-year college gets you 25 percent of an academic degree, the last year gets you 100 percent. For these goals, progress is motivating.

         Recall also that for accumulative goals, you collect the benefits as you go. And because you get little rewards along the way, typically, the more you do, the less additional value you get for extra work. The first book you read about astronomy teaches you more than the fifth book. Your motivation to read about astronomy should therefore be high at the beginning and decrease with each book you read.

         Yet, like many things in life, your goals aren’t always one or the other. Many goals combine elements from both goal structures. You’ll be motivated to reach the end even if, technically, the marginal value of each additional action diminishes. Take the goal to reach a certain number of steps per day. The marginal value of walking 100 steps is lower after you’ve already walked 9,900 steps. But if your goal is to walk 10,000 steps a day, the last 100 steps are more important to you than the 100 steps before them. These last steps help you achieve your goal target, which feels good.

         A goal might also offer benefits that are both accumulative and all-or-nothing. Although the marginal impact of pulling a pie out of the oven may decrease after you’ve already served the appetizer and entrée at a dinner party, plating dessert covers 100 percent to finishing dinner, while appetizers only finished 30 percent of your responsibilities as a dinner host. While the marginal value of each complete course decreases (satisfying hunger is an accumulative goal), a successful dinner party is an all-or-nothing goal, which means the motivation to serve dessert is high.

         It follows that people have good reason to feel motivated when they’re starting on a goal as well as when they approach the finish line. At the beginning, you accumulate benefits rapidly. With the last few actions, you rapidly approach the end. The problem, again, is with the middle. In the middle, you’re at risk of feeling stuck.

         Further, in the middle, whether you compare your next action to the distance you’ve traveled thus far or to the remaining distance needed to meet the goal, that action will seem to have a negligible impact. This problem results from what I refer to as the “small-area principle.”

         According to the small-area principle, to sustain motivation, we need to compare our next action to whichever is smaller: the progress we’ve already made, or the progress we still need to make to meet the goal. At the beginning of pursuing a goal, we should look back at our completed actions. Beyond the midpoint, we should look ahead at what’s still missing. For example, if you’re trying to read all seven Harry Potter books, you should monitor progress from the books you’ve already read up until you finish The Goblet of Fire (the fourth book). Afterward, monitor progress from how many books you have left, which will now be the small area. The reason is that at the beginning of a goal, the proportional impact of your next action will appear larger if you pay attention to what you’ve done so far (the small area) than if you focus on what you still have to do (the large area). Beyond the midpoint of goal pursuit, the proportional impact of your next action will appear larger when you look at remaining progress (the small area) than when you look at completed progress (the large area).

         The underlying principle is straightforward: the proportional contribution of an action appears larger if you compare this action to few versus many other actions. This is true regardless of whether the actions are completed (counting from the beginning) or remaining (counting from the end). The small-area principle is a tested technique to motivate action. In one study, Minjung Koo and I used it to motivate diners to come back to a restaurant. We collected data from diners enrolled in a frequent buyer program at a South Korean sushi restaurant famous for serving a prix fixe New York–style sushi lunch. Like the cafeteria card that persuades me to buy more smoothies, the sushi restaurant’s frequent buyer program gave diners a loyalty card that offered a free lunch after they’d bought ten. Half of the diners got a card that visually emphasized accumulated progress: every time they bought lunch at the restaurant, they got a sushi-shaped stamp. The other half got a card that visually emphasized remaining progress: a single sushi-shaped image in a line of ten was removed with each meal purchased. The question was: Which frequent buyer card would be more effective?

         As the small-area principle would suggest, it depended on the customer’s level of progress toward winning a free lunch. Those who initially made fast progress, buying several lunches soon after enrolling in the program, came back sooner if their card directed their visual attention to how few punches they had left. For them, the remaining progress was the small area. But those who made little progress soon after enrollment came back sooner if they received a card that directed their visual attention to their few existing purchases, which was their small area. So at the beginning of goal pursuit, attention to completed actions increased the rate of return, while toward the finish line, attention to missing actions got customers to return to the restaurant more quickly. Applied to self-motivation, this study teaches us to look back until the midpoint and then switch to looking forward.

         But what about when you’re at the midpoint? In the middle, you’re far from both the beginning and the end, and since no area is small, motivation declines. You should therefore keep middles short. Frame your goals so that you won’t stay in the middle for too long. A monthly savings goal is better than an annual savings goal. Although in the end you want to accomplish a long-term goal, setting boundaries that keep middles short can help you get there. If you set a weekly exercise goal, I can confidently guess that you also hope to exercise the following week and the one after that. But a weekly exercise goal has a short middle, unlike a monthly, yearly, or lifetime exercise goal.

         Another strategy to combat the middle problem is to use temporal landmarks to celebrate a new beginning, even if only metaphorically. Hengchen Dai, Katherine Milkman, and Jason Riis named this the “fresh start effect.” People have a tendency to work harder immediately after a special date like New Year’s Day or their birthday. In an analysis of thousands of households’ food purchases over several years, on average, people ate the healthiest food in January and then ate fewer healthy foods with each month that passed until the end of the year.

         A new year, a birthday, and a Monday are all beginnings you can use to celebrate a fresh start. Interestingly, many people do so intuitively. Online searches for the term “diet,” for example, are most frequent at the start of each new calendar cycle: the beginning of the week, month, and year. Taking advantage of this strategy, and fighting the middle problem, is as simple as reminding yourself that today is the first day of the rest of your life. If you can think of the present moment as a beginning, you’ll feel more motivated to keep working on your goals.

         Questions to ask yourself

         While beginnings and ends are clearly marked, middles can be long and ill-defined. You can’t tell exactly when your middle started and when it will end. How can you sustain your motivation to work on a goal and do it right during that long and undefined period? When planning your strategy, ask yourself these questions:

         	How does being in the middle affect your motivation to get something done? How does it affect your motivation to do it right? For any given goal, which one is more important for you: getting it done or doing it right?

            	We sometimes slack off in the middle because middle actions don’t seem to matter as much. Can you pay attention to your actions in the middle, make them memorable so they will matter?

            	To shorten middles, can you set monthly, weekly, or even shorter subgoals? By setting subgoals, you can minimize the tendency to cut corners in the middle by minimizing the middle itself.

            	Can you identify arbitrary temporal landmarks to mark a fresh start? A Monday, the first day of the month, or a birthday can all mark a new beginning for pursuing important goals.
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            “You’re Wrong!”:

Learning from Negative

Feedback

         

         Serena Williams, arguably the world’s best tennis player, famously said, “I’ve grown most not from victories, but setbacks.” Leadership expert John Maxwell implores us to “fail forward.” And in one of his most famous stories, fiction writer and playwright Samuel Beckett wrote, “Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”

         Our society celebrates failure as a teachable moment. Again and again we’ve heard that in the wake of failure, we gain valuable lessons. And yet it’s possible that the reason so many of these famous leaders emphasize learning from failure is because people aren’t naturally inclined to do so. I remind my eight-year-old son to brush his teeth every night because I know he won’t do it without the reminder. Similarly, leaders like Williams and Maxwell remind us to learn from failure, suspecting we don’t already; that we often fail to learn from failure.

         But if you allow yourself to learn from your failure, it can be a powerful force. Humans often care to prevent negative events more than they care to experience positive ones. So “bad” can be a stronger teacher than “good,” as long as you bother to learn.

         The idea that people deeply care to avoid negative events has been examined by fifty years of research on “prospect theory” and the study of loss aversion. As we talked about in Chapter 2, losses loom larger than gains. You care more, for example, to not lose $100 than to win $100.

         There are many everyday examples of loss aversion. A few years ago, when cities all over the US introduced a bag tax, shoppers switched to reusable bags almost overnight. The threat that they’d be charged to use plastic bags powerfully changed their behavior. Interestingly, by that time, many stores were already giving a credit to those who brought reusable bags to the store. Yet the bag credit was ineffective compared to the bag tax. Shoppers who would happily forgo a ten-cent credit in the old system switched their shopping habits to avoid paying a ten-cent tax in the new system. Loss aversion teaches us that we hate losses even more than we dislike the absence of gains, even though these two are often very similar. But while we care so much to avoid losses, it’s hard to extract the correct lessons from a loss we’ve experienced or, more generally, from negative feedback.

         Consider learning the answer to a trivial question: Does yaad mean “hand” or “foot” in Hebrew? If you were to guess the answer and I told you your guess was wrong, you would still be able to learn the correct answer. In the case of a binary question like this one, learning that your guess was wrong is just as informative as learning it was right. If yaad is not a foot (it’s not), it has to be a hand (which it is). Still, it’s easier to learn the answer if your guess was correct. This is exactly what Lauren Eskreis-Winkler and I found when we ran an experiment in which people learned by guessing answers to binary questions. Fewer people learned from the negative feedback. But why?

         One reason is that negative feedback undermines our motivation to learn. In the wake of negative feedback, you feel bad, give up, and stop paying attention, so you might not learn valuable information. Indeed, in our studies, instead of inferring the correct answer when they got a question wrong, our research participants tuned out and stopped paying attention. A second reason people have a hard time drawing lessons from failure is that it’s objectively more difficult. If you got something right the first time, you’ve learned what to do. If you got it wrong, you only learned what not to do.

         Negative feedback has a tendency to undermine our motivation and ability to learn. Yet learning from error is imperative to our growth. As Williams said, she grew more as a tennis player from setbacks than from success. When we’re monitoring our progress, both positive and negative feedback indicate to us whether or not we’re on track to reaching our goals or if we’re taking the best route to get there. We need feedback of both kinds. This chapter is about how to get over the barriers to learning from your mistakes.

         Learning from negative feedback

         Political theorist Antonio Gramsci once wrote, “History teaches, but it has no pupils.” The same can be said of learning from negative feedback. So how do we learn from failure? First, we have to get over the two barriers I’ve mentioned: our tendency to tune out when our ego has been bruised (motivational barrier) and the objective difficulty of learning from our mistakes (cognitive barrier).

         Barrier 1: Tuning out

         In one of my experiments with Eskreis-Winkler, we invited a group of telemarketers to learn by guessing the answers to questions like “How much money, annually, do US companies lose due to poor customer service? A. Approximately $90 billion, or B. Approximately $60 billion.” In another experiment, we invited research participants to learn by guessing the meaning of unfamiliar symbols in an “ancient language” (one we actually made up), asking, for example: “Is this symbol A. an animal, or B. a nonliving object?” After people submitted their guesses, we told them whether or not they were right. A few minutes later, we tested them on the same questions again to see if they’d learned from the feedback.

         Because, in this paradigm, each question had only two possible answers, participants could easily learn the right answer to every question—either because they got it right the first time or because they got it wrong. Despite this, our learners learned more if they guessed the right answer and received positive feedback (“Correct!”) than if they guessed the wrong answer and received negative feedback (“You’re wrong!”). Often, those who guessed incorrectly were subsequently paying so little attention that they performed no better than chance on the follow-up test; they were guessing the answers, just as they did the first time. After getting negative feedback, people tuned out and failed to learn from their mistakes. In another experiment, learners who received negative feedback couldn’t even remember which answers they originally chose, let alone what the correct answer was. We concluded that when failure threatens the ego, people disengage from the failed experience and stop paying attention.

         A failure to learn from failure both is ironic and has grave consequences. If you only learn from the tennis matches you win, your rate of improvement is only half of what it could’ve been. You cannot learn from something you’ve chosen to ignore. Further, you might develop an unrealistic view of your abilities. Consider an investor who learns from her successful investments that she can sometimes predict the stock market but fails to learn from failed investments that her predictions are just as likely to fail. This investor might build up false confidence. If she’s successful in her investments just as often as she’s unsuccessful, which is far from a stellar performance, she’ll feel more successful and become more confident in her (objectively poor) abilities the more she invests. Because she only pays attention to her successes, successful investments will lead to a positive view of her ability more than failed investments will lead to a negative view.

         We often fail to learn from failure because it stings and we don’t want to dwell on those negative emotions. And when we suspect that incoming information will be negative or indicative of failure, we often choose to avoid it in the first place. By a cold, economic analysis, information is valuable if it has the potential to influence a decision. It shouldn’t matter how it makes us feel; it only matters whether knowing it will change what we decide to do. Yet it’s a human tendency to seek or avoid information based on how we suspect it would make us feel, regardless of how helpful that information might be in making a good decision. If, for example, you ever avoided the doctor’s office because you worried you’d get bad news, you avoided feedback that you expected to be negative in order to feel good, even though knowing could help you become healthier. Maybe you’re nervous that an atypical mole indicates cancer, so you postpone getting it checked and prolong your ignorance (after all, ignorance is bliss).

         Our tendency to intentionally avoid unpleasant information, even information that would help us monitor our goal progress, is called the “ostrich effect.” The name comes from the (false) belief that ostriches bury their heads in the sand to avoid danger. Although it’s untrue for the giant birds, we do tend to stick our heads in the sand (figuratively speaking) to hide from a coming threat—our threat being emotional. So, for example, some diabetics avoid monitoring their blood sugar, and many people strategically fail to monitor their household energy consumption or check their bank balances. Further, one study documented that investors avoid checking their accounts after market declines. We do this because we realize that what we don’t know can’t hurt our mood, so we avoid the information even though not knowing can hurt our health or wealth.

         Negative feedback also undermines learning because it lowers your self-esteem. You’re better able to learn from failure in situations when your self-esteem isn’t involved. If you don’t think the feedback reflects on who you are as a person as much as it provides an opportunity to learn something new, you’ll have a better chance at learning from negative feedback. In the same vein, you might be better able to learn from others’ failures than from your own. After all, when someone else slips and falls, you remain unbruised. Generally speaking, learning through others’ experience—“vicarious learning”—is harder than learning from your own experience because you don’t pay as close attention to what other people are doing. This is why hands-on experience is often emphasized in education—it’s easier to learn if you’re doing it yourself than if you’re watching a teacher do it. But others’ experiences of failure don’t threaten our egos.

         So in the case of learning from negative feedback, we’re more likely to learn from watching than doing. Indeed, using the same types of binary questions as in our other experiments, Eskreis-Winkler and I found that learners did better on our test when they first saw someone else guessing the wrong answers than when they themselves made the wrong guesses. When you’re just starting something new—whether it’s learning to knit or beginning a new job—try to watch others fail first. Perhaps you can join a knitting class so you can watch other new knitters struggle along with you as you all try to learn the stitches.

         Another way to protect your ego when you fail is to remind yourself that you’re always learning and improving. When you recognize that your skills and knowledge are always a work in progress, you’ll tune in and learn more.

         Barrier 2: Mental gymnastics

         If you’ve ever tried to train a puppy, you likely learned quickly that rewards worked better and faster than punishments. Your punished dog may understand that you’re upset but likely has no clue how to make you feel better—he knows that peeing on the floor is what caused you to yell but not that peeing on the grass will make you stop yelling. Figuring out the desired behavior by eliminating the punished one requires sophisticated reasoning that your dog likely can’t perform.

         We call this kind of logic a “mental flip.” To learn from successes, all you need to do is repeat whatever you did to be successful the first time. Learning from failure requires a mental inversion: you learn what not to think, say, or do. Through failure, you learn by eliminating possible solutions; if one isn’t the answer, it must be the other. So if a product or a person has failed you, you need to choose another product or person—one that hasn’t (yet) failed.

         Such mental flips can be confusing. When your dog earns a treat immediately after sitting down, he can easily track that sitting down was the right thing to do. As we’ve pointed out, learning not to pee on the floor is more difficult. Though humans’ brains are significantly more developed than our pets’, mental flips are difficult for us, too.

         Take the following thought experiment. Assume you’re selecting one of three boxes, each containing some unknown amount of money. The three rewards are $100, $20, and $−20. You would owe $20 to the game if you chose that last box. Before you choose a box, I offer to tell you the location of either the small win ($20) or the loss ($−20). Once you know where one of these boxes is, you can choose which of the three boxes you would like to open. Which location do you want me to reveal to you?

         You might feel tempted to ask which box contains the $20 reward, but the correct answer is that you should ask which one contains the $−20. If you know the location of the losing box, you’ll randomly choose between two winning boxes and make money no matter what. If you make your choices based on expected value (as you should), once you know to avoid the revealed $−20 box, your expected value is $60 (the average of the potential $100 or $20 wins). This is a much better deal than revealing the $20, in which case you’ll choose that box and end up with $20. By knowing the location of the losing box, you can avoid losses and stand a chance to win big. In an environment in which failures are rare, knowing how to avoid failure is the key to success.

         This might seem obvious to you, but figuring it out can be confusing. A large proportion of people who played this game asked to reveal the location of the small win instead of the loss. It’s easier for people to ask to reveal the amount they would choose to get than the amount they would choose to avoid. Similarly, learning from failure requires that you learn the solution by eliminating the solutions that don’t work.

         Whether you should pay attention to failure (find the $−20 box) or success (find the $+20 box) in a game, or whether failure or success contains objectively better information in life, depends on the environment you’re in. If you’re in an environment in which failures are rarer than successes, failures contain more information. If a restaurant menu includes many delicious entrées and only one that will make you sick, you want to know which dish to avoid. Alternatively, if success is rarer—for example, if there’s only one profession that fits your skills or only one romantic partner who will make you happy—there’s little information in learning about professions or potential partners you should avoid.

         The absolute magnitude of the positive and negative choices also matters. If all options are okay except one that’s terrible (you’ll be fine working with any boss except that one manager who’ll make your life miserable), you need to know about this bad option in order to avoid it. But if all options are okay except one that’s amazing (all managers are fine but there’s one who will make you truly happy and successful), you need to know about the good option.

         Another reason learning from failure is difficult is that, despite our having failed in the past, failures catch us by surprise. We don’t expect to fail because we don’t pursue our goals intending to fail. We never actively seek information on how to fail, just how to succeed. So when we fail, it’s easy to ignore the information we never sought in the first place. The phrase “confirmation bias” refers to the tendency to selectively search for and attend to information that supports, rather than rejects, our expectations. If you expect success, you look for evidence of success. If, for example, I think I’ll do great in my cooking class, I’ll be waiting for evidence that confirms my belief. When I make one decent dish, I take it as proof that I’m a great cook. But I ignore evidence that disconfirms my belief, such as the ten dishes I’ve burned. Similarly, if you believe you’re the type of person who would only be in healthy relationships, you take note of supportive evidence, like the fact that you spend a lot of time together, and ignore warning signals, for instance, that your partner seems unhappy with you.

         The Wason Selection Task, a popular logic puzzle created in 1966, nicely demonstrates this point (see Figure 1). In this task, you’re shown only one side of a set of four cards placed on a table, each of which has a letter on one side and a number on the other. The visible sides of these four cards show: 1. the letter “A,” 2. the letter “D,” 3. the number “3,” and 4. the number “7.” Your goal is to test the following rule: “Every card with an ‘A’ on one side has a ‘3’ on the other side.” Which cards will you turn over to test the rule?

         
            [image: ]Figure 1: Wason Selection Task. You are a quality control technician working for a card games manufacturer. You have to ensure that cards have been produced in accordance with the following rule: If a card has an “A” on one side, then it has “3” on the other side.

            

         

         You already know for certain that every card has a capital letter on one side and a single digit on the other side. Please indicate which card or cards you definitely need to turn over in order to verify that the four cards above follow this rule.

         If you’re like most people, you find it intuitive to flip over the card with the letter “A” to make sure it has the number “3” on the back. It’s often less intuitive to try to falsify the rule by flipping over the number 7 card to make sure there’s no letter “A” on the other side. (Note that no other card should be flipped. You don’t need to check the number “3” card, because the rule doesn’t state that it should have a letter “A” on the other side. Only that letter “A” cards have the number “3” on their other side.)

         This exercise tells us that we tend to look for confirmatory information and neglect to search for information that disproves our beliefs. To the extent that people expect their actions to be successful, they don’t look for failures. It is, in turn, hard to learn from them.

         Lessons learned from negative feedback

         In the late 1960s, the psychologist Martin Seligman ran an experiment that today most people would probably consider cruel. Nonetheless, these experiments taught us something important about human (and animal) nature.

         Seligman and his collaborator Steven Maier gathered three groups of dogs and strapped them into harnesses. The first group simply sat in their harness. The second group was placed in front of a panel and then given electric shocks. These dogs could shut off the electricity if they pressed the panel with their noses. The third (and most unlucky) group was also given electric shocks, but they had no panel to press, no way to escape the pain.

         After these dogs learned either that they could do something to get out of the shocks (the second group) or that they had no chance of avoiding them (the third group), each dog was placed, one by one, inside a box with two chambers separated by a barrier. The floor of one side of the box—the side the dogs were put into—was electrified. No matter where they stood on that side of the box, the dogs would get shocked. But the other side of the box was not electrified. If they jumped over the barrier, the dogs could avoid getting shocked.

         Only dogs in groups one and two in the first phase of the experiment bothered to try jumping over the barrier. Most of the dogs in the third group—the group that had to endure the shocks with no escape the first time—didn’t even try to avoid them. They simply lay down on the electric floor and whined.

         Later, Seligman ran similar experiments with humans (though not with electric shocks—that, even he knew, was too cruel). His human subjects were instead subjected to loud, distracting noises as they tried to solve puzzles like rearranging the letters in a scrambled word (BIATH = HABIT). Just as with the dogs, people were first put into one of three groups: one in which they had no noise to deal with, one in which the noise was avoidable if they pressed a button four times, and one in which the noise was unavoidable. Everyone was then put into a new situation in which they heard noise that they could turn off if they wanted. Just as with the dogs, groups one and two, who either had no noise or could avoid it before, chose to turn the noise off. But most people in the third group didn’t press the button that would get rid of the noise, even though they could.

         Seligman called this tendency for both animals and humans to passively accept punishment after repeated exposure “learned helplessness.” It captures the least-adaptive lesson one can learn from negative feedback: bad stuff happens and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it. When all negative feedback teaches us is that the world is unkind, we passively accept negative outcomes, believing it’s beyond our control to make things better.

         In the case of learned helplessness, people do learn from negative feedback, but they learn the wrong lesson, a lesson that doesn’t reflect the amount of control we have over our outcomes. As you now know, goal commitment results from the perception that a goal is both valuable and within reach. With learned helplessness, a goal no longer feels within reach. We feel that what happens to us is out of our control, and so we have extremely low commitment. This is one reason abused women struggle to leave their abusers. Often, people who’ve never been in an abusive relationship can’t fathom why someone wouldn’t just leave. But Seligman showed us that after suffering abuse that seems inescapable, people believe they have no power to avoid further punishment. Less tragically, learned helplessness also explains why people who’ve failed to quit smoking in the past believe they’ll never be able to kick their habit, and why some people choose not to vote. After voting before and seeing no change (maybe because the person they voted for wasn’t elected), they feel the election process is futile.

         Luckily, the lessons we learn from negative feedback aren’t always about a lack of commitment. When we face setbacks, negative feedback can also signal low progress, in which case feedback motivates us to act. The lesson we learn from negative feedback—whether it’s that we have low commitment or a lack of progress—will therefore determine its effect on motivation. When people interpret negative feedback as a sign of low commitment, they give up. When they interpret it as a sign of lack of progress, they’re motivated to work harder.

         Consider stepping on your bathroom scale. If you’ve been trying to lose weight but haven’t yet seen the numbers go down, you can interpret this negative feedback in one of two ways. If you take it to mean that you lack the ability or desire to maintain a healthy weight, you’ll get discouraged and stop trying. If, instead, you take it to mean that you haven’t worked hard enough yet, you should expect the opposite effect. You’ll be motivated to keep going and try to lose weight.

         According to the psychologist Carol Dweck, people hold one of two theories about their own intelligence. Some people believe their intelligence can develop with practice. They hold a “growth mind-set.” Other people believe their intelligence is static and cannot be changed. They hold a “fixed mind-set.” These theories in turn guide the lessons they learn from negative feedback. Those who believe that intelligence can be developed through dedication and hard work will learn from negative feedback that falling behind means they should work harder. Those who believe intelligence is innate and fixed and therefore that no amount of practice can change it, learn from negative feedback that they’re unintelligent, which discourages further learning.

         So who intuitively develops a growth mind-set? Who works harder in the wake of negative feedback? As it turns out, we all have a growth mind-set or, at least, the ability to develop one.

         Commitment and expertise

         Think about a goal that’s important to you, something you’re absolutely committed to. Maybe it’s something mundane, like staying clean; or something that defines you, like being a parent or a teacher. Either way, the more committed you are, the less likely you are to ask yourself “Am I committed?” and the less likely it is that negative feedback will make you doubt your commitment. For example, if you’re committed to your personal hygiene and someone points out a stain on your shirt or a funny body odor, you won’t reevaluate whether being clean is important to you. You’ll run to the shower or change your clothes. And if parenting is central to your identity, when your child is angry with you, you don’t reevaluate whether you still want to be their parent. Instead, you focus on the best way to fix things; you take care of your child.

         The more committed you are, the less likely you will be undermined by negative feedback. But if you aren’t yet committed, you may take negative feedback as a signal that you’re not committed. And the less committed you are, the harder it is to stay motivated in the wake of failure. If you’ve just started working at a car dealership and find yourself on the bottom rung of the salesperson leaderboard (ouch!), you might decide that selling cars isn’t for you.

         Experience and expertise have a similar effect on our ability to take negative feedback as a sign of lack of progress rather than a sign that we should give up. As people gain expertise and therefore become more secure in their commitment, they’re more motivated by negative feedback. They learn from negative feedback that they need to work harder. A car salesperson who’s been selling cars for decades wouldn’t be discouraged to find herself at the bottom of the leaderboard; rather, she’d be motivated to get back on top. People who’ve been working on the same goal for years, or maybe decades, don’t doubt their commitment, so the only possible inference from negative feedback is that they should work harder. They’ve developed a kind of growth mind-set.

         Stacey Finkelstein and I found this pattern in a study that compared how experts and novices respond to feedback on their recycling habits. Undergraduate students who were either members or nonmembers of an environmental organization received feedback on their recycling habits. Half of them were praised for correct recycling habits, while the other half were informed of the ways they had been recycling incorrectly. Because recycling is complicated, we didn’t have to lie to anyone in telling them what they did right or wrong. Almost everyone makes some mistakes while recycling, and almost everyone does it right in some ways, too. Telling the highly committed members of the environmental organization what they were doing incorrectly motivated them to take further action. Everyone in the study entered a lottery to win $25. When the study was over, before the lottery winner was announced, we asked everyone how much of their winnings they’d donate to help the environment. Members of the environmental organization who got negative feedback about their recycling practices were willing to donate more money than those who got positive feedback. Among nonmembers, this negative feedback didn’t have the same effect. Instead, nonmembers were more motivated to donate their winnings after being told what they were doing right.

         It’s easier to tolerate negative feedback when we have experience or expertise. We already know that we can do what we’ve set our mind to and are eager to get it right. Because of this, negative feedback won’t only provide useful information but might even increase the expert’s motivation. Further, with expertise, negative feedback becomes rarer, as experts get it right more often than novices. A professional piano player, for example, plays well most of the time. Rare feedback conveys unique and useful information, which is why highlighting a professional pianist’s mistakes would be more informative for his practice than highlighting all that he does right.

         Seeking and giving feedback

         Commitment and expertise not only change our response to negative feedback; they also change the feedback we seek. Though people tend not to look for negative feedback when setting out with a goal, commitment somewhat changes this. Committed experts seek more negative feedback than novices. When you’re confident in your ability and actions, you’re more open to learning how you can improve.

         Finkelstein and I first discovered this in a study in which we asked our American college students who were enrolled in beginning- and advanced-level French classes which type of instructor they preferred: one who emphasized what students did well and provided feedback on strengths, or one who provided constructive feedback on students’ mistakes. We found that students in advanced classes were more open to having an instructor who provided negative feedback than those in the beginner classes. When you’ve long been studying a subject, you’re less concerned that negative feedback will crush your commitment and anticipate that it might even motivate you to work harder.

         Much of these lessons about who can and can’t tolerate negative feedback are intuitive. In general, we give more negative feedback to people we perceive as experts or as highly experienced. Most of us don’t need to master motivation science to know not to be too harsh with beginners. You would know, for example, not to be too critical of a child who’s learning to play basketball and keeps missing the basket, just as my yoga instructor, whom I’ve only been taking classes with for a few months, knows to go easy on me. We found this in a study that tested how employees give feedback in the workplace. People who watched an employee’s presentation gave harsher feedback the longer they assumed the presenter had been working at the company.

         Staying motivated in the wake of negative feedback

         Knowing what we now know about how people typically respond to negative feedback, how can we be sure that we learn from and stay motivated by our mistakes?

         Ask about progress: To sustain motivation, we want the lesson from negative feedback to be about our lack of progress, not our lack of commitment. Asking ourselves certain questions in response to failure or negative feedback could help. For example, asking, “Do I feel I haven’t made progress?” will prompt us to frame the negative experience in a way that might motivate us to make progress. You might feel you’re progressing too slowly and be motivated to pick up the pace. Asking instead, “Do I feel uncommitted?” will result in reevaluation of your commitment, and the likely conclusion will be that your commitment is low. You might infer you aren’t cut out for the task or that this goal isn’t for you, and your motivation will decrease.

         Asking about progress is easier if you already feel confident about your commitment. Your confidence in your ability and prospects is often a better predictor of whether you’ll master a skill than your actual ability and prospects. When you were learning to walk as a toddler, it was your confidence in your inner power, not your proven ability, that guided you. The same happened when you were learning how to read and write. And it wasn’t until you swam your first lap that you knew you could stay afloat. Children commit to mastering these skills without any prior evidence that they can do them. It’s self-confidence rather than evidence that gets them to embark on a task in the first place. It also protects you from the adverse effect of negative feedback along the way.

         Learning mind-set: Another remedy involves adopting a learning mind-set that emphasizes growth. When you learn, your goal is not to “get it right” but rather to improve your skills. While mistakes and setbacks move you further away from your goal of getting it right, they move you in the right direction in terms of your goal to improve a skill. When you mess up a recipe, you may not have a delicious dinner, but you’ve learned a valuable cooking lesson. So if you set your goal to learn, rather than do something perfectly, you’ve still made progress even when you’ve failed.

         Training in growth mind-set is a tested remedy for increasing resilience to the adverse effects of experiencing frustration, difficulty, or failure. To develop a growth mind-set, you’ll have to understand that learning requires experiencing and persevering through difficulty. People who undergo this training understand that the brain is not static, but rather that it constantly learns and develops when you confront and overcome challenges. Whether you’ve failed or succeeded, if you’re able to learn from the experience, your brain grows. In one study on growth mind-set, David Yeager discovered that a training of less than an hour helped ninth graders who had low GPAs get better grades in core classes a few months later.

         Distancing: A third remedy involves distancing ourselves from the experience of failure. Recall that people learn from others’ failures just as much as they learn from others’ successes. When your ego isn’t getting bruised, you’re less likely to tune out. By distancing yourself from your own failure—for example, by imagining it happened to a stranger—you should be able to learn and stay motivated.

         Advice giving: Finally, a fourth strategy for sustaining motivation in the wake of failure involves giving advice to someone who is struggling with a similar issue. Consider something you’re struggling with. It could be your finances or controlling your temper. Now, think of the advice you could give another person struggling with this problem. Most people hesitate to give advice about something they haven’t yet mastered. After all, how can you help others with something you don’t do very well yourself? But I encourage you to go ahead. Research suggests that giving advice can help you regain motivation and restore confidence.

         To give advice, you have to search your memory to figure out what you’ve learned about how to (or not to) go about your goal. This memory search reminds advisors just how much they know. Further, in the process of giving advice, you form specific intentions and lay out concrete plans of action, both of which increase motivation. And if that’s not enough, giving advice also boosts self-confidence.

         Eskreis-Winkler, Angela Duckworth, and I tested the power of giving advice in a study where middle school students either gave motivational advice to younger students or received such advice from teachers. Those who gave advice spent more time on their homework over the following month. This phenomenon was not unique to young students. Other experiments found that adults struggling with saving money, controlling their temper, losing weight, or seeking employment were more motivated to pursue their respective goal if they were asked to give advice compared with if they received expert advice. For example, unemployed people who gave advice to others were more motivated to look for a job than another group of unemployed people who learned from The Muse, a job-searching website, about the critical role of social networking.

         Hidden failures

         In the news, we often hear stories about the struggling chef who took a big financial risk and opened her own restaurant, only to become extremely successful and wealthy. We hear about struggling musicians who eventually make it big and play concerts all around the world. Or we hear about the likes of Bill Gates and Mark Zuckerberg, both of whom dropped out of Harvard to start tech companies (Microsoft and Facebook, respectively) that became two of the most influential businesses of our time. Based on these inspiring success stories, you may conclude that dropping out of college, opening a restaurant, and pursuing a career in music are wise financial decisions. After all, these stories seem to end only in success.

         But what if you were making these choices knowing how many people open restaurants that close less than a year later, or spend their whole lives trying to make it in music but never play outside local bars, or drop out of college to start the next big tech company and flounder?

         We live in a world of asymmetric information. We hear about when people succeed far more than we hear about when they fail. If you were also to hear stories of failures, you might realize that the decisions above usually aren’t financially wise. On average, college dropouts make less money than those who finish college, and most restaurants and musicians never make it big. Because you don’t hear these stories of failure, at least not as frequently as you hear the success stories, your learning is biased.

         Most people shout out their good news. We use social media to broadcast a promotion or a college acceptance; we post photos that capture the highlights of our life. If you judged me by the photos I share on social media, you’d assume my life is a long, sunny vacation even though I live in Chicago, where it’s often very cold. We don’t broadcast a job we lost or a school that rejected us, or those long, blustery winters. Bad news tends to be held close to the chest.

         In general, we also choose to broadcast our positive news to a bigger audience. We announce our engagement to whoever might be willing to listen; we might even put an ad in the paper. In contrast, we announce a breakup to only a small circle of close friends.

         You can easily spot this asymmetry. Try running a Google or YouTube search using the words “success” versus “failure.” You’ll find that “success” yields more than twice as many results.

         This might lead us to believe that successes are simply more common. But this is an unlikely explanation for the world of asymmetric information. We hear more about successes than failures even in environments where failures are more common or as common.

         Take admissions decisions as a prime example. Top colleges in the US reject over 90 percent of applicants. Yet you’ve probably heard more stories about people getting admitted to a college than about people getting rejected. Sports games, too, require both failure and success. By definition, in almost every game played, one team wins and one loses. Success is as frequent as failure. But when we looked at reports of sports games in the New York Times since 1851, we found that stories about winners outweighed stories about losers by a large margin (for every use of the word “lost,” the newspaper used “won” 1.4 times). We don’t hear about failures even when they’re frequent.

         Possibly, then, failures are hidden because the audience is biased: if people prefer to hear about successes, communicators will tailor success stories to their audience. Indeed, contrary to the common belief that newspapers thrive on bad news, in our analysis of New York Times articles, and not only the sports section, we found twice as many articles about successes as about failures. When you check the news, you’re much more likely to see a light, fun story about a celebrity than a grave report on the dire state of public education. Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Times used the words “success” and “happy” more than “failure” and “sad.”

         Another reason for the asymmetry in available information is our desire to protect our ego while presenting ourselves in a positive light. You’ll be more impressed if I tell you about the awards I’ve won than those I was nominated for but didn’t win; therefore, I only mention the wins on my résumé. Similarly, it’s an open secret that every scientific discovery was preceded by many failed experiments. Thomas Edison strategically described the reality of failed experiments when he said, “I have not failed. I’ve just found ten thousand ways that won’t work.” Scientists’ daily job is to sort through failures. Occasionally we discover something of interest. But we don’t write about our dead-end ideas; we keep those to ourselves.

         Besides the human tendency to keep failure as secret as possible, the success-to-failure asymmetry also stems from the false belief that failures don’t contain useful information. If you believe you’ve learned little to nothing from failure, you keep the experience to yourself. And because figuring out the lesson learned from failure can be tricky, most experiences of failure remain private.

         An illustrative experiment had research participants choose which information to share with another person to educate them: either information they knew was wrong or information that had an equal chance of being right or wrong. They could say “I thought the answer was ‘A’ and I was wrong” or “I thought the answer was ‘B’ and have no idea if I was right.” The majority of the participants preferred to tell someone that they didn’t know if they were or weren’t right rather than reveal when they were certainly wrong, even though telling someone that something is definitely wrong better helps them figure out the correct answer.

         This experiment used a simple task to explore the psychology underlying our hesitation to share what we’ve learned from failure. The results shed light on our tendency to happily recommend a class, a product, or a potential date to a friend and our corresponding hesitation to tell our friend about a class, a product, or a potential date they should avoid. This psychology results in a world of asymmetric information, one where failures are hidden and successes are everywhere. What are the implications of this asymmetry for successful goal pursuit?

         As it turns out, hidden failures hide superior information. Failures often provide better and richer information on how to succeed than successes do. Negative information on failures has two features that often make it superior: it tends to be unique, and while it is rarer, it is also more elaborated.

         Negative information is unique

         The first sentence in Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina reads, “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” Motivation researchers agree. Negative information on failure is unique. In contrast, like recipes for chocolate-chip cookies, recipes for success are mostly the same. So two pieces of negative information tend to be different from each other, while two pieces of positive information tend to be similar to each other, which is just what Alex Koch, Hans Alves, Tobias Krüger, and Christian Unkelbach discovered.

         According to these researchers, the difference in diversity happens because the spread of successful instances of something—their statistical variance—is smaller than the spread of unsuccessful instances of that same thing. Consider personal traits. For any trait, there’s a relatively narrow range of what we would consider desirable or good. Displaying too much or too little of a given trait would be considered undesirable or bad. Take friendliness, for example. All friendly people behave similarly in social interactions—they’re polite and kind and genuinely interested in what people have to say. Displaying too much friendliness would be undesirable; a person who is overly bubbly and talkative at a group gathering, being sure to speak to every person, is considered attention-seeking. Displaying too little friendliness is also undesirable; the person who sticks close to the wall at a party is considered shy. Being needy is very different from being shy, yet both labels stem from the amount of friendliness a person shows; people who get friendliness wrong are potentially very different from each other. The same principle applies to a quality like generosity. All generous people are similarly willing to share their resources, but they can miss the mark by either being too stingy or too careless with their money or time. Once again, those who “fail” to be appropriately generous are potentially very different from each other. The difference between the stingy person and the careless person is larger than the difference between the two generous people. In general, if we both get something wrong, your mistake is likely different from my mistake. There will be more information in your failure because your failure is unique—different than mine.

         This has implications for the information we collect about pursuing our goals. For many goals, the various means or paths for getting it right are more alike than the various ways by which we can mess things up. One person can exercise so much that she injures herself, while another exercises so little that she’s out of shape. These mistakes carry unique information for a health-conscious person. Whenever mistakes, failures, or negative information are more diverse, there’s more for us to learn. If, when we fail, we fail in a unique way, each of us will have a unique contribution to make when we exchange information about our failures. If we all succeed in a similar way, there’s not much information we can gain from sharing our experiences.

         Negative information is elaborate

         We move through life expecting things to go well. So when something does go well, we don’t feel we need to explain why; it was, after all, exactly as we expected. If something goes wrong, to the extent that we didn’t tune out and instead actually noticed the discrepancy, we feel compelled to provide an explanation. If we can’t ignore a failure, we might as well make sense of it.

         This tendency to explain negative outcomes is apparent in everyday semantics. Good milk is not called “good milk,” it’s simply “milk.” In contrast, milk that has gone bad is referred to as “spoiled milk.” Positive states are what people expect, requiring no further explanation; negative states require elaboration. If you show up to our meeting on time, you don’t explain why you arrived when you did. If you’re late, you feel the need to tell me that the bus was late or that you hit horrendous traffic on your way in.

         Because negative experiences call for precise explanation, many languages contain more words to describe negative emotions than positive ones. If you feel bad, you want me to know that you’re sad but not angry or frustrated. To get it right, you rely on a rich vocabulary of negative emotions. If you feel happy, you’re less concerned about being precise in your description. If I mistake your happiness for joy or amusement, so be it. These emotions overlap anyway.

         Take product reviews as an example of our tendency to elaborate on negative experiences. Negative reviews of products are less common than positive reviews. We don’t like to share information about a product that failed us. However, when negative reviews are written, they tend to be more precise. If you’re happy with your new shoes, there’s a good chance you’ll post a brief review (e.g., “Great shoes!”), but if you’re unhappy and decide not to hide your feelings from yourself or the world, you might write a whole paragraph explaining whether the sole, shoelaces, design, or shipping failed your expectations.

         The result is that negative evaluations and analyses of failures, despite being rare, often provide better information than positive evaluations and analyses of success. An interesting illustration of this comes from a study that asked people to guess which of several restaurants was more highly ranked based on reading either only positive or only negative reviews of each restaurant. Positive reviews were awfully similar; all positive reviewers mentioned they loved the food, making it impossible to distinguish between the best restaurant and ones that were less highly ranked. Negative reviews offered a wide range; some mentioned too-high prices while others described the dry food. So those who read negative reviews had an easier time identifying which restaurant was best.

         Negative evaluations even predicted future performance. People who read only negative film reviews were able to predict which movie would win the Oscar. People who read only positive reviews could not.

         Put these two together—that failures are unique and information on failure, though rare, is elaborated—and you get a recipe for success. Namely, learning from failure.

         Questions to ask yourself

         This chapter has explored why people often learn too little from failure. Negative feedback can lead you to tune out and stop paying attention, so that you don’t learn. In extreme cases, it results in learned helplessness, so that you learn the wrong lesson. Here’s the paradox: failures are hidden, but when we’re willing to elaborate on and learn from them, we gain valuable information. Realizing that negative outcomes provide unique information that’s critical for success, we should learn to both seek out and learn from information about failure. Start by asking these questions:

         	What makes you committed to your goal? What makes you the expert in pursuing your goal? Feeling confident that your goal is within reach will make it more likely that you’ll learn from negative feedback.

            	Can you think about pursuing goals in terms of growing your abilities rather than proving these abilities? Keep in mind that whether you succeed or fail in a goal, you always learn.

            	Can you give others advice based on your personal mishaps? Try articulating the lessons you’ve learned in the format of advice to another person.

            	What can you learn from observing others’ successes and failures? Learning from others’ mishaps is often easier.

            	When identifying the best path to a goal, can you pay close attention to information on failures? Don’t limit yourself to your own failures. Listen to those who have failed, as well as succeeded, and extract lessons from their experiences.

         
 

      
   


   
      
         
            Part III

            Competing Goals

         

         Søren Kierkegaard, a nineteenth-century Danish philosopher considered to be the first existentialist, argued that “purity of heart is to will one thing.” Research on motivation deems this admittedly inspiring advice both inaccurate and impractical. You’ll always want more than one thing at a time. You might simultaneously want to shop, eat, work, and play. Even as you read these words, you probably can’t help wanting to do several other things. According to Gallup surveys, half of Americans don’t have enough time in the day to do what they want to do. For those of us who experience this shortage of time, goals pile up faster than we can address them.

         Pursuing goals sequentially—that is, finishing one before starting another—is unrealistic. For one, goals take time to accomplish. Some goals can take a lifetime. You can’t wait to get your degree before finding a relationship, just as you can’t put your health on hold while you work to launch your career. Moreover, we have multiple goals because we’re complex organisms with many needs living in an equally complex world. We simply have no other choice than to address several needs (and wants) at once.

         Despite how unrealistic Kierkegaard’s directive to “will one thing” is, there’s a kernel of wisdom in his words. When we try to achieve multiple goals at one time, problems can arise. And if we want to succeed, we need to pay attention to the obstacles we might face along the way. My advice? Replace the nineteenth-century philosophy with this more psychologically sound, albeit less inspiring, adage: pick your battles.

         When it comes to goal pursuit, picking your battles means prioritizing some goals and postponing others. You juggle your goals, deciding which one should get your attention at what moment. Along the way, if you’re lucky, you may even find ways to achieve multiple goals simultaneously. If you’re lucky enough to find love with a personal trainer, you can knock out a relationship goal and a fitness goal in one fell swoop. But that perfect combination might be hard to come by. When we have different goals in different areas of our lives, these goals tend to pull us in their own, independent directions. If going after a promotion is like throwing a dart at a target, then other goals, like adopting a puppy or training for a marathon, are the gravity that pulls the dart away from the bull’s-eye.

         Motivation science uses the phrase “goal system” to describe how we organize our goals in our minds. Each of our goals is connected to the set of means that help us achieve it. This set of means can be considered our “subgoals.” Each goal is further connected to a set of overriding goals, or “big-picture” goals for our lives. If your goal is to run a marathon, one subgoal may be to purchase new sneakers, and one overriding goal may be to be healthy and fit. If your superordinate goal is to achieve success in your career, your goal may be getting a promotion and the connected subgoal might be to be more punctual.

         Parallel goals, such as developing a career and supporting your family, are connected in either “inhibitory” or “facilitatory” links. Your career goal will facilitate your family goal if you believe a stable job helps to support your family. These goals can, on the other hand, inhibit each other if you view your career as a distractor from your family or fear that your family distracts you from your career. Our specific goals and the ways we perceive that they interact with each other are as unique to us as individual snowflakes. Still, the principles governing all goal systems are universal, and understanding them allows us to set smarter goals and choose better actions in pursuing them.

         Throughout this section, you’ll learn how to create an effective goal system (Chapter 9), how to recognize when temptation and lack of self-control will get in your way (Chapter 10), and about the importance of patience in managing multiple goals (Chapter 11). Though you’ll never will only one thing, you’ll learn how to pick battles so that you can win.
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            Goal Juggling

         

         I want to write a book. I want to get back in shape. I want to get together with a friend. I want to spend time with my spouse. I miss my kids. I want to do something about all of these desires today. This is my internal monologue, and we haven’t even made it to lunch.

         How does the presence of everything else we want to do influence the likelihood we’ll achieve any one of these things? To answer this question, we need to first understand our goal system: the relationships between our focal goal, the other goals we simultaneously hold, each goal’s means of attainment, and the overriding goals each goal helps achieve.

         Whenever goals are served by the same set of actions, one goal inevitably facilitates the other. A homemade lunch is both cheaper and healthier, so bringing my lunch from home to save money can also support my healthy eating goal. Yet when goals are served by different actions, pursuing one goal can undermine or conflict with another. My homemade lunch may be both cheaper and healthier, but it undermines my goal to get to work on time, as I’m a slow cook and my morning is already busy. When a goal conflicts with other goals, you can expect a rocky path; it’s hard to stick with a course of actions that undermines another goal that’s important to you.

         In a goal system, the motivational principle that governs pursuing multiple goals is that of “maximizing attainment.” According to this principle, we choose actions that make as much positive impact on as many goals as possible while minimizing the negative impact on our other goals. You might choose to be honest both because it’s ethical and because it helps build strong relationships. But if honesty hurts your relationship—as in telling your boss she’s going about a project backward or telling your friend you think her new dress is ugly—you’ll think twice. Advancing your ethics might not be worth undermining your chance at a promotion or hurting your friendship.

         The principle of maximizing attainment constrains our choice of actions. We either look for a compromise (e.g., between honesty and relationship maintenance) or prioritize our goals. Depending on the configuration of our goal system and how the means to each goal interact, we sometimes balance between goals, doing a little bit of this and a little bit of that, and other times choose to attend to a single goal while trying to put all other goals out of sight and out of mind.

         The principle of maximizing attainment

         When we have multiple goals at once (which all of us do, all the time), we organize them on a hierarchy. Think of the way animals are classified first by kingdom, then phylum, then class, order, family, genus, and finally species. Your goals follow a similar structure (illustrated in Figure 2). At the top of the hierarchy are general and abstract goals, such as desires for social connection, wealth, and health. These are served by subgoals or means. You might set the subgoal of making new friends in order to cultivate social connection. These subgoals or means are in turn served by their own subgoals or means. You may decide to join a gardening group in order to make friends who share your interest in plants. Apart from a few top-of-the-hierarchy goals (for example, leading a meaningful life), each goal we pursue is also a means to other goals.

         
            [image: ]Figure 2. A simple goal system. At the top are three general goals, each served by subgoals. Each subgoal, in turn, is served by its own means of attainment. The means listed on the right are multifinal; they serve two subgoals simultaneously. Biking to work combines exercising with economical commute. Homemade meals tend to be healthier and cheaper.

            

         

         Further, within a goal system, some means are “multifinal”: they serve several goals simultaneously. You can think of this goal configuration as “feeding two birds with one scone,” the more animal-friendly version of the famous figure of speech. Take biking as a prime example. Biking is a healthy, environmentally friendly, and affordable mode of transportation. Because it has the potential to serve many goals—the aims to exercise more, reduce your carbon footprint, and save money—it’s a multifinal activity.

         By the principle of maximizing attainment, multifinal means are desirable. You would prefer to do something that helps you achieve more than one goal at a time. But the more goals we hold, the harder these combinations are to come by. Think about a time when you stood in a food court, staring around you, at a complete loss as to what to eat. While there are endless possibilities to satisfy your hunger, the reason you sometimes feel like you can’t find anything you want to eat is because you’re trying to satisfy a host of other goals while you make your food choice. You may simultaneously want your food to be tasty, healthy, inexpensive, something you haven’t had for a while, and something that won’t take too long to prepare. After all, you’re busy. You don’t have all day.

         To study the process by which more goals imply fewer lunch options, Catalina Köpetz, Tim Faber, Arie Kruglanski, and I surveyed people entering a food court around lunchtime. We asked some people to write down their goals for the rest of the day as they entered the food court. Next, everyone listed all their acceptable lunch options. Out of a dozen food shops, with many dozens of meal offerings, how many lunch options did people actually list? As it turned out, not that many. And those who listed their goals for the day identified even fewer acceptable lunch options. Thinking about everything you set out to do for the afternoon may remind you that your time is limited, that you need to stay fully alert, and that your lunch had better keep you full until dinnertime. In other words, you’re left with a sandwich.

         Sadly, the same process happens when searching for a soul mate. While your focal goal might be to find romance, other goals, such as being financially comfortable or dating someone your family approves of, might constrain your options. You might say you’re looking for love when you’re actually looking for love, financial support, and parental approval. These additional background goals may seriously cut down your set of choices.

         When setting up a goal system, you might also run into “equifinal” means—means that all serve the same goal. This goal configuration is best captured by the saying “All roads lead to Rome.” For example, biking, golfing, and rock-climbing can all serve your fitness goal. Equifinal means are interchangeable. Any one would work.

         Equifinal means often pose a competition. Pursuing each one makes the others redundant. You might bike in order to exercise, but once you sign up for a new gym class, you might quit biking—both activities help you achieve your fitness goal, so you feel compelled to choose. But remember that biking could be serving other goals, too, such as your desire to save money on gas or to be more green. In this case, the gym class undermines only one of the several goals biking serves, so it’s likely you’ll continue biking once you’ve joined a gym.

         While equifinal means compete with each other, their mere presence increases your commitment to the goal. We discussed in Chapter 5 that an important ingredient in building commitment is knowing that your goal is within reach. With equifinal means, you realize there are multiple paths to where you want to be, which is encouraging. This increase in commitment is most critical for beginners who aren’t sure about the feasibility of achieving their goal. When a new gym user learns about the variety of exercising options her gym offers (from dance classes to treadmills, steppers, and a swimming pool), she becomes more motivated. Even though she might never sign up for the boxing or hula-hoop classes, knowing these options exist reassures her that something will fit her style; and this helps motivate her to put on her workout clothes and head to the gym. But while a variety of means gets you more committed to start on a goal, it might not help if it’s introduced after you’ve already committed to a given path. Once you’ve settled on a Zumba class, you won’t be more motivated if you hear about the water aerobics one.

         What makes means right

         Pandas enjoy eating bamboo more than I’ll ever enjoy anything I have ever eaten or will ever eat. I know this despite not having any direct way of assessing panda bears’ subjective enjoyment of their food. I know because no single food ever fully and finally satisfies my palate. The panda’s diet, in comparison, consists almost entirely of the leaves, stems, and shoots of bamboo. For the panda, satisfying hunger (their goal) is associated with one activity only: eating bamboo. Bamboo is by definition the most delicious food the panda will ever eat. Nothing else comes close.

         We humans, in contrast, have many foods that satisfy our hunger. And each of these foods also satisfies a host of other considerations, such as meeting our budget and impacting our health goals; our foods are both equifinal and multifinal. Given the number of associations between the foods we eat and the goals they serve, there’s no single food we would happily resign ourselves to eating for the rest of our lives.

         This is just one example of how having too many ways to satisfy a goal can result in not having a single way that feels totally right. By the principle of maximizing attainment, we look for activities that serve several goals, such as an exercise that also helps us get around. The problem with having one activity that serves multiple goals is that with each additional goal it serves, our perception that this activity is the “right” means for us decreases.

         The mental link between a means (be it an activity, an object, a person, or a bamboo shoot) and a goal weakens the more other mental links exist for that means and for that goal. If a means serves several goals or if a goal has several means, the means-goal link is diluted. When the mental association between the path to the goal and the goal itself is weaker, the goal is less likely to come to mind when pursuing this path, and the path is less likely to come to mind when looking for ways to achieve the goal.

         When the mental link is strong, an activity, an object, or a person may seem highly instrumental for achieving the goal. Suppose you can’t think of a better way to exercise than biking. So biking is strongly related to exercise in your mind. But if you recognize that there are other ways to exercise that you’d like just as well (biking is equifinal), or that there are other goals you can achieve by biking (biking is multifinal), biking seems less instrumental for exercising. You can think of many other ways to stay in shape and also many other reasons to bike. As a result, your dedication to biking for exercise might dwindle.

         Because of this dilution, we often forgo the principle of maximizing attainment in favor of “unifinal” means—actions, objects, or people that help us pursue one goal only and are therefore strongly associated with that single goal.

         As you may recall, we had a very similar discussion about dilution in Chapter 3. There, I explained that multifunctional products often fail because they seem less instrumental for each of their functions. A laser pen may seem both like less of a laser pointer and less of a pen, though in reality it’s both. Other inventions suffer from a similar fate. An ironing board that folds into a wall mirror or an umbrella that is also a coffee holder are very real and creative inventions that didn’t catch on because they seemed less instrumental for either of the functions they were meant to serve.

         We reject multifinal means whenever the increase in the number of goals they achieve cannot compensate for how much less useful they seem for the focal goal. This might happen because we care very little for these additional goals. The extra benefits may provide no or little personal utility for us. Take kosher food. If you don’t care to eat kosher and your grocery store has a kosher section, I’d bet that you steer clear of it. You assume this food was made to serve both one’s palate and a religious lifestyle. That double association makes you doubt that it actually tastes good. Indeed, Itamar Simonson, Stephen Nowlis, and Yael Simonson found that advertising ice cream as kosher reduced nonobservant consumers’ interest in it. Instead of ignoring this irrelevant benefit of the advertised ice cream, potential consumers took it as a sign that the ice cream wouldn’t taste as good.

         Perhaps an even more impressive demonstration of the bias against multifinal means comes from the preference for products or activities that serve one goal while also undermining another goal (the opposite of multifinal). People falsely infer an increase in gain from the presence of pain—as the (often misleading) saying goes, “No pain, no gain.” Jane Fonda originally popularized this (ancient) phrase as a motto for exercise in her 1980s aerobics videos, but it has taken on greater meaning since. For example, one study found that many people believe a mouthwash that causes an unpleasant burning sensation is better at eliminating germs than a pleasant mouthwash. Learning that an activity or a product undermines one goal (to not experience pain) might make it seem even more useful for another (killing germs).

         The same psychology can explain the rash, self-destructive decisions teenagers are prone to making. Teenagers often knowingly choose to become addicted to cigarettes and to try potentially addicting, and illegal, substances like alcohol and other drugs. They don’t do this for the initial enjoyment—your first cigarette or beer is hardly enjoyable. Instead, they make these choices because they want to fit in. But why would self-harm be the ticket to a desirable social group? One reason is that self-harming behaviors undermine other basic goals, like being healthy and safe. Smoking sends a clear signal that you want to belong to a group of smokers, as it offers no other immediate benefits upon initiation and comes with a large cost. Starting to smoke is a sacrifice that teens are willing to make because they have a strong need to belong.

         A similar analysis applies to behaviors that are harmful to society at large, such as joining extremist groups. People often turn to extremism as a means to achieving significance and respect. And for them, joining extremist groups seems to satisfy the goal of achieving respect exactly because it undermines other goals such as creating a comfortable life or treating others with kindness.

         Altogether, while we seek multifinal means to maximize attainment across multiple goals and seek equifinal means to increase goal commitment, these paths to a goal come with a cost. Some activities or objects would feel less instrumental for achieving our focal goal exactly because they serve more than one goal, or because they are substitutable. When we prioritize a focal goal much more than the others, we often prefer activities or products that are unifinal, serving only this one goal. And because unifinal means feel good—pursuing them is like achieving the goal itself—they’re even more desirable. When you engage in a highly instrumental, unifinal means, you’re intrinsically motivated. It feels right and you just can’t think of a better way of doing it. It’s why avid runners often can’t picture life without running. It’s also the reason pandas must love eating bamboo.

         Goal trade-offs

         If you value eating organic food but also want to save money, you’ll be pulled in two different directions. Eating organic tends to be expensive. So how do you resolve the conflict between these two goals: buying organic food and staying on budget? How do you make trade-offs between them? Do you compromise by seeking middle ground or by alternating between organic and nonorganic, or do you prioritize one of these goals while giving up on the other?

         There are two opposite approaches for resolving goal conflicts. When you compromise, you strike the balance between two or more opposing goals so that you partially satisfy them all. No single goal will be fully achieved, but no goal is completely left behind. You choose to make progress on all fronts. Alternatively, when you prioritize, you devote yourself to one goal at the cost of the others. We compromise when we balance career and family. We prioritize when we postpone starting a family in order to advance our career, as well as when we give up a career to be there for our family. We compromise when we balance healthy and indulgent foods. We prioritize when we strictly adhere to eating healthily, but also when we give up on healthy eating altogether.

         When we sense we’ve made sufficient progress on a goal, we tend to compromise. Considering the progress we’ve made, we feel we can relax our efforts and attend to other, conflicting goals (as we saw in Chapter 6). This type of compromise can sometimes become more of an excuse to let go of an important goal. If you behave inappropriately—being rude to a family member or not tipping a service provider—because you perceive yourself to be good, you engage in what motivation research refers to as “licensing behavior.” You act as if pursuing a goal allows you to take actions you wouldn’t otherwise be able to justify to yourself. Pursuing the goal is a “hall pass” that excuses inconsistent future behavior.

         For example, people may seek a compromise between doing what’s right and doing what’s easy. In this case, being right makes them feel licensed to take the easy route. Benoît Monin and Dale Miller documented this licensing behavior when they invited male Princeton students to evaluate some blatantly sexist comments. The students rejected these statements, as we would hope. And yet they subsequently allowed sexism to cloud their judgment when evaluating job candidates. After patently disagreeing with statements like “Most women are better off at home taking care of the children” and “Most women are not really smart,” these men rated a job in the construction industry as being better suited for men than women. In this case, men felt more empowered to express sexist views when they had just declared their supposedly feminist views. Other studies found that white Americans who voiced support for Barack Obama just before the 2008 election felt licensed to make ambiguously racist statements afterward (again stating that certain jobs are better for white people than Black people). Although voting for Obama really didn’t imply that voters were civil rights advocates, it did make some people feel they could be excused for expressing racial discrimination. An egalitarian action, such as supporting a Black candidate, felt as if it excused bad behavior.

         But we don’t always compromise when we see progress made on a goal. We prioritize when we feel our actions express our commitment to our goal. Rather than feeling satisfied with our progress, these actions renew our commitment and make us want to do more. Increasing our commitment to one goal decreases the appeal of conflicting ones. So in the examples above, if the first action increases our commitment to racial and gender equality, it would decrease the likelihood of subsequent discriminatory behavior.

         We also compromise when we seek variety. We want to have an assortment of products or experiences instead of sticking with a single favorite. For example, if you pack your snacks for the week every Monday morning, you most likely select an assortment to increase the variety of your meals that week. Given the time to think ahead, most people predict they’ll enjoy a variety of snacks. On the other hand, if you grab a snack every morning before work, you’re more likely to choose the same favorite snack each time—you prioritize that snack choice. With only a few seconds to make your choice, you choose the same thing over and over because most people actually enjoy less variety in their food than they’d predict.

         The “diversification effect” is another example of compromise—this compromise is between means to a goal, instead of between conflicting goals. You diversify whenever you divide your resources across several investments. You could invest your money in a variety of assets, since you don’t know which one will be profitable (therefore compromising on several paths to successful investment). You could also invest your energy in a variety of first dates, recognizing that you don’t know who might become your significant other. Either way, you’re investing in multiple means to a goal. Prioritizing, in contrast, leads to seeking consistency, repeating a set of behaviors. When you prioritize, you focus on your relationship with a single partner.

         Unsurprisingly, the ultimate compromise is the “compromise effect”: a preference for moderate choices and a distaste for extremes. Moderate or “middle” options satisfy several goals partially and no goal fully. When you order the medium coffee, buy an average-priced phone, or go on a medium-length hike, you compromise between saving money and getting a better product or between sightseeing and relaxing. Given how common the compromise effect is, sellers rely on your preference for middle grounds to increase the appeal of their products. All they need to do is add an extreme option to a choice set, thus making the item you may have previously considered extreme the “new middle” or the “compromise.” A restaurant, for example, might add an expensive bottle of wine to its menu to boost sales of what used to be the expensive option and would now be a moderately priced option, encouraging patrons to perceive this option as their middle ground.

         Despite the frequent appeal of moderation, we often resist compromises, choosing instead to prioritize. We might not think, for example, that a combination of cheap and expensive bottles of wine will work well at a dinner party, and we would hesitate to serve wine to just half of our guests to balance between generous hosting and financial constraints. In these cases, we prioritize either the financial goal or being considered a generous host.

         Choosing to compromise versus prioritize

         Several factors determine whether you seek to compromise or prioritize when pursuing multiple goals, the first of which is whether you see your actions as reflecting who you are as a person. Do your actions tell you or the world something about your identity or morals?

         If you’d answer yes to that question, then you’d tend to prioritize. In such cases, compromising is like sending mixed signals about who you are, so you avoid it. Buying an electric car but leaving all the lights on in your home might send mixed messages to your neighbors about your environmental concerns. After you purchase the car, you’ll be more likely to turn off the lights.

         Take a study in which Franklin Shaddy, Itamar Simonson, and I tested for compromising versus prioritizing in snack selections. An experimenter offered passersby two free snacks from a display containing bags of relatively healthy veggie crisps and more indulgent potato chips. In this baseline condition, about half the people chose one of each snack; these people sought variety. They were compromising. But when the display included a sign asking people whether they were a “health-conscious snacker” or an “indulgent, fun-loving snacker,” only a few chose one of each. The sign hinted that this choice would reflect on the snacker’s identity. Under these conditions, most people chose the same snack twice so that they could convey that they were pursuing a single goal. They prioritized. This experiment demonstrates how cues in our environment that make an action seem like a reflection of identity influence our approach to making goal trade-offs.

         To illustrate another reason people tend to prioritize, I ask that you give your honest response to the following two questions: 1. Would you sell one of your organs for $500,000? 2. Would you accept payment for sex?

         If these questions made you cringe, you’re not alone. Many find them uncomfortable, even inappropriate. They’re what Philip Tetlock refers to as “taboo trade-offs”: trade-offs that appear morally wrong because they trade a sacred value (the human body) for a secular one (money). When it comes to moral dilemmas, people prefer solutions that fully satisfy the sacred consideration and neglect the secular ones. They endorse prioritizing, and in this case, health comes before wealth.

         This is not to say that taboo trade-offs are objectively wrong, only that many people see them as such. Whether these types of trade-offs are objectively wrong is a philosophical debate, and philosophers prefer their debates to remain unresolved. So if you evaluate actions by their consequences, in which case you’re a “consequentialist” philosopher, you should embrace compromises even if they feel uncomfortable. But if you evaluate actions by the ethical principles that guide them, in which case you’re a “deontologist” philosopher, you believe taboo trade-offs are morally wrong. As a deontologist, you endorse prioritizing goals.

         Take buying a car. When choosing a car, you most certainly will need to trade off safety with financial goals, as more expensive cars tend to carry higher safety ratings. A person who sees this purchase as a moral dilemma and thinks like a deontologist would choose the car with the highest safety rating they can afford. A consequentialist, or a person who thinks about this purchase with few to no moral implications, would search for the compromise—a car that has a sufficiently high safety rating and isn’t too expensive. This person is compromising between safety and price.

         Whether you compromise or prioritize further depends on the relationships among the actions that achieve the goals. So, for example, if reading this book substitutes for watching a TV series, you’ll switch to watching TV once you’ve finished reading just to mix things up. If you think this book complements others, you’ll be more likely to read a complementary book soon after you finish this one. The general point is that if one action substitutes for another, people seek compromise, as pursuing the goal via one route frees resources to attend to something else. When substituting reading for TV, finishing a book frees up time for your show. On the other hand, if actions complement each other, people seek to prioritize goals, as pursuing one route makes similar routes more attractive. When reading to gain knowledge about a specific topic (say, behavioral science), finishing one book makes you want to grab another.

         One factor that pushes you toward making compromises is the presence of numerical information. Consider people’s choices between options that come with a number, such as horsepower for engines or square feet for apartments. Whether it’s the number of calories, a price tag, or a subjective rating of quality, when we see numbers, we tend to seek compromise. For example, if you were given the choice between a broccoli-cheddar soup and a Greek salad, you might not order half of each. But if the soup and salad come with nutrition labels that advertise them as having 800 and 200 calories respectively, the half-soup, half-salad special starts to seem like the right choice.

         Another factor that makes compromise more attractive is the nature of the goals under consideration. Recall (from Chapter 5) that for accumulative goals such as working out several times in a week, the “marginal value”—the added value from each extra action—declines. On my vacations, I like short hikes because after a few miles I know I’ll no longer get the same benefits in the next few miles. The added value of continuing to hike is diminishing, which calls for switching to something else, such as time at a hotel spa. When it comes to goals with decreasing marginal value, like hiking, we seek compromises. As another example, many parents believe spending time with their children is critical for good parenting. But spending all their time with their children seems excessive as the added value declines. These parents seek to strike a balance, or a compromise, between parenting and other areas of their lives, like career and leisure.

         In contrast, prioritizing goals is more attractive when we pursue goals with increasing marginal utility (i.e., all-or-nothing goals). When the reward for pursuing a goal comes only once you’ve achieved it, you’re likely to prioritize that goal until it’s complete. For example, when we learn to drive, the more progress we make, the less likely we are to stop training and switch to something else. Consistency is valuable because learning to drive only halfway is no better than not learning at all. You’ll get a driver’s license only if and when you finish the training.

         Finally, the order of attending to our goals also impacts the trade-offs we’ll make. Compromises that move us from less important to more important goals are more desirable than compromises that seem to move us in the opposite direction. As the joke goes, while your priest won’t allow you to smoke while praying, he might let you pray while smoking. If you don’t smoke or pray, think of this example: adding fruit to ice cream is considered a sensible dessert, one that balances health with taste. Yet adding ice cream to fruit seems too decadent. When presented in this order, most people would prioritize health over indulgence.

         Questions to ask yourself

         This chapter is about juggling multiple goals. At this point, you should be able to understand the relationships between your main goals and the means by which you pursue them. These means include activities, objects, and even the people who help you. You should also be able to identify the trade-offs you’re making or need to make to ensure that the highest-priority goals are addressed. Here are a few questions to ask yourself as you consider your multiple goals:

         	Can you draw your goal system? Start by listing your broadest goals. For example, you could list “career, relationships, health, and leisure.” You probably have more goals that are unique to you, like volunteering or helping the environment. Below each goal, list the main subgoals or means that serve it. For example, under “health,” you could write “exercise, walking, sufficient sleep, and balanced diet.” Worry less about completeness and more about not leaving out a central piece. Make sure to draw the connections between the subgoals or means. Draw a solid line for facilitating links and dotted lines for inhibitory links. So if exercising helps you sleep better, draw a solid line between these means. If exercising requires that you get up super early and lose sleep, draw a dotted line instead. You have now drawn your goal system.

            	Can you identify your multifinal means? These are ways of pursuing a goal that also help you achieve other goals or subgoals. By the principle of maximizing attainment, you want to pursue them. For example, buying a new computer helps with both your freelance career and your wish to watch more Netflix.

            	Can you identify your equifinal means? You should choose among these means, as they are substitutable.

            	Can you identify goals that have only one means? You should make sure to allocate resources to this means, as you have no other way to achieve the goal.

            	What trade-offs should you be making, for example, between career and family, academic and social activities, or staying healthy while having fun? For which conflicting goals should you seek a compromise? For which goal conflict should you seek to prioritize one goal over the other? When choosing the appropriate solution, consider whether a goal is central to your identity, or whether you see pursuing it as a moral or ethical issue, in which case you should seek to prioritize it. If, alternatively, the added value for continuing to pursue a goal diminishes with each additional action, you should seek a compromise instead of prioritizing.
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            Self-Control

         

         The Book of Genesis in the Bible tells the story of Lot’s family, who lived in the land of Sodom. As the story goes, two angels came to Lot one night as he sat at the city’s gate. “The outcry to the Lord against its people is so great that he has sent us to destroy it,” they told him. As dawn approached, the angels pleaded with Lot and his family to flee to the mountains and not to look back at the destruction of the city. Lot, his wife (who’s never given a name), and his two daughters ran, but as fire and brimstone rained upon the land, Lot’s wife gave in to temptation and looked back. The instant she turned her head to look, she was transformed into a pillar of salt.

         Lot’s poor wife is often used as an example of the importance of self-control. Self-control, as is implied by its name, is what it takes to overcome the self. It’s your ability to stick with an important goal (like the angels’ directive not to look back) when you’re tempted to do something that goes against it. A self-control dilemma is the ultimate goal conflict. It involves choosing between what you believe you ought to do and what you want to do instead. You may need to go to work but feel tempted to stay in bed for another hour. Exercising self-control is hard because momentary desires (like wanting to get more sleep) can be at least as powerful as overarching goals, and they can pull you in the opposite direction. You may desire to eat, drink, sleep, smoke, use social media, spend money, or have sex, to name just a few. According to Wilhelm Hoffmann and his colleagues, you feel some desire about half the time you’re awake. And about half of those desires are in conflict with your other goals (not to eat or drink, to stay awake, and so on).

         Not all difficult goal conflicts require self-control. Choosing among several career paths or deciding whether to marry your partner can be excruciating decisions, but they don’t require self-control. A decision involves self-control if you can clearly see one option as the right choice and another as the temptation. This might not happen right away, as we’re good at tricking ourselves, but when it’s brought to your attention that self-control might be a factor, you should be able to clearly distinguish between what you should do and what you’re tempted to do. A problem isn’t about self-control if it isn’t clear that one choice is a temptation. When both choices have potential, it’s simply a difficult decision. Choosing a career is rarely a matter of self-control, as any job has its merits.

         When self-control is involved in your goal conflicts, it matters what type of goal you’re pursuing. When you’re pursuing an approach goal that involves taking an action, self-control helps you to persevere, to push forward when you’re being pushed back. You may keep working when you’re tempted to quit. In the case of avoidance goals, exercising self-control helps you forgo temptation. You may skip a glass of wine, sex, or raising your voice at someone because in your particular situation, these tempting possibilities don’t align with your more important goals.

         As a society, we’ve thought about self-control nearly as long as we’ve been able to think. These dilemmas make a regular appearance in ancient mythologies. Though the biblical couple Adam and Eve had an abundance of food in paradise, they were tempted to eat the one piece of forbidden fruit (likely because it was forbidden—recall ironic mental control from Chapter 1). Adam and Eve failed to exercise self-control. The Greek myth of Odysseus and the sirens similarly tells a story of self-control. Resourceful Odysseus wanted to hear the sirens’ beautiful song without following them to his death, so he plugged his sailors’ ears with beeswax and tied himself tightly to the mast. Once tightly secured, Odysseus no longer had the option to follow the sirens. With a little bit of self-control at the outset, he eliminated the need to use self-control later on. We call this self-control strategy “pre-commitment.”

         In modern times, self-control has been associated with academic achievement, employment, financial savings, and being able to stay in a relationship. When Denise de Ridder and her colleagues analyzed the results of more than 100 studies, they found that people who report having strong self-control also report that they’re happier and have more love in their lives. In contrast, lack of self-control was associated with low relationship commitment, binge eating, alcohol use, occasional speeding, and crime.

         These studies may make it seem that some people were born with ironclad self-control. But the truth is that we were all born with very little ability to control ourselves. We develop self-control as we grow up, and some develop self-control more quickly.

         The rate of growing self-control matters. In one longitudinal study, Mathias Allemand, Veronika Job, and Daniel Mroczek examined the relationship between the development of self-control between ages twelve and sixteen and various life outcomes at age thirty-five. As part of the study, German adolescents reported their ability to exercise self-control once a year. They rated their agreement with statements such as “I often start new things and don’t manage to finish them,” “I feel that I have a quite weak will,” and “I often give up at the first sign of difficulty.” If you reject these statements, it’s a sign that you have high self-control. Some twenty-three years later, those who were growing their self-control ability at a higher rate—they had much better control at age sixteen compared with age twelve—reported that they were happier with their intimate relationships and more engaged at work.

         While the rate of growing self-control varies, developmental studies find that for most of us, self-control improves from childhood through adolescence to adulthood. Self-control gets easier as we grow older. The Go/No-Go task nicely illustrates this fact. To study impulsiveness, a team of cognitive psychologists created what’s likely the most boring computer game ever invented. They constructed a game in which people were supposed to press a key on their keyboard whenever they saw a GO sign. They were not supposed to press the key if they saw a NO GO sign. But as remarkably simple as these instructions sound, it turns out that this game was easier said than done. Because the GO sign appeared frequently and the NO GO sign was relatively rare, people got into the habit of pressing the key every time a sign popped up and therefore found it difficult to stop pressing on NO GO. Inhibiting an action requires self-control. Interestingly, Go/No-Go research shows us that people become better at this task as they grow older. The brain regions that are responsible for self-control, and the connections between them, take many years to fully mature. This may explain why teens tend to be more impulsive.

         Even for adults, it’s often quite difficult to exercise self-control. To overcome yourself, generally speaking, you have to manage both steps in a two-step process: detecting and then battling temptations. You detect a temptation when you realize that you shouldn’t do something even though you want to do it, or that you should do something even though you don’t want to. Detecting a temptation isn’t trivial because most temptations aren’t explicitly announced (as in the Go/No-Go task) and have a negligible impact if indulged in moderation. One beer won’t make you an alcoholic, taking office supplies for personal use just once won’t make you a thief, and the one time you left your wet towel on the floor of the bathroom didn’t destroy your relationship. In moderation, each of these is a totally acceptable, harmless behavior. The problem is in accumulation. Given that grabbing a beer with friends will make a lovely night while bingeing on a lot of beer might ruin a lovely night, at what point do you identify “having another glass of beer” as a temptation?

         The second challenge is to battle temptation. Knowing that temptation is a huge barrier to most people’s goals, behavioral science has discovered many strategies people use to bolster their self-control. These self-control strategies operate by increasing your motivation to adhere to the goal and decreasing your motivation to give in to temptation. For example, you might choose to keep your liquor in a locked cabinet and leave the key on a different floor while keeping your water bottle within reach as you move around the house. Luckily, there are even more strategies you can employ to battle temptation, and they don’t involve locked cabinets.

         Detecting temptation

         In 2013, the cyclist Lance Armstrong, who won the Tour de France seven times, admitted to using performance-enhancing drugs. As part of his confession, he argued that he didn’t think his behavior was wrong because he assumed all the top riders were using steroids. He said, “I went in and just looked up the definition of cheat and the definition of cheat is to gain an advantage on a rival or foe that they don’t have. I didn’t view it that way. I viewed it as a level playing field.” For Armstrong, it seems, doping didn’t pose a self-control conflict. And assuming he indeed didn’t detect a problem, he had no reason to try to resist.

         Some self-control conflicts are immediately apparent. If you’re allergic to peanuts, you know that the tray of delicious warm peanut butter cookies your colleague brought to work will make you sick. You have no problem detecting that you ought to stay away from these cookies. But if you’ve recently decided to eat fewer sweets, a tray of cookies delivered to your office might not raise a red flag. Rather than thinking about it as a temptation to be avoided, you might view these cookies as a one-time indulgence. A single cookie will have a negligible effect on your sugar intake, and if everyone else is enjoying them, you might as well join the party.

         Most everyday temptations resemble the dieter’s situation more than that of the person suffering from a peanut allergy. For these temptations, a single indulgence will not risk missing the overriding goal. Be it dessert, a cigarette, overspending, or speeding, a single instance will probably have no consequences for your long-term prosperity, which makes it hard to see it as a temptation to be avoided.

         Ethical violations, like Armstrong’s choice to use steroids, can also be tricky to detect. Many of our everyday ethical violations can only be identified as temptations when we view them through the lens of ethical dilemmas. If you’ve ever omitted critical details about your résumé in a job interview (like avoiding precise dates so you don’t have to explain unemployment), pirated software, or bluffed in negotiations, you likely weren’t seeing these as temptations. Instead, you may have thought these were normative behaviors—that “everyone does that.” When I ask my students whether they would engage in each of these behaviors, I typically find that around half say they would. More interestingly, the vast majority of the students who say they would do these things also believe everyone else in the class would do just the same. These people don’t detect an ethical problem in the questions I pose because believing that everyone else would do it too poses no threat to their ethical reputation, and so there’s no self-control conflict between their ethical reputation and the immediate benefits of getting the job, getting free software, or getting a better deal.

         To identify a self-control conflict, at least one of two conditions must be met: the behavior under consideration must seriously undermine a more important goal, or it must undermine the way you see yourself.

         Condition 1: Undermining the goal

         The supply room in the business school at the University of Chicago, where I work, has boxes and boxes of pens. While I’d never imagine taking a whole box home, I have no problem with grabbing a single pen from time to time. I start off using them in my office, but those pens have a tendency to sneak into my bag, attached to a paper I’m working on, and end up at home. Over my eighteen years of teaching, I’ve probably brought a boxful of pens home.

         Pilfering pens every now and then doesn’t make me an office supply thief, but if I recalled how many pens I’d already taken home every time I’m tempted to grab another one, I might be more careful about keeping that pen in my office and out of my bag. Detecting a temptation is easier if you think about it in bulk. Most of us can recognize that buying a three-gallon bucket of ice cream will clearly ruin our diet, but it’s harder to see a pint of ice cream having the same impact, even though a pint of ice cream quickly adds up to a gallon if you buy one every week. The ability of single-instance decisions to cloud the impact on our goals is the reason many smokers choose to buy their cigarettes by the pack rather than a ten-pack carton. This way they can trick themselves into guilt-free smoking. Because the cost of a single temptation is negligible, it’s too easy to round it down to zero and discard the harm. To identify temptation, you may want to mentally multiply your actions before taking one. Before filling your wineglass, consider the health impact of every night you’ll drink too much this year. Or, before yelling at your partner for leaving dishes in the sink, consider the impact on your relationship of all the times you’ll lose your temper.

         In a study that explored this point, Oliver Sheldon and I asked employees how likely they’d be to engage in various questionable work-related behaviors like calling in sick to take the day off or taking office supplies for personal use. For instance, we had them imagine they woke up one morning and just couldn’t bear the thought of going into work. Some considered only that day—one day in which they wanted to fake sick so they could take a break. Others were told that this would be a particularly hectic year at work and they’d face this choice seven times. As we expected, people who thought about taking an unnecessary sick day in isolation reported greater intention to actually fake sick. The same pattern was true for other behaviors, like taking office supplies and intentionally working slowly to avoid additional work. Deciding to go against your moral compass is easier when you consider just a single instance.

         You’re also more likely to detect a self-control dilemma when you make a decision that affects multiple occasions; we call this using a “broad decision frame.” If you decide in advance what to eat for lunch every day this month, you’ll probably choose healthier foods than if you decide on lunch just before noon each day. Thirty lunch decisions are more consequential than one, as healthy choices add up. You may even set a rule: no more than one glass of wine per dinner. Rules, by definition, refer to a broad set of decisions, which means they take into account the accumulating impact of giving in to temptation across many opportunities to indulge.

         But as positive as this way of thinking can be, you’ll need to be wary of falling into certain traps. Broad decision frames are only useful if you don’t use tomorrow’s virtues to justify today’s vice. You fall into this trap each time you promise yourself to start saving next month, start studying on Monday, or start your diet tomorrow. In these cases, a broad frame allows you to give in to, rather than resist, temptation. The risk here is in trying to balance goals with temptations in the form of “temptation today and goals tomorrow.” Tomorrow is always in the future; it never becomes today. Recall our discussion from Chapter 9 of prioritizing a single goal versus seeking a compromise. When you’re concerned about giving in to temptation, it’s better to prioritize the goal than to seek a compromise between a goal and a temptation.

         Take a study in which Ying Zhang and I left free snacks outside a lecture hall for our hardworking University of Chicago students. There were two choices: a bag of carrots or a chocolate bar. During some hours, these snacks were presented in two separate bowls, while during others, they were mixed together in the same bowl. After setting out the bowls, we simply watched. What we saw was interesting. When two snacks were served in separate bowls, two-thirds of the students chose carrots. When the two snacks were in the same bowl, only half of the students chose carrots. Our hypothesis was that separate bowls indicated separate purposes, while mixing snacks in the same bowl implied that they go together. Even though most of our students only made one choice (thanks to social norms that implied they should take only one snack), the impression that carrots and chocolate balance each other out, which we gave by mixing them, was enough to obscure the idea that chocolate is a temptation and persuade students to make the less healthy choice. You may have fallen into the same logical trap when choosing carrot cake or yogurt-covered pretzels over other sweets. These foods seem to suggest that a balanced diet has a mix of sugar, fat, and a little bit of something healthier like fruit, veggies, or probiotic-rich yogurt, making it harder to detect a self-control conflict.

         It’s therefore easier to detect a self-control conflict when temptations aren’t mixed with a goal. When we separated the carrots from the chocolate bars, we implied that one is better than the other and more people chose the carrots. We also found that more health-conscious people made healthier choices. This makes sense, as you would expect more health-conscious people to eat healthier food. Interestingly, however, being health-conscious doesn’t translate into healthier food choices when healthy and unhealthy foods are mixed together. When fruit and candy are served next to each other on a snack tray or when fried chicken, croutons, and cheese are served on top of a pile of lettuce, many health-conscious people fail to detect a self-control conflict and eat these less healthy foods. Something as simple as separating healthier and unhealthy foods on a menu—for example, using a “healthy corner”—can help people detect a self-control conflict.

         Another way to help you spot moments when self-control could be a downfall is to think ahead. Who will you be in ten or twenty years? And how will that future you feel about what you’re doing now? Envision your future lifestyle and dreams. What will your profession or hobbies be? Will you marry or remarry? Will you have children or grandchildren? And no less critically: Will you care to be mentally and physically healthy? Will you wish you had done something differently?

         Being reminded of your future self puts you in a very broad decision frame. Whatever decision you make today, you should be able to envision making it again and again over many years. So instead of asking yourself whether it’s okay to procrastinate, cheat, smoke, or drink today, you should ask yourself whether it’s okay to do so for the rest of your life. Multiplying a small temptation by the number of times you would succumb to it in the course of your life will surely make it too large to ignore. And if you think a decision you make today is diagnostic of all future choices, you’d better make the right decision today.

         Thinking ahead also makes you more psychologically connected to your future self so that you care more for the person you’ll become. People vary by how psychologically connected they are to their future self. If you’re highly connected, you expect to share memories, intentions, beliefs, and desires with the person you’ll be in the future. You feel intimately familiar with them. If you’re lowly connected, you think of your future self as almost a stranger.

         The philosopher Derek Parfit argued that if you feel connected to your future self, you should care about her welfare. You’ll take actions today that will benefit her in the future. But why would you sacrifice your present welfare to benefit a stranger? If you feel distant from your future self, you’ll make choices that benefit you in the present. Why, for example, should you save for retirement if you don’t feel close to the person you’ll be when you retire? For the lowly connected person, sacrificing the present to benefit the future seems very unwise. Imagine, for example, putting $100 in a savings account, expecting to get $150 in five years. If you feel connected to the person you’ll be in five years, this could be a good deal. You should go ahead and invest in that person’s financial resources. However, if that person is a stranger to you, why would you give away good money to benefit them? Why should you care about their ability to afford a vacation or pay their mortgage?

         While philosophers are concerned with the “normative answer,” that is, what we should or shouldn’t do, psychologists are concerned with the “descriptive answer”: in this case, how feeling connected can help you detect temptations in your environment. Feeling a greater connection to our future self helps us detect a self-control problem by making us care more about the long-term implications of our actions.

         College students are a good example of this. Many students draw a line between the present, which is being in college, and the future, which is the rest of their lives. They further recognize that graduation is an important milestone. It’s the point when the present ends and the future begins. But college students vary in how much they think graduation will change them as a person. In one study, Daniel Bartels and Oleg Urminsky had college seniors read passages that described their imminent graduation either as an event that would change their identity or as a relatively minor event with little personal impact. Some read that “the characteristics that make you the person you are will likely change radically around the time of graduation.” Others read that these characteristics “are established early in life and fixed by the end of adolescence.” Then the researchers told their participants that they’d be holding lotteries to win a gift card for either Target or Expedia—and that they could choose to get a $120 gift card immediately or to get more money on a gift card (up to $240) after one year. Given that an event that will change your identity makes you less connected to your future self, the scientists expected students who thought graduation would change who they were to want immediate, smaller gift cards. And indeed, that’s what they found. Seniors who read that graduation would change them felt less connected to the person they’d be in one year and therefore prioritized their present self.

         Marriage is another good example of this psychological phenomenon. People who believe marriage will forever change them might be more likely to give in to temptation, such as cheating on their fiancé before their wedding day. Expecting that whoever you are as a single person will have little to do with the person you’ll be when you’re married might serve as an excuse to let go while you’re still single. To detect temptation, it’s best to remind yourself that who you are today and who you’ll be after marriage, after graduation, and in ten years or twenty, are remarkably similar.

         Condition 2: Undermining the self

         As we’ve heard time and again, “breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” I agree, but not necessarily for the reasons we’ve been taught. Sure, what you eat (or don’t) for breakfast can impact your energy for the rest of the day. But more important, what you do first thing in the morning has a big pull on your identity. Indulging at breakfast will send a stronger—albeit wrong—signal about your identity as a health-conscious person than indulging in a late-night snack.

         Actions that make your identity are important to you. These are the actions you’d say describe who you are, and they influence how you and others see you. These actions might be public or otherwise grab your and others’ attention. Attending a book club every month (a frequent and public choice) better describes your identity as a reader than telling a neighbor about a book you read. And eating a healthy breakfast (which you do first thing in the morning) grabs your attention and therefore has a stronger hold on your identity as a “healthy person” than midday snacking. For identity-defining actions, it’s relatively easy to detect a self-control conflict. When a particular choice will impact how you define yourself, you pay close attention to steering away from temptations. In contrast, actions that don’t define your identity seem unnoticeable and temporary, which makes it harder to harness self-control.

         So, for example, when you sign a document, you attach your identity (you’ve literally attached your name) to your action. Given that your true self isn’t a reckless cheater, having to sign a document encourages you to be accurate and honest. That’s the reason forms ask for a signature in the first place; it’s not just proof of accuracy and honesty but also motivates accuracy and honesty.

         You can also use identities you don’t hold to encourage the behavior you want. Jonah Berger and Lindsay Rand discovered this in a study in which they gave Stanford University freshmen flyers that said, “Lots of graduate students at Stanford drink.” Freshmen said they wanted to avoid looking like graduate students, so those who read that flyer reported drinking less alcohol than those who read a more typical flyer saying, “Think when you drink. Your health is important.” Once binge-drinking is associated with an identity you don’t hold, even if it’s a positive identity, you’ll think twice about drinking. Such a simple strategy is often all it takes to detect a self-control problem.

         Another simple strategy stems from the “middle problem” we talked about in Chapter 7—we relax our effort in the middle of pursuing a goal. This motivational decline results from the tendency to see beginning and end actions as stronger signals of your identity than middle actions. And because beginning and end actions impact how we see ourselves, it’s easier to detect a self-control conflict at those moments. So, for example, Maferima Touré-Tillery and I found that college students who were trying to save money were more likely to relax their financial goal in the middle of the year. They were more likely to plan all sorts of unnecessary purchases, ranging from new wallets to designer jeans, if they thought about springtime as the “middle” of their academic year than as the beginning of spring term or end of winter term.

         But what if pursuing the goal, rather than giving in to temptation, is inconsistent with your identity? Take the overriding goal to lead a healthy lifestyle. While people in America generally see a healthy lifestyle as part of their group identity, this isn’t the case for all social groups and all health behaviors. As a Jewish person, I don’t associate my ethnicity with athleticism. So, while I personally care to be athletic, reminding me of my Jewish heritage will not make me care to exercise more. Similarly, the backlash against Michelle Obama’s 2010 Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act, which required healthier school lunches in American schools, was fueled by people’s feeling that nachos and pizza represent who they are—their true identity—more than yogurt and greens. Indeed, many people don’t subscribe to the belief that restrained eating, exercising, or refraining from smoking are behaviors that characterize their social group. They might not associate their race, ethnicity, or social class with eating foods Americans typically deem healthy. In general, when temptations are identity-inconsistent, they make it easier to see a problem. But when it’s the goal that appears inconsistent, it’s especially hard to detect a self-control conflict. After all, our identity fuels our motivation.

         Battling temptation

         Identifying a self-control problem is only step one. Now you need to exercise self-control. Self-control strategies counteract temptation, canceling out the influence of temptations on your goal. This works either by increasing your motivation to adhere to the goal or decreasing your motivation to give in to temptation. Some self-control strategies can also do both. The result of exercising self-control is that two opposing forces with similar motivational pull—a goal and a temptation—get further apart, with the motivation to adhere to the goal getting significantly stronger than the motivation to give in to temptation. For example, instead of losing your temper while simultaneously wanting to stay calm, you’d want to stay calm more than you’d be willing to lose your temper, so you don’t blow up.

         Stronger temptations, unsurprisingly, elicit more forceful self-control. Imagine getting ready to lift your desk. If you expect the desk to weigh very little, you’ll approach it with relatively less force than if you expect it to be heavy. Similarly, if you expect only a minor temptation, you’ll exercise less self-control than if you expect it to be extremely hard to resist. You might not be too worried about a temptation to drink too many mimosas at brunch, but the worry that you’ll be tempted to drink too much at a dinner party is stronger. Accordingly, you’re likely to exercise more self-control at the party than at brunch.

         It’s important, then, that you correctly judge the strength of the temptations you’ll face. As long as your expectations are well calibrated, you’ll be prepared to fight temptation off. But if you don’t correctly estimate the strength of a temptation, you’ll fumble. When you underestimate it, you’ll be underprepared and exercise too little self-control. You might underestimate how tempted you’ll be to lie in bed, so you turn off your alarm clock and end up oversleeping. When you overestimate temptation, you might exercise too much self-control (which isn’t always a good thing). If you overestimate how tempted you’d be to sleep in, you might wake up several times to make sure you haven’t missed the alarm and end up ruining a good night’s sleep.

         Not only do we sometimes fail to estimate the strength of temptation, we often also encounter unexpected temptations for which we’re, by definition, unprepared. Having no advance warning makes it harder to exercise self-control. Take my weakness for cookies. As a professor, I attend a lot of faculty meetings. When I first started going to these meetings, I was caught off guard by the freshly baked cookie that always sat at the bottom of our lunch boxes. Unprepared to face my temptation, I always gobbled it up. Now that I’ve learned from years of experience (and regret), I can easily avoid the cookies. I set a rule to never eat cookies in faculty meetings, relying on a broad decision frame to remember that these cookies are not a one-time indulgence. But even now, if you offered me cookies when I wasn’t expecting them, I would happily eat them. Unless I’m prepared to exercise self-control, I usually say yes to cookies.

         To explore the effect of expectations, Ying Zhang and I invited people to complete an anagram, which is a puzzle that scrambles the letters of several words into new words. For example, the word “times” makes “items,” “mites” makes “emits,” “seat” makes “east,” and “teas” makes “eats.” Our research participants faced the temptation to give up as soon as the task got difficult. Knowing that, we told some people that the puzzle would be difficult. Those who expected to have a hard time planned to work harder and did indeed stick to the puzzle longer than those who were told the task would be easy. In telling people they’d have a hard time, we were setting up their expectation to face a temptation to quit, which in turn made them ready to persist.

         In this study, the participants’ telling themselves and the experimenter that they’d work harder served as a self-control strategy (a kind of pledge or a self-imposed deadline, as we discussed in Chapter 2). But there are plenty of other self-control strategies people use. Most strategies fall under two basic categories: those that change the situation itself and those that change how we think about the situation.

         Self-control modifies the situation

         At some point in your life you may have had a friend who ended a bad relationship and then (maybe after a few drinks) was tempted to call her ex. Anticipating that she’d probably want to make that call when she felt lonely, in a moment of clarity before the drinks started flowing, your friend deleted his phone number. In theory, she had three options: (a) she could call her ex; (b) she could delete his contact information and not call him; or (c) she could keep his contact information and not call him. The reason she deleted her ex’s number is that she didn’t trust option (c) to truly exist. If she had her ex at the tip of her fingers, she knew she wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation to call him when she felt lonely. Deleting his number smartly saved her from herself.

         In behavioral science, we call what your friend did “pre-commitment.” A pre-commitment strategy involves eliminating temptation before you’re tempted; you eliminate certain foods from your house or contacts from your phone because you know both that you like them too much and that they’re unhealthy. A gambler might pre-commit to leaving his wallet in the hotel room, taking only a set amount of cash into the casino with him. When the money is gone, the temptation to continue gambling has been eliminated. By similar logic, you could put your money in a retirement savings account to prevent yourself from spending it. Alternatively, you may commit to an earlier-than-necessary deadline at work to encourage yourself to get going on an annoying project you were assigned (recall our discussion of challenging targets in Chapter 2). Either way, your pre-commitment makes it possible to stick to an important goal.

         A pre-commitment strategy can also involve tying yourself to a certain position, not literally as Odysseus did in tying himself to the mast, but figuratively. Think of publicly announcing your engagement or, alternatively, your breakup. Either way, publicly announcing the status of your relationship makes it harder to reverse course. Consider a study in which Yaacov Trope and I offered to pay people for getting a physical exam. When we told some people that the exam would be uncomfortable, they were more likely to postpone getting paid until after they’d completed it. By making compensation contingent on completing the exam, these participants risked that they might not get paid at all. But this also made it more likely that they would follow through with the exam. When you insist on getting paid only after you complete the work, you increase the likelihood that the work will get done.

         A pre-commitment strategy works on either eliminating temptation (as your friend did when she deleted her ex’s number) or securing the goal (as our study participants did when they accepted payment only after finishing their physical). Either way, this strategy defies a basic principle in economics: you can’t have too many options. By economic analysis, adding options to your choice set might not improve your situation, but it can’t hurt. You can always forgo the options you don’t like, as in deciding not to call that ex despite having his contact information. But by a self-control analysis, pre-commitment makes a lot of sense. Temptations are easier to forgo when they’re unavailable.

         Another effective strategy doesn’t eliminate temptation but makes it difficult to swallow. This is the strategy of imposing penalties on yourself for giving in to temptation and rewards for sticking with your goals. A study by Xavier Giné, Dean Karlan, and Jonathan Zinman illustrates this nicely. These researchers offered smokers who wanted to quit a savings account in which they deposited funds for six months. If they quit smoking within that time period (tested with a clean nicotine urine test), their money was returned; otherwise, their money was forfeited to charity. Following the success of this program, Karlan joined up with two other economists to found stickK, an online commitment platform. The platform invites you to make a “commitment contract”—a binding agreement to pay a certain amount of money to an “anti-charity”—an organization that you don’t support—in case you fail to follow through. For example, a left-leaning user recently created a contract requiring him to wake up on time for sixteen weeks. The user committed to donating $80 to the National Rifle Association if he ever hit Snooze and slept for another hour after the alarm went off. Not wanting to support the dissemination of guns in America gave the user incentive to get up on time.

         People also reward themselves for adhering to a goal. Celebrating milestones, such as meeting your monthly savings goal or finishing one year of college, is a way to increase the appeal of your goal and therefore increase the likelihood you’ll stick to it.

         People might even literally move closer to their goals while keeping their distance from temptations. When you want to limit alcohol consumption, you might pull your glass of water toward you and push away your half-empty glass of wine. Motivated students may deliberately select dorm rooms that are closer to the library and farther from Frat Row. And on an interpersonal level, people keep their distance from those who exert a bad influence while staying close to those who are helpful in pursuing long-term interests.

         Self-control modifies how you mentally approach temptation

         Let’s go back to the story about your friend and her ex. There’s a situation in which your friend doesn’t delete her ex’s number, but instead spends the entire night complaining to you about how horribly he treated her. Over drink after drink she tells you how he’d pick fights over the tiniest things, how he’d lie about what he was doing or where he was going, and how he’d lose his temper and call her horrible names. While a night of drinking and complaining might seem like a typical breakup ritual, it actually serves to bolster her self-control. Reminding herself of what a horrible person he is keeps her from calling him, because who wants to date a horrible person?

         What your friend has done here is modify how she mentally approaches the situation. Although complaining about her ex poses very little risk to her, modifying the situation can be a costly approach to battling temptation, as it reduces your flexibility in responding to it. For example, you may have felt uncomfortable when I described anti-charities. If the sleepy liberal overslept once, he’d have to make a donation to the NRA, and he’d severely regret his choice. While oversleeping was within his control, external circumstances sometimes prevent us from following through on our goals, in which case imposing penalties on ourselves will only result in having to pay the penalty on top of missing the goal. The saver who lost her job might regret putting her money in a savings account now that she needs to pay high withdrawal fees to pay her rent. Once the pre-commitment has failed to motivate action, you’ll wish you’d never made it in the first place. Other times, our priorities truly do change. Marriage is a commitment to stay loyal to someone for as long as we both shall live. But many people hesitate to make that pre-commitment, anticipating that they might someday fall for someone else. If you anticipate a change in your circumstances or your taste, you should rightly hesitate to pre-commit.

         This is where “softer” self-control strategies, like the one I described above, come in. These strategies change how people mentally approach the situation, rather than changing the situation itself. If you anticipate a self-control conflict, one way to stack the deck against temptation is to remind yourself what makes the goal attractive and what makes temptations less so. Mentally, you bolster the goal and devalue the temptation. You could, for example, remind yourself that a workout at the gym will make you feel great, or that the cupcakes your colleague brought to work are too colorful to taste good.

         Interestingly, because people engage in this strategy as they prepare themselves to resist temptation, they tend to devalue available temptations more than unavailable ones. For example, we might tell ourselves that our single neighbor isn’t our type because we want to protect our relationship with our partner. But if that neighbor enters into a committed relationship, we’ll feel safe to admit that she really is attractive. As a result of exercising self-control, available temptations appear less tempting.

         Take a study conducted in a campus gym by Kristian Myrseth, Yaacov Trope, and me. As gymgoers were on their way out, we offered them a choice between a health bar and a chocolate bar. Almost everybody chose the health bar, as these were all health-conscious people who didn’t want to send the wrong signal. But how much more appealing was the health bar compared to the chocolate bar? The answer, it seems, depends on when you ask. We asked some gymgoers which bar they thought would taste better before they made their choice. These people rated the health bar as much better than the chocolate bar. Those who we asked after they’d chosen, however, thought that the health bar and chocolate bar were equally appealing. Before choosing, these gymgoers actively inhibited the appeal of the temptation, telling themselves (and the experimenter) that a chocolate bar is not very good. But once a choice had been made and the chocolate bar was no longer available, gymgoers could admit it looked delicious. While we often devalue unchosen options to justify our choice after we’ve made it—call it the “sour-grapes effect” or cognitive dissonance—when it comes to self-control evaluations, forgone temptations become more appealing because we no longer need to protect ourselves from pursuing them.

         Another self-control strategy involves mentally distancing yourself from the self-control dilemma. If you were tempted to pick a heavy pasta dish while out with friends, you could ask yourself what a health-conscious person would choose to eat. If you were tempted to buy an expensive pair of headphones, you could ask if you’d still want to buy them next week. You can distance yourself by imagining the dilemma occurring to a different person, in the far future, or in a faraway place. Thinking about what your advice would be to someone who faced a similar dilemma or what you would do if you had to make the decision next year helps you choose the goal over the temptation.

         Embedded deep in this strategy is self-talk. We regularly talk to ourselves; after all, we can always trust ourselves to listen. But people vary in how they self-talk. You can use “immersed self-talk,” which takes the I/me, first-person perspective. You could be asking, for example, “What do I want?” Or you can use “distanced self-talk,” which takes a third-person perspective. You would be asking, for example, “What does [Your Name] want?” As Ethan Kross has documented, distanced self-talk gives us better control over emotions than immersed self-talk. One study involved college students who, like all students, were nervous about their job prospects. These students were asked to explain why they were qualified for their dream job to a panel of expert interviewers, an anxiety-provoking task for anyone. Those who were guided to use distanced self-talk were better able to control their anxiety. These students asked themselves “How does [My Name] feel about preparing for their presentation?” which helped them better control their emotions than those who asked themselves “How do I feel about preparing for this presentation?” Asking yourself in the third person why you feel something and how you plan to deal with it helps suppress negative emotions because it feels somehow as if it’s happening to someone else.

         Another method of distancing yourself involves thinking of temptations in “cool” terms, that is, cognitive and emotionally neutral terms. In one of the first self-control studies, the psychologist Walter Mischel explored how three-to-five-year-old children resist eating marshmallows in a famous study that became known as the marshmallow test (more on this in Chapter 11). Children who were encouraged to mentally distance themselves by imagining the marshmallows as cool, nonappetitive objects—for example, “white, puffy clouds” or “round, white moons”—were better able to resist eating them than those who imagined them as the appetizing objects they are, thinking of them, for example, as “sweet and chewy and soft.”

         Changing how we think of the situation may further involve setting the intention to adhere to a goal and forgo temptation. College students who were asked to list the number of hours they would spend on their course work on a given day listed more hours if they were first asked to list the number of hours they planned to spend on leisure. On the other hand, college students who were asked to list the number of hours they would spend on leisure listed fewer hours if they were first asked to list the number of hours they would need to spend on their academic work. In both cases, we asked students to think about both temptations and goals. Thinking about temptation first led them to plan to spend time on their goals, and thinking about goals first led them to plan to avoid temptation. This study illustrates the process of counteracting temptations: you motivate yourself to pursue a goal when you encounter temptation and motivate yourself to avoid a temptation when important goals are at stake.

         The experience of exercising self-control: Depleting yet unconscious

         Battling temptation is tiring and even harder to do when you’re exhausted to begin with. Roy Baumeister and Kathleen Vohs call this “ego depletion.” Health workers, for example, skip mandatory hand-washing more often later in their workday. And doctors are more likely to prescribe unnecessary antibiotics the longer they’ve worked a shift. For tired physicians, prescribing antibiotics is tempting because patients often demand them, and physicians want to do something more concrete than telling you to wait for test results or until your symptoms go away.

         The lesson we can learn from tired health workers is that because exercising self-control is effortful, you may want to make decisions that involve self-control early in the day. Whether you’re deciding on your diet or considering an impulsive purchase, it’s best to wait until you’re alert enough to make the right choice.

         Popular magazines (and some scientific research) may correctly portray self-control as effortful but mistakenly portray it solely as a conscious process. You might imagine yourself feeling torn between the devil and the angel, sitting on opposite shoulders and whispering conflicting advice into your ears. But the reality is that your self-control is much more efficient than that. When you skip an unhealthy dessert or an advertisement for a gadget you shouldn’t buy, or when you calm yourself during a heated debate, you’re often controlling yourself unconsciously.

         Most of the time and under most circumstances, we control ourselves without paying attention to what we’re doing. This subconscious fight to resist temptation is immensely helpful—if you consciously weighed the pros and cons of nearly every decision you made, you wouldn’t have time for much else.

         Unconscious strategies are very similar to the self-control strategies we’ve already talked about, with the upside that they don’t require attention and don’t wear out our energy as much. You don’t need to be aware that you’re exercising self-control to glorify your goal or downplay your temptation. When you want your relationship to succeed, you exaggerate the positive qualities of your partner and downplay the attractiveness of other potential partners (as you might have done with that attractive single neighbor). You make the goal more attractive than the temptation without realizing that you’re thinking this way to protect your relationship. When people exercise self-control, they automatically evaluate their goals more positively and evaluate their temptations more negatively. You might associate eating healthy food with feeling proud and successful and associate eating unhealthy food with feeling shameful.

         Similar low-level self-control processes also help you keep your goal in mind when you encounter temptation. When a health-conscious person is confronted with a burger, they immediately think of their health and are more likely to eat something else instead. Similarly, people who are trying to save money might bring their bank account to mind when faced with the temptation to buy something just because it’s on sale. To illustrate this process, one study had research participants first list their goal-temptation conflicts; for example, one person wrote “study-basketball,” so we can assume they needed to study but were tempted to play basketball. Another person wrote “faithful-sex,” so you can imagine their dilemma. Using a computerized task, it was then found that people were faster to read their goal words after the temptation words were briefly flashed in the same location on the computer screen. Temptations bring to mind the goals that override them in such a way that people are mentally prepared to perceive these goals.

         Unconscious self-control also helps steer you toward your goal and away from temptation, as Paul Stillman, Danila Medvedev, and Melissa Ferguson discovered. Their study used another computerized task. In this task research participants saw two images of foods, like an apple and an ice cream bar, on opposite sides of the monitor. Their task was to draw a line from the bottom center of the screen toward the food that would help them meet their health and fitness goals. The question of interest in this paradigm is how straight the line is—do you go directly to the food that’s healthy, or is your line tilted a bit in the direction of the food that isn’t healthy? As it turned out, those with better self-control were able to draw straighter lines; they were implicitly resisting the temptations on the other side of the screen and going directly to the healthy food.

         People’s ability to exhibit these low-level responses sheds light on what’s going on under the conscious surface. They explain, for example, why some people automatically push their wineglass away when they want to be sure not to overdrink, or why you can automatically move your gaze away from an advertisement for a new laptop you’d like to buy before you get your next paycheck.

         These low-level responses are frequent, and with practice they become a habit. You probably don’t need to motivate yourself to brush your teeth. You’ve learned to associate “getting up in the morning” with “brushing my teeth.” Maybe you’ve similarly learned to associate certain foods (for me, that would be doughnuts) with an “I’ll skip that” response. As Wendy Wood discovered, once you’ve formed a habit, the context triggers your behavior directly, regardless of whether you’ve set an explicit goal or exercised self-control. With practice, resolving self-control conflicts becomes easier. You might not even need to remind yourself of the goal or even involve your self-control at all.

         When you haven’t yet established a habit, you can try setting implementation intentions and start practicing. According to Peter Gollwitzer, a simple implementation plan can go a long way. Once you’ve set a goal, add a plan in the format of “I will do [goal-directed actions] when [situation X] arises.” You may say, for example, “I’ll do yoga once I wake up” or “I’ll put my glass in the sink as soon as I finish my first glass of wine.” An implementation intention, once set, reminds you to do what you’ve said you’ll do once you encounter the cue you set (waking up, or taking your last sip of wine). Usually, we’re able to enact set plans almost automatically, again relying on our subconscious to do it for us.

         Overall, while recognizing that self-control can be hard and will often leave you tired, we can remind ourselves that with practice and set intentions self-control can become automatic. Eventually, you might form a habit, which bypasses self-control. You won’t need to think about what you should do (and what you shouldn’t) at all. You simply act in a way that’s beneficial for you.

         Questions to ask yourself

         By now you should be able to distinguish between the challenge of detecting a self-control problem and that of battling temptation. And you should be able to recognize which self-control strategies fit each of these challenges. Getting familiar with your self-control arsenal should increase your confidence that you can resist temptations, as well as help you develop some strategies to increase your chance of success. Here are the main questions you could ask yourself to improve your self-control:

         	Know your enemy: What are your main temptations? What are some situations under which you’re most likely to succumb to temptation?

            	How can you make it more likely that you’ll detect self-control dilemmas? Possibly think about decisions in bulk, assuming that whatever you decide to do today, you’ll do each time you face a similar situation. Think of yourself in the future. You are your future self’s best friend; what can you do for that person today? Evaluate how your decisions reflect on your identity. Is there an identity that stands in the way of pursuing your goals?

            	How do you battle temptation? Consider making a pre-commitment to help you achieve your goal and rewarding yourself for progress made. Think about how you would mentally approach temptation. What makes pursuing your goals so much better than giving in to temptation? Can you distance yourself from the situation, use self-talk by asking what [Your Name] should do, and challenge yourself with high expectations?

            	When planning to resist temptation, how do you protect yourself from challenges like limited resources and feeling depleted? Plan for extra goal protection when you’re tired toward the end of the day. Or form a habit.
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            Patience

         

         As the saying goes, good things come to those who wait. But waiting is no fun. Whether you’re waiting for your grilled-cheese sandwich to reach the perfect temperature or for your investment to mature, waiting is hard. The English word “patient” refers to both a person who’s able to wait and a person who’s in need of medical treatment. The double meaning isn’t accidental. Both words have the same origin as “the one who suffers.” Waiting is painful.

         One reason waiting can be so difficult is that waiting often requires you to forgo something smaller, sooner, in favor of something larger, later. It also requires that you keep your cool, staying calm when you can’t get what you want in the moment. These requirements may remind you of our talk about self-control in the last chapter. That’s because being patient often relies on self-control, so much so that motivation scientists sometimes equate being patient with exercising self-control. Indeed, one of the classic paradigms for studying self-control, colloquially known as the “marshmallow test,” which I mentioned in Chapter 10, actually assesses patience.

         The famous marshmallow test dates back to the 1960s, when psychologist Walter Mischel set out to study how young children delay gratification. The test typically offers kids a choice between two food rewards. In the original study, children were brought to a room and sat at a table that held a single marshmallow. Researchers told the kids that if they could wait before eating the marshmallow (usually, the waiting would last ten to twenty minutes, though the kids wouldn’t know that), they could have two marshmallows. Then the researchers left the room and watched what happened when the kids were left alone with their sweet treat. At any point during the wait, the children could’ve changed their minds and eaten their one marshmallow immediately. The number of minutes they waited before deciding that enough was enough defined their “patience score.”

         Think of something that’s very tempting to you, like a glass of wine, a slice of freshly baked chocolate cake, or your Twitter feed. Imagine sitting in front of the temptation with nothing to do but wait. The wait time is unknown to you, but you believe that once it elapses, you’ll get something better: a more expensive glass of wine or more time to spend on Twitter.

         Using the marshmallow test, researchers initially identified the strategies children used to help themselves wait. Kids who were able to distract themselves (some sang songs or came up with games to play with their hands and feet; some even tried to fall asleep) and kids who thought about the food reward in nonappetitive terms (a marshmallow could be a white cloud, as we discussed in Chapter 10) were able to wait longer. Things got significantly more interesting when, around a decade later, Mischel and his colleagues went back to these children—by then adolescents—to see how they were doing. They found that preschoolers who had been able to be patient in the face of a tempting marshmallow were doing better cognitively and socially as adolescents. They got better grades and had more friends.

         These marshmallow test data have been analyzed several times since then, and although by no means will the ability to exercise patience in one instance determine a child’s future, delaying gratification at a young age tends to partially predict important life outcomes.

         Research like the marshmallow test tells us that patience at an early age predicts positive outcomes later in life. But it doesn’t tell us why. What is it about patience that enables success? Is it that patient people have stronger willpower? Are they smarter? Do patient children trust that good things really do come to those who wait so they’re more likely to finish their homework before going to play outside? Motivation science suggests it’s a combination of these factors plus more. But to address these factors, I need to start with why waiting is so hard in the first place.

         Why waiting is hard

         Waiting is a necessary evil. Most of the larger rewards we aspire to in life can take years of waiting. You save for retirement for decades before reaping the rewards of your effort. And if you want to move up at work, you might need to spend several years earning an online degree or going through a training program. Waiting is even a recipe for better health. The patient who’s patient is the one who’s willing to wait before asking for potentially unnecessary antibiotics or surgery. Yet waiting patiently isn’t easy.

         Waiting is hard because we’re wired to discount our futures. In our mind, what happens to us in the future is worth less simply because it won’t happen right now. A promise for $100 in a year, for example, will make you less happy than getting $100 now. You’ll similarly be less excited about the opportunity to see your girlfriend next month than about being able to see her today.

         Situations that require you to wait go against your human nature. They require forgoing an immediate option with higher appeal in favor of a delayed option with low appeal. For example, saving requires turning present income, which you highly value, into future income, which you value less. So when my eight-year-old son gets his allowance, he can either spend it or save it. Given that he values the money more if he can use it right now, it’s no wonder he doesn’t save.

         To describe the speed at which future outcomes lose their appeal, we can refer to “discount rate.” If you’re patient, you have a low discount rate: you value future outcomes almost the same as present ones. You’ll be okay having to postpone seeing your girlfriend because you value future love similarly to present love. If you’re impatient, you have a high discount rate: you value future outcomes much less than present ones. You won’t wait for love because you care about having it now much more than you appreciate having it later.

         Regardless of how low your discount rate is, we all typically have a high-enough rate that we prefer immediate rewards. We’re willing to accept less and pay more if we can get the thing we’re waiting for right now. This is one reason airlines increase the price of flights the closer you get to departure. You’re willing to pay more for a flight that’s scheduled for tomorrow as opposed to one that is scheduled in a couple of months. Broadway shows also cost more if you buy tickets for a show that’s happening tonight versus in a few weeks. And when shopping online, you’re not just willing to pay more for one-day delivery, you expect to.

         Realizing that we’re impatient creatures is half the battle, as it prepares us to fight against impatience. But we also have to know the specific factors that determine just how impatient we are.

         What causes impatience

         A keen observer will have noticed that successful tech companies like Apple have become masters at exploiting impatience. Whenever Apple comes out with a new, updated version of the iPhone, the company announces the new phone long before they’re ready to release it. Besides the announcement that it’s in development, you don’t hear much more about the phone—what it’ll look like or what it’ll be able to do. In 2000, Dr. Arnold Kim capitalized on the impatience this strategy creates by founding a website called MacRumors. The website publishes unofficial information about Apple’s new products. Each post about the rumored features of the newest iPhone or iPad satisfies the impatient tech lover as they wait. Eventually, Dr. Kim’s blog became so successful that he decided to quit medicine and dedicate himself to the lucrative work of spilling Apple’s secrets.

         Apple’s and MacRumor’s success tell us that the longer someone stands to wait, the more value they assign to a product. But also that people have a hard time waiting. Generally speaking, if you’re willing to wait, you both stand to get more and feel that what you get is more special. After all, your new phone will feel more precious if you’ve waited several months to buy it. Given that waiting is hard but will make you value what you’ve been waiting for, what specific factors make people impatient?

         Lack of willpower. When we give in to temptation, we often chide ourselves for having very little willpower, so it likely comes as no surprise that a lack of willpower, which is your ability to exercise self-control, increases impatience. When Angela Duckworth, Eli Tsukayama, and Teri Kirby analyzed the marshmallow test data, they found a correlation between how much willpower parents and teachers said children had and how long these children waited for their reward. Kids who seemed to have more willpower were also more patient. But these studies also found that children’s cognitive ability predicted the amount of time they could wait. So willpower cannot be the entire story. Having a strong mind, on top of a strong will, predicts the decision to wait. Smarts matter because a child who’s able to fully reason through the benefits of waiting will be more patient. And being smart in pursuing delayed benefits is useful for adults, too.

         Similarly, in a recent reanalysis Walter Mischel and his colleagues published after he passed, willpower at ages seventeen to thirty-seven predicted how much money a person had made by age forty-six. While in this analysis the single preschool marshmallow test score didn’t predict midlife financial performance, parents’ ratings of their children’s willpower and, later, participants’ ratings of their own willpower, did.

         Lack of trust. How long should you wait before you give up? When waiting, this is a question you implicitly ask yourself. Put yourself in the shoes of a kid sitting in front of a marshmallow waiting for some grown-up to come back and say you can eat it. How long should you wait before concluding that the experimenter is never coming back? Or consider waiting for the bus at midnight. How long should you wait before you conclude that the bus isn’t running anymore and start walking home? Note that I’m asking how long you should wait, not how long you would.

         You surely would not wait forever. At a certain point, you should no longer trust the experimenter or the bus to come. You should conclude that the larger-later option is not really an option and decide to go for the immediate alternative, whether it’s less candy or the walk home. You lose patience because you don’t see the point in continuing to wait.

         A main reason people are impatient is because they don’t trust that waiting will pay off. They might not trust others to deliver on their promises, or they estimate the remaining wait time as simply too long. Often, the longer you’ve waited, the less trusting you become. If the bus hasn’t arrived after thirty minutes (when you expected it to be just five minutes), it’s more likely that it won’t arrive tonight. And so patience declines over time.

         Some evidence for the effect of trust comes from the marshmallow test. It was found that children from stable home environments tended to wait longer. If you grow up in a predictable environment, you trust adults to deliver on their promises. You might even decide to go to graduate school, delaying a steady paycheck by a few years, because you trust it’ll pay off. In contrast, children from less stable environments are more suspicious of the adults in their lives. Sometimes, adults deliver on their promises; other times, they fail to do so. When children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds grow to be more impatient adults, it’s often because they learned that the world is untrustworthy. If you learned to be suspicious of adults as a child, you might skip graduate school or undersave because the notion that good things come to those who wait doesn’t quite resonate with your personal life experience.

         Lack of care. How does the love of marshmallows influence a child’s willingness to wait for two marshmallows later instead of receiving just one marshmallow right now? How does the love of coffee influence a coffee fanatic’s willingness to wait until he makes it to his boutique coffee shop instead of buying coffee at the first coffee shop he sees? As you may have guessed, the more you care for something, the longer you’re willing to wait for more of it or a better version of it. Love is patient, after all.

         When you love something, whether it’s marshmallows, coffee, or seeing a big number in your savings account, there’s a big difference between the inferior and the superior versions of it. Tech enthusiasts believe there’s a big difference between the currently available phone and the one that will be released next fall. Expecting a large difference, you’re willing to wait. On the other hand, if you’re like me, a phone is a phone, just like coffee is coffee. Why wait for a new model that’s only slightly better than the one I could buy now? Given that I don’t fall in love with machines, I’m an impatient consumer of technology.

         In a study that documented just how patient love (or even just liking something) can be, Annabelle Roberts, Franklin Shaddy, and I asked research participants to choose between getting a T-shirt that would fit them perfectly in ten weeks or getting a T-shirt one size too large this week. Presumably, a T-shirt that’s slightly too big can still be worn at home and will make for cozy pajamas, but you probably won’t wear it when you want to look your best. Either way, waiting on the mail can be hard. The catch was that some people made this trade-off for a T-shirt design they really liked while others made it for a design they thought was just okay (based on how they rated twelve designs we showed them). We found that people were willing to wait the extra nine weeks for a T-shirt that fit, but only if they loved the design. When making the decision for a design they liked less, they were less patient. Other studies found that, for products ranging from coffee, beer, and chocolate to cheese and breakfast cereal, the more people liked the product, the more patient they were in waiting for a larger portion to be delivered next month over a smaller portion right now.

         Note that while love increases your willingness to wait—you’d choose the larger-later over the smaller-sooner option—your experience while waiting will be more difficult. When you love something, you find it harder to keep your calm while you’re waiting. The longer you wait, the more agitated you become. Indeed, in a study that investigated how desire for a consumer product changes over time, Xianchi Dai and I found that the longer people waited, the more they desired the product, but only if they liked it a lot. If they had good substitutes, they actually desired it less the longer they had waited.

         You may have experienced this if you’ve ever traveled abroad. Many students who study abroad and spend several months in another country eventually find that they miss the food from their home country. In our study, the longer students traveling to Hong Kong had to wait to eat a homey dish, the more they looked forward to it.

         While growing up in Israel, I felt similarly during the Passover holiday, when religious tradition prohibited the sales of foods that contain flour. I started to really miss bread. Inspired by my own experience, in another study, Dai and I surveyed people who abstain from chametz foods during Passover, and, indeed, they desired these foods more the longer they went without them. But the growing discomfort happened only if people hadn’t identified satisfying substitutes for the desired foods. When observant participants considered having matzah (which substitutes for bread), flourless cake (which substitutes for cake made with flour), or potato dishes (which substitute for pasta dishes), the amount they missed flour-based foods didn’t grow much over time. A similar phenomenon was observed when people were instructed to abstain from social media. One study asked Facebook users to stop using Facebook for three days. People who didn’t have good substitutes, like Twitter or Instagram, desired to use Facebook more and became more impatient over the course of the three days.

         Having substitutes means that you like something, or someone, less. On the one hand, you find it easier to wait. On the other hand, you might not bother to wait.

         A desire to get this off your mind. Recently, I paid $20 to a colleague I owed $15. When she reminded me that I owed her, I grabbed my wallet and found only $20 bills. I pulled out a bill to hand to her, but she shook her head, insisting that she didn’t want to take more than I owed. I insisted right back. I’d rather pay $20 now than $15 at a later point. Why was I impatient to pay my debt, even though it cost me $5?

         We often associate impatience with wanting to get money or other goods as soon as possible. Yet people are also impatient to close debts, in which case they can’t wait to give their money away. When we asked people, the majority said they’d do what I did because it’s better to overpay now to close small debts instead of leaving the debt open until they have the exact amount. Moreover, the majority of people also preferred to be underpaid now over leaving a debt open. So, for example, most people prefer to pay $20 now than wait until they can pay $18, and most people prefer to receive $18 now than wait until the person who owes them can pay $20.

         These decisions reveal that people are impatient. They’re willing to lose money to close debt sooner. The reason people prefer to close a debt sooner regardless of whether they owe or are owed is that they dislike open goals. People want to achieve goal closure.

         Take the choice between doing more work now versus less work later. One study found that people prefer to transcribe more alphanumeric passwords (e.g., 3atAmynZ5P) today than fewer passwords in one week’s time. Why? Doing the work now allowed them to cross it off their list. For a similar reason, some people choose to pay their credit card bill once it’s posted and before it’s due, and in another study, the majority of surveyed people said that if they needed to get vaccinated, they’d rather get a painful shot today than wait to take a painless pill in one week.

         We become more eager to complete the goal, and therefore more impatient, the closer we get to its end state—recall the goal gradient effect in Chapter 5. Think of a time when you were getting ready to go on vacation. How difficult was it to focus on work, housework, or anything other than getting on the plane, train, or automobile that would get you to your vacation? We also become more agitated as we get closer to the end of the line in the DMV, regardless of how long we’ve already waited. Feeling closer to the end of a waiting period makes people restless. You find it harder to continue waiting and can’t wait for the waiting to end.

         Altogether, there are several reasons people are impatient. You might have weak willpower or low trust. You might not care enough or be too eager to finish. Before I explain how to fix these problems, keep in mind that at times, impatience isn’t a problem. Instead, it can be an adaptive response to your environment. It’s not the case that people should always wait. If you’re hungry or tired, for example, a small immediate gratification could keep you going. Whether it’s an afternoon snack or a short nap, a small gratification allows you to optimize your mental and physical functioning. You might correctly prioritize immediacy over quantity. And if you always wait for something better later, you might never get to enjoy the moment. That’s not the way to live a happy life.

         Remedies: How to increase patience

         Patience is incredibly important in life. Patient people are more likely to graduate from college, as it requires forgoing an immediate but potentially less interesting job in favor of a later but potentially more satisfying career. Patient people also tend to save more money, as they’re willing to put funds away for the future rather than spend them now. They’re better at keeping their cool while stuck in traffic or standing in line at the coffee shop. And they’re less likely to ruin their appetite by snacking too much before dinner. But patience, as I said before, is fickle. We all have some patience and we’re all sometimes impatient. So how do you build patience when you need it to work in your favor?

         Distraction. In his most famous experiment, the mathematician John Edmund Kerrich flipped a coin 10,000 times. The total percentage of heads and tails varied wildly at first but gradually converged around 50/50, providing a demonstration of the Law of Large Numbers. Though it proved to be an important discovery, Kerrich ran this experiment to distract himself. In the 1940s, he was held in Nazi captivity and passed his time waiting for the end of World War II by flipping a coin. Not knowing how long it would take to be freed, he remained patient by passing the time doing something, even though it was a rather mundane task. Children in the original marshmallow studies also used this strategy. When they kept themselves busy making up songs or stories, they were distracting themselves so they wouldn’t have to think about the marshmallow in front of them.

         What Kerrich and the marshmallow testers demonstrate is that pushing the wait out of mind is an effective way to increase patience. Find something else to do and try to forget you’re waiting. It’s easy to wait if you’re not aware you’re waiting in the first place.

         Make your decision in advance. If I offered to give you $120 in six months or $100 now, which would you choose? What if I offered $120 in a year and a half or $100 in a year? Many people would choose $100 in the first scenario but $120 in the second. Either way, I’m asking you to wait six months for an extra $20. So why are people willing to wait when they’d already have to wait at least a year for their money? The answer is that distance increases patience. When the options are close, we tend to choose a smaller-sooner reward, but when there’s distance to either option, we choose the larger-later reward.

         This example demonstrates one strategy to increase patience: make the decision to wait in advance. According to the “advanced decision” technique, you’ll be more patient if you decide between the smaller-sooner and the larger-later options ahead of time, when they’re both scheduled in the far future. It’s easier to wait an extra month for a better product or a better price when the waiting takes place next year rather than now. Our perception of time is nonlinear—the difference between now and next month seems larger in our mind than the difference between one year from now and one year plus one month.

         Another reason people switch their answer is because of what motivation researchers call “hyperbolic discounting.” People are initially quick to discount future outcomes but discount these future outcomes more slowly later on. So in your mind, a sum of money is worth much less if you’re to get it in six months, but it isn’t worth much less if you get it in a year and a half rather than a year from now.

         Pigeons benefit from having to make advanced decisions, too. If they choose in advance, pigeons opt for the larger-later reward. In one study, Howard Rachlin and Leonard Green had pigeons choose between a small, immediate reward (a peck on a key that produced two seconds of access to grain immediately) and a large, delayed reward (a peck on a key that produced four seconds of access to grain, delayed by four seconds). The pigeons were impatient; they preferred the small, immediate reward. However, when the researchers introduced a constant time delay of ten seconds, making the immediate reward appear in ten seconds and the delayed (larger) reward appear in fourteen seconds, the pigeons started switching to pecking on the key that offered the delayed reward. They therefore switched their answer to the question “Are you willing to wait an additional four seconds for more grains?” depending on whether their decision was made way in advance, in which case they were patient, or just before the immediate reward became available, in which case they were impatient.

         We can use this principle to increase patience. All we need to do is introduce more time before the smaller-sooner option becomes available. If, for example, you knew you could only afford to take one trip over the summer, you’d be better off planning your trip in advance. If you were forced to make a choice right now about whether you’d take a weekend trip this weekend or a weeklong trip next month, it’d likely be hard to resist booking a weekend escape. But what if your choice was between a weekend vacation in three months or a weeklong vacation in four months? No matter how much you’re aching for a vacation, you’d likely be able to wait an extra month for the longer trip. After all, you already have to wait. It’s also easier to skip paying expedited delivery fees if paying shortens the delivery from ten to five days than if it would shorten it from five days to next day.

         Wait to choose. Thomas Jefferson once said, “When angry, count to ten before you speak. If very angry, a hundred.” In saying this, he endorsed another strategy to increase patience, the “wait-to-choose” technique. This technique involves postponing the decision on how to respond (choose the option that benefits you now versus later) until after you hear about the options and think about your decision for a while.

         The wait-to-choose technique introduces a deliberation time in which you get to assess the options and appreciate the advantage of getting something better if you wait a bit longer. As a result, you become more patient. For example, in one study, Dai and I asked people to choose between entering a lottery for a merely okay digital audio player that was available in fifteen days or for a better player that was available in forty days. Some people waited to make the lottery choice, while others chose immediately. Those who waited thirteen days before choosing were more likely to wait for the better model than those who had made their choice immediately. Waiting to choose made people appreciate getting a better model of the audio player more, and therefore made them more willing to wait for it.

         Address the cause of impatience. Other techniques to increase patience directly address the causes of impatience we discussed earlier. If the cause of impatience is a lack of willpower, we can improve self-control, for example, by reminding ourselves that the future will one day be our present. Alternatively, we can increase the degree to which we feel connected to our future self. Psychological connectedness is a tested technique for increasing patience. For college students, using virtual reality to generate an image of themselves at age seventy increased their intentions to save for retirement, just as writing a letter to their future self increased their propensity to exercise.

         If you’re impatient because the future is uncertain, increasing your confidence in future outcomes will make them worth the wait. For example, you can set an automatic payment of credit card debt in the present, making it less likely that you’ll forget to pay your bill on time. Or you can demand that a payment stay in escrow until you’re eligible for it. This is a common practice in real estate, where sellers are more comfortable waiting for money when buyers submit their payment to a third party, such as the title company. And if the cause of impatience is lack of love for the larger-later reward, you can remind yourself what’s special about the reward and why you care about it in the first place. It might even happen spontaneously as you employ the waiting-to-choose technique; as you wait, you may value the waited-for options more. This psychology is at play when you grow fonder of products as you wait in line. When you invest in something, you learn to appreciate it.

         But when the stakes are small, you may want to quickly close the goal in order to take it off your mind. In this case, there are technological solutions to help you. You could put a reminder on your calendar to follow up later or schedule your emails to be delivered at a future time, for example. And if you’re concerned that you’ll forget to use a coupon, you’re probably not alone. A large proportion of coupons and gift cards are never redeemed. But if you’re worried that your impatience to use a gift card or coupon will lead you to buy something you don’t really need, a calendar reminder to use your discount at a later date might be handy.

         Be patient for the sake of others. Finally, you might be more patient if you enlist others to join you in the wait. If we both decide to wait, the waiting will be easier. And if your benefits depend on my ability to wait, that might be even more effective at increasing my patience. A couple that sets a joint savings goal may be better able to achieve it than individuals with no joint goal or social support. Take a study that used a modified version of the marshmallow test, but this time handed out cookies. In this study, Rebecca Koomen, Sebastian Grueneisen, and Esther Herrmann assigned some children to pairs. Within each pair, the children got the larger-later reward only if both independently decided to wait. Children were more patient when they realized that eating their cookie too early would not only cost them but would cost their partner a second cookie, too.

         Next time you find yourself waiting for a sandwich, an investment, or anything in between, try some of these strategies. You’ll be more patient in the end.

         Questions to ask yourself

         Few people describe themselves as patient. Most of us, myself included, feel we could benefit from being willing to wait a bit longer. Below are some questions you can ask yourself as you work to become more patient and therefore strive to get the larger-later rewards in life.

         	Are you more patient in some contexts than others? Are you making shortsighted financial, medical, academic, or other decisions?

            	When you’re impatient, are you mainly concerned about making shortsighted decisions or feeling agitated, even angry, about having to wait? Is it both the decision and the experience that are difficult for you?

            	Why are you impatient? There are several possible reasons: lack of willpower, lack of trust that good things will happen if you wait, not caring enough for the delayed rewards, or maybe there’s already too much on your mind.

            	How can you become more patient? Consider distracting yourself, and the advanced-decision and wait-to-choose techniques. You may also increase your sense of connection to your future self or your trust that future outcomes will materialize. Alternatively, remind yourself what you like about the waited-for items. Or use technology to get things off your mind and ease the experience of waiting. Finally, you could make the decision to be patient with others and for the sake of others. Indeed, working with others is the final ingredient in motivating yourself (see Part IV).

         
 

      
   


   
      
         
            Part IV

            Social Support

         

         Here I am, writing about social support in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. I’m at home, where I’ve been isolating from the world with my family for many months. Social distancing is the name of the game. I haven’t seen my colleagues or friends in months, and I don’t know when I’ll see my parents next. The week before my university closed, a colleague reached out his hand to me before immediately pulling back. We stopped shaking hands a few months ago. My three-year-old neighbor waved at me this morning, and I waved from a distance before her mother pulled her away. We no longer hug our adorable little neighbors.

         For many, this era of reduced social contact has provided a daily reminder of just how critical others are in helping us stay motivated. Having colleagues, friends, and family by your side makes it easier to push forward. So, while we’ve all been advised to use our time in quarantine to exercise, read, learn a new skill, eat more healthily, and learn to work from home, it’s harder to attend to these goals without your people around you. There has been no time quite like this year to evaluate the importance of social support in motivating us to achieve our goals.

         It’s also a perfect time to write about how we, as humans, are programmed to join forces with other humans in working together toward goals that we share as a group. While people are physically isolated, a new sense of community is emerging. We join a single purpose as we fight a common enemy, and our success depends on each person doing their part. Our ability to coordinate with others in pursuing a shared goal is being tested across the globe. If we can succeed at this challenge, there’s a chance we can tackle other globally shared goals as well. There’s hope that the skills we develop during this crisis could be used to reduce pollution or fight climate change.

         In this section, we’ll talk about how others help us achieve our goals. Motivation science explores several possibilities. Some involve the mere presence of others in our lives. Especially if we consider people to be role models, their expectations and actions motivate us to achieve our goals. They may also lend a helping hand to encourage our progress or to help us stick with something important. As humans, we have evolved to help each other. We feel distressed when a baby cries because we hear their call for help, and we feel an urge to do something about it even if they aren’t our baby. We’re ready to provide help to others as well as receive it.

         Further, others work with us to accomplish shared goals. We’ve all heard the saying “teamwork makes the dream work.” We know we should never be tempted to credit a single individual with a company’s success or a scientific discovery. Neil Armstrong didn’t land on the moon by himself; countless others helped. Indeed, the bigger the achievement, the likelier it is that others were involved. A lesson I’m reminded of during quarantine: you may only need two people to make a baby, but it really does take a village to raise that child.

         Several features of our motivational system allow us to efficiently support each other’s goals and pursue shared goals. First, we pay a lot of attention to the people around us. We dedicate most of our thinking to other people. Unless your mind is completely occupied—and how often is that?—it tends to wander. And when it wanders, it tends to wander toward other people. Maybe you’re imagining what someone else is doing or what they think of you.

         To get a sense of how much attention we pay to other people, consider the ease with which sports fans perform “the wave.” Fans accomplish this complicated coordination effort all the time in stadiums of thousands. Even young children can clap their hands together in perfect unison, an ability that only improves with age as they become more attentive to others.

         We also seek others’ company. As humans, we’re social animals; we thrive in groups and fall ill when alone. No matter whether you identify as an introvert or an extrovert, to some extent you need to be with other people. Social isolation is so unnatural to humans that it’s considered a harsh and often cruel and unethical punishment. Solitary confinement has been identified as a major cause of mental illness, one that can lead to death.

         Moreover, we’re usually ready to work with others, whether as a team or as partners. When we meet someone new, we evaluate how we can work with them. We typically start by noting other people’s social status; that is, their position in the social hierarchy. When we know if someone has more or less power than us, whether they’re superordinate, subordinate, or equal to us, we know how to work with them. We seek out information on others’ power because it tells us how we ought to relate to them in pursuing shared goals.

         So we know people pay close attention to others, seek others’ company, and are ready to cooperate with others. Combine these features with the understanding that important goals require the support of others, and you should start to get a sense of why social support is critical for successful goal pursuit. Whether you wish to get in shape or overcome a pandemic, you’d better join forces. But the question remains: How do we work with others in a way that’s optimal for success?

         Part IV seeks to answer this question by addressing the various aspects of social support and how to create a social network that helps your goals. Chapter 12 is about pursuing your own goals in the presence of others. You might look up to your role model or join a Zumba class to achieve your health goals. Chapter 13 is about pursuing goals with others. These are goals that require joint effort, like winning a soccer game or making a scientific discovery. Chapter 14 explores implications of social support for successful relationships. It explains why you’re drawn toward those who support your goals and away from those who stand in the way.
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            Pursuing Goals in the

Presence of Others

         

         Many of us, myself included, are quick to use “we” to describe others’ actions and achievements. Think how many times you’ve heard someone say “we won the game” or “we landed on the moon.” Though most of us are neither professional athletes nor astronauts, it feels natural to use “we” to describe these achievements. By virtue of the pronoun “we,” it’s difficult to distinguish between something you and I did last weekend versus something Neil Armstrong did in 1969. The ambiguity in our language is in large part because there’s no psychological need to make such a distinction. The boundaries between others and ourselves are far from clear-cut.

         Psychologists use the concept of “self-other overlap” or “psychological overlap” to account for the perception of overlapping identities between ourselves and others. Imagine a Venn diagram where one circle represents your identity and the other circle represents the identity of someone close to you. There’s likely a lot of overlap between the two. This diagram captures the psychology of how we think of others who are close to us: they’re separate from us, but not entirely so. The closer you are to someone or to a group of people, the greater the overlap you perceive between your identity and theirs. The two of you are intertwined; you’re separate parts of a combined whole.

         This perception of ourselves intertwined with others produces a number of interesting phenomena. For example, you may take time to recognize a trait that’s unique to you and be much quicker to identify the traits you share with a close other or your group. If you and your partner both like classical music, you’ll immediately report that you’re a fan of Mozart. If you like classical music while your partner prefers jazz, you’ll take a little longer to recall your personal preference because you don’t share this musical love as a couple. It’s easier to remember aspects of your personality that you share with your partner and that are therefore characteristic of you together.

         This psychological overlap with others, especially with those who are close to us, is key to understanding the various and often surprising ways by which the mere presence of people influences our motivational system. When others pursue their goals in parallel to you—for instance, when you exercise, shop, work, or carry out your daily activities in the presence of a friend, partner, sister, or coworker—you might conform by working harder. Others increase your motivation. They might even serve as role models. Alternatively, you may also relax your efforts in response to others’ actions. If you don’t sufficiently separate others’ actions from what you did or didn’t do, it can be too easy to feel satisfied with the progress you’ve noticed—even if someone else did the work.

         Conformity

         As a young girl, I used to do macrame. For those fortunate enough to be unfamiliar, it is, in essence, a craft that involves tying a (traditionally white) cotton string into a series of knots that can be used as wall décor. It didn’t require a lot of creativity, as I was meticulously following precise directions, and I never thought the outcome was especially pretty. I never wanted to hang it on my own wall. But all the other girls my age were into it, so I assumed macrame must be cool.

         In choosing our hobbies and our professions, in deciding what to buy and what to eat, and, more broadly, in setting our goals, we tend to conform to other people. We would like to have or say what they have had or said.

         In what’s now considered a classic experiment in social psychology, the psychologist Solomon Asch sought to bring conformity to the lab. He invited students to participate in what they thought was a test of their vision. Each student sat in a room with several other students. The group saw a series of boards, each showing a comparison line and three lines next to it. Their job was to identify which line was the same length as the comparison line. Unbeknownst to the participants, the experiment was about conformity, and the other people in the room only pretended to be naïve participants; they were “research confederates,” that is, they were actually part of the research team. The vision test was rigged against the one actually naïve participant in each room. When the boards were presented, the confederates all pointed at the same wrong line, one that was either too long or too short (sometimes quite obviously so). The real participants, who were always the last ones to give their answer, often agreed with the false statement, pointing at the wrong line as well. Expressing dissent when everyone has reached a consensus can be unpleasant, even if it’s only about the length of a line. Rather than openly dissent, participants went along with the wrong answer.

         When another group of participants was invited to privately write their answers on a piece of paper (supposedly because they were late to the experiment), few conformed. Asch’s experiment demonstrates conformity that’s based on compliance. The participants conformed in public to an answer many of them rejected in private (unless they were truly concerned about the quality of their vision). We conform all the time in public, even if we privately don’t agree. If everyone around the dinner table praises the wine, you might speak in favor of its aroma and body even if you’re really unimpressed by it.

         Under extreme pressure, compliance can turn into obedience. You might wear heels to work even though you believe they’re designed to torture women because all the other women in your office wear heels. You feel that to be taken seriously you need to dress like them and you don’t wish to lose your chance at a promotion over shoes. The same social pressure is on display in Stanley Milgram’s famous experiment testing whether people would inflict pain on others in order to conform. Research participants were told to deliver what they believed to be strong electric shocks to research confederates who failed to answer a question correctly. Though these people personally rejected the idea of inflicting pain on someone for being a slow learner, they did as they were told. Fortunately, the “shocks” weren’t real and the participants caused no harm.

         In contrast with conformity that’s based on compliance and obedience, most everyday conformity involves at least some degree of genuine acceptance of the judgments or ideas expressed by other people. When we conform, we usually internalize others’ preferences and behaviors. We believe that other people are onto something.

         The different types of conformity tell us something about the different reasons people choose to follow others in the first place. One is that there are certain social benefits to being an agreeable person—for one, people tend to like you better. Often, people strategically agree with others in order to keep being liked and accepted. If you’re a rebel, you’re probably missing out on these benefits. This is “normative conformity.” You may agree outwardly with what someone else did or said but might not agree inwardly. Just like the participants in Asch’s lines experiment, a person showing normative conformity runs the calculation and determines that it pays off to say you agree even if you don’t. In your heart, you may reject the idea that listening to classical music is diagnostic of superior musical taste, but you’ll play along and rave about a classical concert you attended because you believe it will connect you to the right crowd.

         Another reason people conform is that they suspect others have figured out what’s best to do or say. This type of “informational conformity” results from the information others’ actions convey about best practices, correct answers, and, more generally, which goals are worth pursuing. If you see a long line in front of a coffee shop, you’ll assume that shop has incredible coffee. Other coffee drinkers’ choices give you a kind of proof that this cup of espresso shouldn’t be missed. This is why I used to do macrame; I trusted that my friends knew what was fun. When your friends or online community recommend a recipe or hairstyle, you assume they know what’s best.

         Often, others do have useful information to share with you. And the more people you ask, the more likely you are to get it right. The wisdom of the crowd often suppresses the wisdom of a single person within the crowd. This is why you may choose to consult the combined ratings of thousands of moviegoers rather than blindly follow your coworker’s movie recommendation. This is also why we let the market, basically a crowd of people, decide the value of stocks through trading rather than relying on the evaluation of a limited number of expert economists.

         Of course, even large crowds are not always wise. How else could you explain that the US has not yet elected a single woman president? But even if you don’t think the people around you are especially bright, there’s yet another reason to conform to them: you conform because you’re part of the crowd. The crowd is made up of “your people.”

         Indeed, a main reason people conform is that they don’t hold clear-cut boundaries between themselves and the person or people to whom they conform. Instead of “they,” we say and therefore think “we.” This is the difference between saying, “My parents want me to be a doctor” and “My family wants me to be a doctor”; in the latter statement, you’re included in the group of people who want you to pursue medicine. You’ve internalized other people’s views and goals because they’re part of you.

         To demonstrate this lack of boundaries, think of the ease with which you adopt another person’s experiences in a movie or a book. If you watch a movie scene in which a tarantula crawls on someone’s neck, it’ll likely make you shiver as if it were happening to you. You adopt the unpleasant sensation as well as the immediate goal of getting this bug off your neck. You have formed a psychological unit with that fictional person, adopting their experiences and goals. You conform.

         Naturally, we overlap more with close friends and family than with strangers or fictional characters, and so we conform more to our close circle. We form a “shared reality”; we experience the world in a similar way and adopt similar viewpoints to theirs. We care about the social issues they care about and we follow their fashions and fads. If friends have a goal, we share that goal with them. After all, we’re parts of a single whole.

         When conformity turns into complementarity

         Those we’re closest to exert the greatest influence on us—but this doesn’t mean that we always mimic their actions and thoughts. At times, conforming by following others’ steps might be undesirable. We teach young children to share their toys, for example, because it’s not a good idea for everyone to reach for the same toy at the same time. They should take turns and diverge their interests rather than mimic each other and fight for that toy. Later in life, we learn that we should never show up at a party wearing the same clothes as our friend, no matter how much we love her dress, and that a polite conversation requires switching between speaking and listening rather than speaking at the same time. The general rule across these examples is that we learn to seek actions that complement rather than overlap with or repeat what others do.

         What determines whether people seek to conform (repeat) versus complement each other’s actions? Why do you sometimes jump onto a goal your friend started and other times skip it because they’re doing it?

         The experience of psychological overlap accounts for both patterns of coordination. You respond to others’ actions, preferences, and goals similarly to how you would respond to your own. You ask yourself: Given what “we” just said or did, is it best if I repeat this statement or action, or should I go for something else?

         People tend to conform to what others say. As we discussed in Chapter 5, once you say something, you boost your commitment. So if I express that something is important to me, I would be more likely to express this view again and follow through with action. By the principle of psychological overlap, if my partner says that something is important to him, I infer it’s important to us as a couple. My commitment increases, so I’m also more likely to express this view and follow through with action. For example, if my partner decided he’d like to reduce his energy consumption, I’d be more likely to buy energy-saving lightbulbs the next time I was at the store.

         But people are less likely to conform to what people close to them do, especially when these actions signal that enough has been done. For example, if my partner brags about all the energy he’s been saving riding his bike to work, I might feel that we, as a couple, are already doing enough to cut down on our consumption and that I don’t need to act.

         The same principle—conforming to ideas and complementing actions—also applies to groups. If I think the people in my group are already behaving ethically, I might be less concerned with doing what’s right as an individual, as “we” have already proven we’re ethical people. So, in one study, Maryam Kouchaki found that college students who read that students on their campus are more moral than students on other campuses, according to a survey, were later more discriminatory in their hiring practices: they were willing to hire a less-qualified white person over a more-qualified Black person for a police job when the working environment was said to be hostile to Black people. Of course, they thought they were avoiding trouble by not introducing a Black officer into a hostile work environment. But this discriminatory decision won’t change the culture. They made the easy but biased choice that someone might make if they felt reassured about their moral standing.

         Similarly, perceiving yourself as part of a victimized group can result in lower concern for other potential victims. If I learn that the people in my social group are subject to discrimination, I might worry less about not discriminating against others, as I see “us” as the victim rather than the potential perpetrator. So for me, as a Jewish person, reminders of anti-Semitism across the globe may put me at risk of being less careful about discriminating against a minority job candidate.

         In other research, Yanping Tu and I directly compared conformity to others’ stated goals to conformity to their actions. We found that because people perceive a psychological overlap with others, they move away from actions others take but conform to goals others say are important. In one study, an experimenter approached pairs of friends sitting around campus, offering them a choice between two flavors of gum: wintermint and sweetmint. If the first person in the pair selected wintermint but was asked to chew it later, the second person in the pair tended to conform. A bit more than half chose the same flavor. But if the first person in the pair started chewing their gum, the second person tended to choose sweetmint instead. Almost everyone chose a different flavor, thereby complementing rather than mimicking the first person’s choice.

         This research also found that online shoppers conform more to information given through ratings, cues that tell them how much other people like something, than to information on sales, which tells them what other people have purchased. You want the products everyone raves about but not the ones everyone already has, even though these two categories largely overlap. Similarly, online viewers choose video clips based on the number of likes rather than the number of views. You won’t necessarily want to watch what everyone has already watched as much as you’d like to watch what others have recommended watching. If everyone else is doing something, you feel, in a way, like you’ve done it, too. That’s why even people who’ve never read Harry Potter feel as if they have.

         Role models and anti–role models

         Today, my eldest daughter is a successful and confident astrophysicist. But years ago, when she was just starting college, her confidence was low. Almost all of her physics teachers and classmates were men. She didn’t feel like she belonged. Luckily for her, one of the few female physics teachers at the school was assigned to be her freshman advisor. This advisor took her job to help budding physicists seriously, especially to help young women move forward in STEM careers. As the first woman hired by the physics department at Yale, my daughter’s advisor openly discussed sexism in the field in meetings and at dinners she held for all her mentees. Having her as a role model at eighteen helped my daughter build confidence that she, too, could have a career in the male-dominated field of physics.

         Role models are important figures in your life. Your role model is someone to whom you feel close and who displays the qualities you’d like to see in yourself. Even though this person might not know you personally, as when you take a celebrity or a public figure as your role model, you feel you have somewhat overlapping identities. You could potentially be like them, so they inspire you.

         As with all others in your life, your role model’s stated goals for themselves and others are going to motivate you even more than their actions. So you’ll want to choose a role model who doesn’t only do well, but also expects themselves and others to do well. The best role model does more than set an example; they set expectations they want you to live up to. An athlete who wants you to be in great shape is a better role model for your own fitness than an athlete who only cares that their fans watch them on TV. And a manager who expects you to succeed is a better role model than someone who’s extremely successful at work but who doesn’t bother to mentor others.

         You should also consider using an “anti–role model.” This is a person you want to distinguish yourself from. You’ll choose to do something because it’s different from what your anti–role model does. For example, trying to distinguish yourself from a careless manager or a corrupt politician might motivate you to further your education and be a caring and ethical leader.

         Anti–role models remind us that there are two very different reasons people choose to diverge from others’ actions. At times, you choose complementary actions because you want to get along with others. Coordinating your actions with theirs helps you accomplish that. Other times, you want to “go it alone” and be different from others perhaps because you dislike them or because you want to express your unique personality. Teenagers are a good example of the latter. Teenagers don’t necessarily hate adults (or so we think). They mainly reject adults’ values because they want to be independent. Even as adults, a group of friends at a restaurant will often order different dishes and drinks because ordering the same thing wouldn’t set them apart enough, as Dan Ariely and Jonathan Levav documented. Maintaining a reputation as unique may be a good enough reason to diverge from others.

         When it comes to expressing dissenting views and actions, the underlying reason for the dissent will influence what you say or do. If you’re motivated by a desire to appear unique, you’ll jump on the opportunity to do something that doesn’t fit with what everyone else is doing. In contrast, if your motivation is to complement what others are doing, you’ll be more likely to do or say something that’s both different from and fitting with others’ actions. You might choose to be the devil’s advocate, for example. While a true nonconformist will express a dissenting view for the sake of argument, someone who aspires to complement others will choose to express a different view that adds a new perspective and potentially suggests a new solution to a problem.

         Whether you choose a role model whose goals you adopt or an anti–role model whose goals you oppose, and whether your actions complete or undo the role model’s actions, these people influence your actions and therefore play a powerful part in your life.

         Social facilitation

         At the beginning of this chapter I said that pursuing goals in the presence of others can increase our motivation, but so far I’ve only covered situations in which others influence us by expressing certain views or through their actions. For the types of influence I’ve described, physical presence isn’t even required. So how does the physical presence of others—who might perform no action and express no goal—influence motivation?

         Interestingly, one of the first experiments in the history of social psychology set out to explore this exact question in 1898. It was conducted by Norman Triplett, an American psychologist and an avid cyclist. Triplett noticed that cyclists racing against each other are faster than those racing against the clock alone. Puzzled by his observation, he decided to test whether everyone is more motivated with other people around. He set up an experiment asking kids to turn a fishing reel as fast as possible. Some children wound in the fishing line when standing alone and others wound in the line with another child watching, waiting for their turn. As with the cyclists, most children worked faster in the presence of another person.

         Years later, this phenomenon was named “social facilitation.” It refers to our tendency to work harder when others are watching. Athletes, for example, perform better in front of an audience. Mental performance also improves when others are watching. You’ll be faster to learn as well as generate more arguments in favor of your position when you’re in front of an audience. And if that doesn’t feel like a basic psychological principle, keep in mind that animals, too, respond favorably to the presence of an audience of the same species. Rats, for example, run a maze faster when another rat is watching behind the window.

         The presence of observers increases the performer’s psychological and physiological arousal. You assume the audience is evaluating or competing with you, which makes you apprehensive and excited. This arousal, in turn, enhances performance on easy or highly practiced tasks. You’ll do more and do it better.

         But keep in mind that arousal also hinders performance on more complex and unpracticed tasks, and too much arousal undermines performance altogether. So, for example, if you’ve just learned to shoot balls into the basket, attempting to play basketball in front of an audience might destroy your ability to do it right. And if you’re preparing an important presentation at work, you may want to practice until it feels natural to you. This way, it’ll become a well-rehearsed task you can easily do in the face of the anxiety and excitement of other people watching.

         Interestingly, having stand-ins for the presence of others, such as a photo of a loved one on your desk or even a photograph of staring eyes, can trigger the social facilitation effect. These cues make you feel like you’re being watched, even when you aren’t. Such an experience, in turn, motivates you to do well, and to do more, and further increases your cooperation, honesty, and generosity.

         Not only will you work harder when you’re being watched, you’ll also feel like your actions leave a greater mark. When another pair of eyes is watching, we feel as if the magnitude of whatever we’re doing has multiplied because two pairs of eyes saw it. This increases our motivation to do the right thing. In a study led by Janina Steinmetz, we found that people believed that the amount of food they ate in public was larger than how much they ate alone, though the portions were the same. These perceptions motivate eating smaller portions in public than in private. In yet another demonstration, individual badminton players believed they had a bigger impact on their team’s success and failure the more people were in the audience. This effect motivates players to try harder when more people are watching. When someone is watching, you’re encouraged to be your best self.

         Questions to ask yourself

         The presence of others influences our motivation, even when they’re not physically with us. When you’re in love, you behave as if your loved one watches and listens to everything you do, say, or think, even when they aren’t around. Your loved one motivates you to be your best self. You also rely on your friends and family, among others, to keep you moving forward because they’re watching you, even if only in your head.

         Here are some questions that will help you design a social environment that motivates you to stick with your goals:

         	Think about the people in your life. Should you conform to their values, including stated goals and actions? Should you instead complement what they say and do? You should probably do both, and it’s useful to identify how your goals and actions fit within others’ goals and actions.

            	Who should be your role models? Recall that effective role models don’t just demonstrate success. Watching sports on TV, for example, doesn’t get you in shape. Your role models are the people who expect you to do well.

            	How can you use the power of being watched to facilitate your performance? Whether by performing in front of an audience or working in a public place, when executing highly practiced goal tasks, you can use social facilitation to your advantage. But when learning a new task, try practicing alone.
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            Pursuing Goals with Others

         

         In 1913, around the time Triplett noticed cyclists racing faster in the presence of others, in another part of the world, a French agricultural engineer named Maximilien Ringelmann wondered how hard people worked when others were helping rather than merely watching them. To test his inklings, he gathered groups of men and gave them a rope. The rope was attached to a dynamometer, which recorded the force with which the men pulled. Ringelmann found that by themselves, each man pulled hard. But when teams tugging on the rope consisted of several men, each man began putting less strength into his efforts.

         We call this motivational deficit “social loafing,” and it’s something we all regularly experience. Just imagine you’re on a lake in a two-person kayak. It’s unlikely that you’d put all of your strength into paddling the boat. When you know someone else is there to pick up the slack, you relax. This also happens when splitting the check at a restaurant. If you were eating alone, you’d likely be careful of how much you ordered, not just because you wouldn’t want to overstuff yourself but also because you’d be mindful of how much you were spending. But as the number of people at your table grows, so does the amount you’ll end up paying. The more people there are to split the check, the more individual diners relax their spending limits. Group projects at school and group meetings at work similarly make us relax our efforts—we don’t think as hard as if we were trying to solve a problem by ourselves. Having others participate in the meeting makes it more tempting to zone out. In fact, work meetings only utilize a small proportion of the brainpower in the room.

         Social loafing takes place in all groups, from sports teams to organizational committees to symphony orchestras and juries. Whenever we’re concerned mainly with how the group performs rather than with who did what, group members are less likely to work hard. This phenomenon is so robust that it’s sometimes referred to as the “social disease.”

         “Free riding” is a similar phenomenon to social loafing, except a free rider doesn’t just work less hard in a group; they also strategically make sure to enjoy the fruits of the labor to which they didn’t contribute. Someone who avoids paying taxes but enjoys public goods such as highways or public parks is a free rider. At the office, free riders never raise their hand when volunteers are needed, yet they claim their paycheck and the perks that come with the job. At home, free riders never do the dishes or take out the trash.

         The reason people loaf or free-ride in groups takes us back to a concept we discussed with the middle problem (Chapter 7): when our actions will go unnoticed, we care less about doing well. In groups, it’s often impossible to evaluate the impact of individual contributions. So if the reason we loaf is that no one, not even us, can see the impact of our actions, the solution may be to make individual contributions more visible.

         Combating social loafing and free riding

         In 2010, two viral-marketing specialists, Brad Damphousse and Andy Ballester, started a crowdsourcing website for the everyman. Jumping on the popularity of sites like Indiegogo and Kickstarter, which crowdsource funds for artists and entrepreneurs, they wanted a place for people to fundraise “for life’s important moments.” They envisioned people using their site to raise money for personal passions like honeymoon trips and graduation gifts. They called it GoFundMe.

         Now GoFundMe is a wildly popular fundraising platform. One couple raised nearly $15,000 for chemo treatments for their golden retriever. A seven-year-old girl in California raised more than $50,000 to buy and donate books featuring diverse characters and boxes of crayons with a range of skin tone colors to schools in her community. And a teacher in Colorado raised more than $92,000 to help a student of his—a young boy in foster care—get a lifesaving kidney transplant.

         These are huge goals. And while there are many reasons any one GoFundMe becomes successful, Damphousse and Ballester set up their crowdfunding website with two very helpful features: everyone can choose to attach their name to their donation and every donation (big or small) is listed on a separate line.

         When giving money anonymously, people tend to give less, as they feel less accountable for their actions. Moreover, when givers can only compare their individual contribution to the total amount that’s been raised, their contribution feels like a drop in the bucket. But when names are attached to single donations, people feel accountable and they care both about how much the group raises and about how their own contribution compares with others’, so they give more. This effect doesn’t stop at donations. When it’s clear who did what in a group project at work, people feel more accountable and that their contribution meaningfully influences the success of the project, so they work harder.

         What if, though, your contribution wouldn’t only be identifiable, but you would also get to contribute first? Inspiring others through your individual contribution is another effective solution in the battle against social loafing. In this situation, the more you do, the more others are inspired to contribute. Other people in your group would work harder because of the example you set. When people see themselves as role models, they’re motivated to do more to take full advantage of their influence. An environmental or political activist who posts on social media about preserving biodiversity or signing up to work the polls is probably driven by a desire to inspire others to join these causes. Even the potential to influence others can work. When you think about going public with your contribution—be it a monetary donation, a donation of your time, or a stronger effort at work—you remind yourself of the impact of your public actions and motivate yourself to invest.

         Another remedy for social loafing involves breaking a large group into smaller ones. In a study that put this idea into action, Bibb Latané and his colleagues asked research participants to clap their hands and shout out loud in a group. The presumed objective of the task was to test how much noise a cheering audience could make. In reality, the goal was to test how the size of the group influences social loafing. The researchers compared the amount of noise participants made when they were in a small group versus a large one and saw that as the number of people in a group increased from one to six, each person started making less noise. When it comes to clapping and shouting, as in kayaking, more helpers means less individual effort. It’s no wonder social loafing is a bigger problem for large companies than small start-ups. If you work in a large team, one solution is to break the team into small subteams, with just a handful of people in each.

         Lastly, making contributions feel personal can fight social loafing. Some types of giving carry the essence of the person who contributed. Extreme examples involve donating blood or even an organ, in which case you’re giving part of your body to assist another person. When people agree to donate blood, they feel a more personal connection to the cause than if they donate the amount of money that would hurt their pocket as much as donating blood would hurt their body. Other types of contributions carry the essence of the helper more symbolically. You may give your name, for example, by signing a petition or a document you prepared at work. Your name carries your cultural and familial identity along with your unique identity as an individual within these social groups. And when people give their names by means of a signature, they tend to be more generous and better apply themselves to the job.

         Taking all these factors into account, in one study, Minjung Koo and I gave students a ballpoint pen as a gift and then invited them to donate their new pen to children who were short on school supplies. Some students received the pen a moment before we suggested they donate it. Others got to own it for a little bit. They got their gift when they arrived at the lab and were invited to donate it by the end of the experimental session. Because these students had time to develop ownership of the pen, it felt like theirs. We found that owning the pen made pen donation feel more meaningful. Those who got to hang on to the pen for a longer time told us they were more personally committed to the cause of helping children with school supplies.

         People are more committed to a cause if they have a chance to make it personal—when the cause communicates something about their identity. For a similar reason, having an opportunity to make a unique contribution, one that only you could make and that relies on your unique expertise and skills, will encourage you to contribute resources to a shared goal. This is one reason bake sales are such a popular fundraiser—only you know your family recipe for the fudgiest brownies. It’s also a reason, on the other hand, why it’s tempting to relax your effort in a two-person kayak. When kayaking, your contribution is hardly unique.

         Coordination in groups

         While I’ve so far described social loafing as a social disease, relaxing efforts while working with others isn’t always a bad thing. The underlying assumption in the interventions that combat social loafing and free riding is that people tend to procrastinate when they believe others are working toward a shared goal, thereby causing the group to do worse than it would otherwise. Yet, while selfish motives are partially responsible for the reduction in efforts, they don’t account for the whole picture. At times, people relax their efforts in order to coordinate with others.

         When working in groups, people can coordinate their efforts by taking turns. As the saying goes, too many cooks spoil the broth. Indeed, when we evaluate what’s best for the group, it’s unclear that having everyone working together on the same task is ever ideal. If others are working, it can be best for the rest to wait until their groupmates get tired, at which point they can step up and the others can relax.

         Beyond turn-taking, there are several other good reasons group members choose to relax when others are working. These group members aren’t being selfish; they’re coordinating.

         It’s not selfishness; it’s division of labor

         In my household, I don’t call the repair service when the washing machine needs to be fixed. I don’t vacuum the floors, I don’t take the dog to the vet, and I don’t pick up my child from school. My spouse does all that. Am I a natural procrastinator? Probably (almost everyone is). But my arrangement isn’t uncommon. Couples tend to divide household tasks so that each person is almost fully in charge of certain jobs. While I don’t do any of the above chores, I’m the one in charge of buying clothes and doing the laundry. I’d like to believe that if it weren’t for me, my husband and my son would be walking around naked—or at least, in dirty clothes. I’m also in charge of school drop-offs and answering the phone when the school nurse calls.

         Close relationships involve a certain degree of complementarity between two people. Couples complement each other’s responsibilities. In one study, Daniel Wegner and his colleagues compared how real couples and pairs of strangers worked together on a memory challenge. The challenge involved learning all sorts of trivia about television shows, science, and other categories. After the teams were given the answers to several trivia questions, they were tested on how well they remembered the facts. Teams made of true couples outperformed strangers.

         Their secret was an efficient division of labor. When couples were learning new information, each person focused on mastering the answers in categories they were personally interested in while paying little attention to the other half of the categories, which they assumed their partner would master. If I were the science nerd in our family and my spouse loved to watch TV, we would spontaneously divide the work so that I’d memorize the science trivia while he would pay close attention to the TV trivia. In contrast, teams made of strangers didn’t have a natural way of dividing the work. They both tried very hard to remember as much as possible. So, while strangers had a lot of overlapping knowledge, they knew much less as a team.

         Of course, this division of labor can come with some downsides. In my household, I have relatively few financial responsibilities. While I hear a lot about research in economics and finance as part of my job, at home, I leave managing our family finances to my spouse. And while I participate in big decisions like buying a new car, I don’t do our taxes or manage our bank accounts and mortgage on a regular basis. My spouse does all of that.

         While neglecting to handle my household finances allows me to attend to other areas of our lives (like writing this book), it does come with a price. Over time, my lack of engagement will translate into lack of financial knowledge, or what researchers call poor “financial literacy.” Financially literate individuals have the basic knowledge to navigate the complex financial decisions that modern life presents to us. They can make wise decisions about how to handle their money. People gain financial knowledge throughout their adult lives, but only as long as they’re required to make financial decisions. As Adrian Ward and John Lynch found, if people are part of a household, they gain financial knowledge only if they’re the ones in charge of making these decisions for the couple. The person who isn’t in charge of the finances remains illiterate.

         Off-loading responsibilities to a partner—whether financial or other—may eliminate the need to know in the present but will simultaneously create barriers to making wise decisions in the future. If you off-load knowledge to your spouse, you might not know how to cook, where to shop, or even something as simple as the vet’s phone number.

         Successful relationships, then, involve some degree of division of labor, where each partner complements the work the other person does, in order to efficiently address all aspects of their relationship and household responsibilities. If your partner is doing the cooking, it would be better if you do the dishes rather than introducing another cook into the kitchen. But beware that this form of otherwise adaptive coordination will backfire if the couple splits up or if one person outlives the other. While division of knowledge characterizes successful relationships, you shouldn’t off-load all knowledge in any specific area of life. In other words, you should never diminish your financial knowledge to a Post-it Note with your bank account number.

         It’s not selfishness; it’s maximizing the benefits for the team

         When you’re hungry, would you grab a snack from your coworker’s snack drawer without asking for her permission? What if she also happened to be your closest friend; how would that change your decision? Or would you consider asking someone to accept a pay cut so that you could get a promotion and a nice raise? What if that person were your partner, who would need to move to a new city with you to make this career change?

         Most of us would hesitate to take someone’s property without permission, unless that person is a close friend. And we’d never expect someone to compromise their career to allow our career to flourish, unless that person is in a committed relationship with us. But while our behavior in close relationships may appear selfish, our motives usually aren’t. The reason we behave as if we’re willing to take advantage of our close friends and partners is that, when it comes to close relationships, we consider how our actions will influence the team as a whole. We think it’s okay if one person loses less than the other gains because the team as a whole is better off.

         The motivational principle that underlies this seemingly selfish behavior is what we call “friendly taking”: people are more willing to deny resources to a close friend than a distant one whenever doing so will maximize the total benefits for the collective. We refer to this type of taking as “friendly” rather than as free riding because it’s driven by good intentions. As we talked about in Chapter 12, people feel as if their identities overlap with those of close friends, so they pay attention to the total benefits for the group when allocating resources. The result is that they’re willing to sacrifice their friend’s benefits when it helps them more than it hurts their friend. In the scenarios above, when someone takes their friend’s snack or asks their partner to compromise their career, it’s because they believe they would benefit more than their loved ones would lose, in which case, the team as a whole has gained.

         This doesn’t imply that all taking is friendly. When people exploit strangers but treat their friends and neighbors with respect, it’s simply because they care more about those who are close to them. People might also exploit their friends for purely selfish reasons. Taking is only friendly when people are more willing to take from someone close to them because they run the mental calculation that, by taking, they make the group better off. So, when walking in the rain, I might accept my spouse’s rain jacket because I believe I care about keeping dry more than he cares about getting wet. By giving his jacket to me, he loses some while I gain a lot. And given that I gain more than he loses, as a couple, we’re better off.

         To explore this effect in a controlled experiment, Yanping Tu, Alex Shaw, and I invited people to come to the lab with a friend to try some chocolate truffles. In the process of signing up for this highly lucrative study, the research participants were invited to choose between two tasting packages. Package A offered “seven truffles for yourself and three truffles for your friend (ten truffles in total),” while Package B offered “two truffles for yourself and four truffles for your friend (six truffles in total).” The participants knew they couldn’t redistribute the truffles. They had to choose between the option that benefited them a lot and the option that benefited their friend a little. As we expected, the closer people were to their friend, the more likely they were to opt for the self-benefiting Package A, which also maximized the total for the team. While this choice seems quite selfish, it was driven by friendly intentions rather than the desire to take advantage of a friend. In close relationships, people focus on how much “we” (i.e., their team) get in total, rather than who gets more. They’ll choose to get more (but also less), as long as the bottom line is more for the group.

         Other studies found that when choosing rewards for themselves and a close friend, people pay attention mainly to the total benefits for them both. Often, they don’t even care to find out who gets what. This tendency may explain why committed couples often care to maximize their combined income, even if it means one person is making much more money than the other. This is what happens in our scenario of someone who gives up their job to move to a city where their partner got a promotion. But keep in mind the downside. If no one completely sacrificed their earning potential, the relationship would be more equal, which might be helpful in the long run.

         Taking a global perspective, the tendency to focus on maximizing total benefits can also explain why policy makers often worry about the economic growth in their country in total more than the fair allocation of wealth within their country. And again, the downside is that what’s better for the country as a whole might be worse for many individual residents.

         This tendency to worry less about who gets what further explains why we sometimes take credit for others’ ideas. When I talk about motivation research, I sometimes neglect to give well-deserved credit to another researcher. I say “we found,” but it was actually another person’s finding, which I only read about after it was published. Embarrassing as it is, I’m more likely to neglect to give credit to a close colleague than to someone I don’t personally know. A close colleague’s ideas blend in my mind with my own; these are “our” ideas, even if not technically mine.

         Attention to the total benefits for the group can even be used to rationalize copyright infringement. If you believe taking advantage of someone’s work (e.g., using software without paying) helps you more than it hurts them, in your mind the group (this time the “group” being you and them, or the people who have the same interests) benefits as a whole—even though in actuality, it makes you much better off and makes the owner of the copyrights slightly worse off. This friendly-taking phenomenon explains why we often behave as if we free-ride others’ effort. It’s because we deem it an efficient solution.

         It’s not selfishness; it’s the desire to work when others don’t

         What would increase your motivation more: remembering that other people have already contributed to a shared goal or remembering that they haven’t? Are you more likely to contribute to a group project, for example, if you hear that your team members are hard at work on it or if you hear that they’re slacking?

         This question may remind you of the discussion in Chapter 6 about what increases motivation: the glass half empty or the glass half full. In the context of pursuing personal goals, I asked whether you’d be more motivated by your own completed actions or your own missing actions. This question becomes relevant again when we evaluate what motivates people to help their group pursue shared goals. Are team members more likely to help when they consider missing actions or completed actions by other people on the team? And when they’re less likely to help, are they driven by selfish motives or by wanting to complement others’ actions with their own?

         As before, the answer to whether completed or missing actions increase motivation depends on the person’s level of commitment. This time, it’s the commitment to the collective goal as well as to the group. You’re more committed to goals that are important for you—they could impact how you describe yourself to another person (e.g., “I work in the hospital”), have long-term consequences (e.g., a multiyear house renovation project), or have a lot at stake (e.g., a product that will determine the fate of your company). You’re also more committed to some groups than others. You’ll be less committed to a group that you’ve recently joined, like a new team at work. And if you’re newly married, you’re probably relatively less committed to your spouse’s extended family and their shared goals than to your own extended family because your family has been part of who you are for your entire life.

         When you’re less committed to a goal or a group, you’ll often evaluate whether pursuing this group’s shared goal is worthwhile. Should you invest your time, money, and effort in what they’ve set out to achieve? In this case, others’ contributions signal that the goal is both important and within reach. You contribute because others have, and you contribute less if others haven’t. Their completed actions therefore increase your willingness to join in. If the kitchen in your new office is clean and organized, for example, you’ll make sure to wash your coffee mug. You don’t want to stray from the local social norms. If the kitchen is already a mess, you’ll feel comfortable leaving the dirty mug in the sink.

         In contrast, when you’re committed to a group or a goal, you’ll often evaluate the pace of progress on that goal. Committed team members choose to invest more time, money, and effort when they feel they should compensate for others’ lack of action. In this case, missing actions increase commitment. If your family left a mess in the kitchen, for example, you’d be more likely to clean it up than if the kitchen were in relatively good shape. You don’t simply mimic your family members; you compensate for their lack of action.

         Koo and I observed these opposite reasons to contribute to a shared goal—either because others are giving or not giving—in a study that assessed donations to a charity designed to help orphans of the HIV epidemic in Uganda in 2007. The organization running the campaign solicited donations across two populations: new and therefore uncommitted donors and committed donors who had made many contributions to the organization before. We found that new donors were more likely to give when the message emphasized existing contributions (“to this point, we have successfully raised $4,920 through various channels”). When they learned how much others were giving, they wanted to give as well. In contrast, regular donors were more likely to give when the emphasis was on missing contributions (“We have successfully raised money through various channels and need another $5,080”). When they learned how much money was still missing, they decided to give. They were helping because others weren’t.

         Committed people are less likely to free-ride on the work of others and instead are more likely to complement what others are doing. They believe it’s more important to pick up the slack by stepping in when others don’t rather than following the group. While their actions may look like free riding, they’re driven by a rather different motive: they conserve their efforts for when the group falls behind.

         Beyond commitment to the cause, our commitment to the group similarly determines whether we would follow versus complement others’ actions. College students, for example, feel committed to helping their fellow students on campus more than young people elsewhere. In one study, student groups generated marketing ideas for products like cell phones and protein bars. Some students were assigned to work in a group with other students from the same university, while others were assigned to work with students from other universities. When working with people from their own school, students compensated for others’ lack of action. So, when we emphasized that the group needed more ideas to meet the goal, they were more likely to put their thinking caps on. When working with people from other universities, students followed others. So, when we emphasized that the group already had several ideas, they were more likely to give their own thoughts. Your creativity is often a function of how much you’re willing to apply yourself to the creative task. And the more committed you are to helping the group, the more likely you are to be creative when others are struggling.

         When we feel close to the people who benefit from our help and suspect that others aren’t helping, we help more. This pattern reverses when we don’t feel close to the beneficiaries of our help, in which case we help more if others are already helping. These patterns were observed in studies that assessed willingness to help victims of California wildfires in the US as well as victims of political riots in Kenya. Those who felt close to the victims in each of these countries, either because we reminded them that the victims were fellow citizens (in the case of wildfires), or because we described the victims as socially close (e.g., as “our children and families” in Kenya), helped more if they suspected others weren’t helping enough. Those who felt less close helped more if they suspected many people were already helping. And, as before, when those who felt close to the victims withheld help, it was more likely because they wanted to complement others’ efforts—and therefore help when they were needed most—not because they were selfish.

         When you’re highly committed and relax your efforts—for instance, when you don’t help your child with his homework—it’s often because others (most likely your spouse, in this case) are already doing the work. Committed people are looking to address neglected aspects of the shared goal and preserve their resources for when they’re most needed. When highly committed, you’re not working on a problem just because everyone does it or just when it’s trendy. Instead, you’re working when others are not.

         Notably, committed people are also less interested in symbolic giving. The grocery store register asking for a $1 donation at checkout is mostly symbolic—one dollar won’t help very much—and so people committed to the cause won’t bother with that small, one-time donation. When you’re committed, you want your help to make a difference. You’ll be more motivated by an invitation to make an impact—to move things forward—than an invitation to give a small donation to show that you care.

         Should we therefore conclude that people are rarely selfish or seeking to take advantage of their group efforts? I would advise against this thought process. Of course, we’re often selfish. We also like to conserve our resources. To deny the existence of selfishness or resource conservation would come close to denying our nature as human beings. But while we’re often driven by self-interest, our ability to work with others is also inherent to who we are as humans. It’s the foundation of any great achievement. Therefore, we should ask when and why rather than whether people seek to work less when others are helping. And when we conclude that people, including ourselves, help too little, we should use the interventions motivation science has given us to combat truly selfish social loafing.

         Questions to ask yourself

         Realizing that teamwork is necessary for achieving many of our most important goals, we want to distinguish between helpful and unhelpful patterns of coordination between team members. How do you minimize social loafing and free riding? When should team members alternate efforts versus having everyone working simultaneously? How do you motivate yourself to contribute resources to a shared goal? The answers seem to depend on the goal as well as the team.

         Here are some questions you could ask yourself to minimize selfishness and maximize healthy coordination between team members, while staying personally motivated to do so yourself:

         	What are the main goals you’re pursuing with others? Consider revising your goal system to make sure you include shared goals that require team effort.

            	How do you minimize social loafing and free riding in pursuing shared goals? Consider making contributions identifiable, allowing team members to inspire each other, moving to smaller groups or individual tasks, and allowing team members to contribute in ways that feel personal.

            	When working with others, coordination is key to success. How well does your team coordinate? Specifically:

         
	Is your division of labor optimal? Do you minimize overlapping tasks and knowledge while not undermining your independence in case the group makeup changes?

            	Does feeling close to someone sometimes lead you to act selfishly despite having good intentions? Would you ask your partner, for example, to make compromises you would never ask anyone else to make?

            	Can you motivate yourself by focusing on the work others didn’t do (the glass they left half empty) for when you’re highly committed and focusing on the work others did do (the glass they left half full) when your commitment is lower?

         
 

      
   


   
      
         
            14

            Goals Make a Happy Relationship

         

         Soon after I had my first child, I started drifting away from my childless friends. When they asked me to go to the movies, meet up for dinner, or get a drink at a new coffee shop, I almost always said no. When they told me tales of first dates both good and bad, I couldn’t relate. And when I told them that we finally got my baby to sleep for four hours straight or how worried I was about whether she was eating enough, they had nothing to say in return. When I tried to laugh about silly commercials that claimed I needed both a cradle and a crib—which are essentially the same thing—they didn’t see the humor. Eventually, they stopped asking me to go out and I stopped telling them about what was happening in my life, which mostly revolved around my daughter.

         The issue between my friends and me was deeper than a simple lack of interest in conversation topics. Our life goals had diverged. We often drift away from friends after something so major happens that it shifts the makeup of our lives. And because my friends and I were pursuing different goals, we had a hard time supporting each other.

         Supporting each other’s goals is important in any successful relationship. Yet, in most relationships—be they friendships, family, or romantic relationships—each person is more concerned with feeling helped than providing help. The infamous breakup line “It’s not you, it’s me” is always true, for every relationship. According to motivation science, your relationships are generally about you. Specifically, they’re about connecting with people who facilitate your goals.

         The people in your life not only help you meet your relationship goals—a spouse makes you a husband and a child makes you a father, for example—they also facilitate everything else you’ve set out to achieve. You pull closer to those who both support and ease the path to your ambitions and push away from those who hinder them. And because both people in a relationship want to feel supported, a relationship is only successful when both feel they’re getting something and giving something.

         Often, it’s easier to provide support if you’re sharing similar goals. I say “often,” because technically, you can help facilitate goals you don’t hold for yourself. It just might be harder. Goal alignment helps to make happy relationships. We form friendships with people who hold similar goals and therefore encourage us to stick to what we want. In elementary school, you might have made friends with kids who liked to play on the monkey bars as much as you did. In high school, your friends may have been into the latest fashion and supported your goal to look good and be cool. At work, you’ve probably formed friendships with people who uphold your values of hard work and honesty (and who watch the same TV shows or read the same books). Over time, as we grow and our interests change, friendships cool down and friends drift apart. It’s natural for high school friendships to dissipate, for example, when you go off to college and form friendships with people who share similar academic and life goals. These new friends are more useful for you, and you’re useful for them.

         Of course, sharing the same goals doesn’t guarantee a supportive relationship; it only increases the odds. Your colleague who competes with you for a promotion shares a similar goal but might try to sabotage your professional success. In this case, the person who shares your goal is the last person you’d consider a friend. On the other hand, your parents might support your academic and professional goals even if their own paths in life were vastly different. One doesn’t need to have earned a college degree to support one’s child doing so. Ultimately, what matters is that a relationship helps rather than hurts your goals. If a parent doesn’t support their child’s wish to become a writer, an artist, or a chef, their relationship is likely to cool down.

         Marriages will also fall apart when partners don’t support each other’s goals. And while it helps to have similar goals, it’s not necessary. Your partner might be an aspiring artist while you can barely doodle a flower, an avid cook while your signature dish is fried eggs, or a health care provider while you faint at the sight of blood. Setting aside these differences, you can still help each other succeed.

         The supportive people in your life encourage you to stick with your goals and push you when you’re falling behind. They expect you to be successful but are still impressed by your successes. They might also provide resources—like the partner who can only fry eggs but who buys you a nice pie plate or makes sure you always have a clean pot when you need one. They might take on greater responsibility in other areas of your shared life to empower you to pursue your goal—like my husband, who took on extra child care when I wanted to write this book. They may even help you pay the bills when pursuing your goals requires money.

         Changing goals,

transitioning relationships

         Just as when I had kids, when our goals change, so do our relationships. Beyond the macro changes—big life stages we go through, like becoming a parent or starting a new job—there are micro changes to your goals. Goals fluctuate daily. This morning, I was homeschooling my son, who’s stuck at home due to the pandemic and largely dependent on his parents’ limited ability to teach a second-grade curriculum. His newly virtual homeroom teacher was instrumental in helping me. In the afternoon, I was back to my university job. Schoolwork was completed and my son’s teacher was no longer the person I could rely on. My goal had shifted and so had the people who were helping me.

         These fluctuations matter. We move toward and away from people as we prioritize or deprioritize the goals they can help us achieve. When it’s the right time to attend to a goal or when we feel we’re falling behind, a goal gets high motivational priority. As a result, we draw closer to those who are instrumental to achieving it. Once the goal has sufficiently progressed and its motivational priority reduces, we feel less close to those people.

         In a study that examined how goal progress influences relationship strength, Gráinne Fitzsimons and I asked college students to list a person whose existence in their lives made it easier to do well in school and another close person who had nothing to do with their academic success. Some were then asked to focus on what they had already achieved in school, while the rest focused on what they needed to do to achieve their academic goals. We wondered how recalling prior academic progress versus the work they had yet to do would influence how close people felt to the people they listed. As you might expect, those who thought about the academic progress they needed to make said they felt closer to the friend who would help them get there. However, when students thought about the progress they’d already made, they felt equally close to both friends. Making progress temporarily lowered the motivational priority of academic success, which cooled down feelings of closeness to helpful others.

         The tendency to pull closer to those who support our goals can have surprising consequences. For one, we’re more grateful to people before they help us than after. Of course, you’ll feel appreciative once the help was provided and the task is completed, but not as appreciative as just before the help is given. This is because appreciation of a helper depends on how much you still need them. When you’re motivated to work on your goal and think someone will be helpful, you feel grateful. Once you’re done, you switch your attention to a new goal and feel less gratitude to the person who has just helped your previous goal.

         To illustrate how appreciation peaks before help is provided, Benjamin Converse and I conducted a study that staged a trivia game styled after Who Wants to Be a Millionaire. As in the game show, “contestants” needed to answer trivia questions to win a prize and were able to use a “lifeline” to get help on one of their questions. We found that contestants were more appreciative of the helper after they asked for an answer and before they got one than after they won the round with the information the helper provided.

         This pattern isn’t intuitive. If you’re helping someone move into a new apartment, you usually expect they’ll be more grateful after you’ve set down the last box than while you’re still packing up. Similarly, most health care providers would expect patients to be more appreciative after treatment is done than while it’s still ongoing. And while restaurant patrons might be more thankful for service—and be willing to give higher tips—while they are still being served, restaurants generally ask for tips after the service is completed. Knowing when appreciation peaks will keep you from feeling disappointed by the amount of gratitude you receive.

         Connecting through goals

         In 1894, a young woman from Poland met a man in France. She had just finished degrees in physics and mathematics at the Sorbonne in Paris. He was a professor of physics at the School of Industrial Physics and Chemistry. Together, they’d revolutionize chemistry, physics, and medicine, but at the time they were simply two intelligent, passionate people falling in love. Marie and Pierre Curie quickly bonded over their shared intellectual passion and were married a year after they met at the town hall in Sceaux, where Pierre’s parents lived. They used the money they received at their wedding to buy bicycles, as cycling was another shared interest. To break up the monotony of studying day after day in the run-down shed that the principal of Pierre’s school allowed them to use for their experiments, Marie and Pierre would go on long, adventurous cycle rides.

         Now we know their names as the scientists who discovered two of the elements on our periodic table: polonium and radium. And particularly, we know Marie Curie as one of the first women to achieve such amazing scientific success. In 1903, Marie and Pierre jointly won the Nobel Prize in Physics with Henri Becquerel for their study of spontaneous radiation. It was Pierre who insisted that Marie also be named. Marie won a second Nobel Prize, this time in chemistry, on her own eight years later.

         Marie and Pierre Curie were able to make such incredible discoveries in part because they connected over the shared goal of finding a new element (Pierre actually gave up his research on crystals to pursue it). But their strength as a couple came from connecting over many goals: their scientific goals, their bicycling goals, the goal of raising their daughters, Irène and Ève, and I’m sure other goals that the history books don’t tell us.

         Throughout their lives, this famous couple utilized several of the mechanisms by which our goals connect us. First, as discussed above, we connect to those who hold similar goals. It’s easier to get along with someone who wants the same things you do. When Marie and Pierre first met, they immediately bonded over their scientific interests. And when you first met your partner, you may have discovered that you both like hiking and cooking. It was your commonalities that first sparked an emotional connection.

         Second, we connect by supporting others’ goals and feeling that our goals are supported by them (as Pierre supported Marie in insisting she be named on their Nobel Prize). In this way, helping each other pursue our goals is fundamental to social connection. When you sit at the table each night and ask your partner about their day, brainstorming a polite way for them to talk to their coworker about picking up the slack, you’re instrumental to their career goals. When your partner notices how agitated you’ve been each night when you come home and eases you into talking through the stress of a looming deadline, they’re supporting your career goals. Support is a two-way street, and if one person in the couple is supported without being supportive, it’s likely that person is more satisfied in the relationship than their partner.

         Beyond these two mechanisms of connection, we also connect through shared goals. When you pursue a goal alongside friends, colleagues, family members, or a partner, you experience a deep sense of connection with that person or people. Goals that require joint effort glue the group that pursues them together. Marie and Pierre Curie worked tirelessly together, day in and day out, in that run-down shed as they attempted to isolate polonium and radium. You and your partner may be saving for a house, taking care of a pet, or planning a trip to New Zealand. No matter the goal, the fact that you need each other to succeed brings you closer together. In fact, if you find you’re drifting away from a partner or a friend and want to hold on to your relationship, finding a new goal you can strive toward together could help deepen your bond. You could sign up for a painting class with your partner or join a spin class with your friend.

         As a fourth mechanism, we also connect by holding goals for other people and having them hold goals for us. Marie and Pierre Curie, like most parents, wanted their daughters to do well in school. We assume they cared mostly about science, which could’ve prepared their oldest, Irène Joliot-Curie, to win her own Nobel Prize in chemistry in 1935 (following in her parents’ footsteps, she won with her husband, with whom she was working).

         When we set a goal for a family member or a friend, like wanting your sister to succeed in her new job or wanting your friend to complete her marathon, we feel more connected to that person. In turn, we feel closer to the people who set goals for us. But when you hold a goal for someone, that person will only feel more connected to you if they also hold the goal for themselves. Asking your brother or sister to read more books or exercise regularly might evoke feelings of annoyance or even resentment if they don’t already want to read or exercise. They might feel that you’re trying to control them. Keep in mind that you should only hold a goal for someone if that person also holds that goal for themselves. If you want something for me that I don’t already want for myself, I won’t feel closer to you.

         The result of these various mechanisms of goal connection is that our individual goals influence the goals of our friends, family, and partners. I want my goals to be similar to my partner’s goals and I want them to be goals that he would support. I both share goals with him and set goals for him. I can therefore expect our relationship to shape our goals. Some motivation researchers go as far as to suggest that people in a romantic relationship have a joint goal system. These researchers analyze the goal system of the couple: what these two people want together and for each other. Similarly, large teams, such as an extended family or an organization, can be seen as having a joint goal system, where the team has identified a set of goals and the means of attainment and has decided on the connections between these goals as either competing with or facilitating each other.

         But while two or more people often have a joint goal system, this system doesn’t replace their individual goal systems. Not everything we want is part of a relationship with one other person. Some of our goals are truly personal, and others involve an entirely different social group. Moreover, a shared goal doesn’t necessarily serve everyone who shares it equally. It could be central in one person’s goal system and peripheral for another. Let’s go back to our couple who decides to move to a new town because one partner was promoted. The partner who had to give up a career for the move now has to take on a larger share of household and child care responsibilities and is expected to support their partner emotionally during the career transition. So that career goal benefits one partner much more than the other. Although we’ve made great strides in women’s equality over the last several decades, this scenario still comes up for many women, who feel they’re expected to forgo personal goals to support the couple’s goals. These women’s personal goal systems are then compromised by their commitment to the joint goal system they pursue as a family. Regardless of the overlap between their own goals and their goals as a couple, family, or friends, people usually don’t share their entire goal system with any individual person.

         This interdependence between people’s goal systems has some intriguing implications, such as outsourcing goal pursuit to someone else. In close relationships, when we consider how others help us achieve our goals, in particular the goals that they, too, have for us, we feel less motivated to help ourselves, trusting others to keep us on track. Many children outsource the pursuit of personal hygiene to their parents. From the child’s perspective, if their parent reminds them to shower, there’s less need for them to remind themselves to do so. And in one study, college students who were reminded of their parents’ support (or pressure) to achieve academic excellence exercised less self-control in motivating themselves to study. Knowing that someone else will make you stick to certain goals makes you feel less personally responsible for them.

         Connecting through mundane goals. When you think about connecting with people over goals, you probably picture only big goals like raising a family or moving up in your career. These are mostly the goals I’ve described so far. But we make connections over small goals all the time. When you start walking your dog with a neighbor, that’s a connection you’ve made over the small goal of getting your dog some exercise. We also make social connections over exchanging books or recommending music. I, for example, often connect with my colleagues over a cup of tea and with fellow Israelis over hummus and tahini, two favorite Middle Eastern foods. While getting food into our bodies is a mundane and basic goal, those who feed us or those we eat with are often considered friends. It’s no wonder the English word “companion” comes from the French compagnon, which is literally “one who breaks bread with another.” And the word huoban, which means “friend” in Chinese, is constructed from the character huo for cooking and ban for companion. Feeding someone, or even just eating with them, connects you to them.

         Even young children rely on basic goals to create a social bond. Christine Fawcett and Lori Markson found that three-year-old kids prefer to play with a puppet that, in a pretend game, “chooses” to eat the food they like. This trend continues through adulthood. In one study, strangers who ate similar foods trusted each other more and were better able to cooperate with each other. On the other hand, people who cannot share a meal due to food allergies or culturally imposed restrictions often feel lonelier during a meal. Not being able to pursue basic goals with others undermines social connection. If your child is sensitive to gluten, you should probably worry less about him missing out on eating a delicious slice of cake or pizza at birthday parties and more about the lack of social connection that not being able to eat the same foods as his peers engenders. And if your teenager is eager to start drinking, they might not be going after the taste or feeling tipsy. Their true reason may be to connect with friends who are already drinking. If you wish to steer them away from alcohol, start by encouraging them to connect with friends over other goals.

         Often it’s intuitive to use these insights to ensure that we connect with others. Parents connect to their newborn through fulfilling this little person’s basic needs, such as feeding and washing. The rest of us can serve a meal, take care of neighbors’ plants while they’re on vacation, and offer friends sunscreen (on a sunny day) or a scarf (when it’s cold) to create a social bond. While we’ve not developed a love potion (at least, not yet), we have discovered scientific methods of bringing people closer together using their goals.

         Feeling known

         As I write this, we’re in the era of social distancing and self-isolating, which are scientifically proven ways to slow the spread of COVID-19. But as people all over the world distance themselves from friends and family, health professionals as well as social scientists are reminded of the negative effects of social isolation. Being alone is its own health risk, one that we’re acutely aware of these days.

         To estimate the health risks of lacking social connection, Julianne Holt-Lunstad, Timothy Smith, and Bradley Layton analyzed data from approximately 150 previously published studies. They found that social isolation is comparable with smoking, alcohol consumption, and lack of physical activity in reducing life expectancy. And even though causality is hard to determine in these correlative studies—as you know, umbrellas don’t cause rain, but they tend to appear when it’s raining—existing data suggest that social connectedness might be more important to your health than losing that extra little bit of weight.

         But not all social connections are worthwhile. To get the amazing health benefits, your social connections have to be meaningful. What makes a social connection meaningful, a connection that’s actually good for your mental and physical health? Be it with your neighbor, colleague, teacher, family member, or partner, a true connection is with someone who can support your goals. To be able to do that, at the most basic level, this person must know you and make you feel known.

         When you feel known, you sense that the person with whom you interact “gets” you. They understand why you do what you do—even when you did something others may find peculiar or foolish—and why you think the way you do. They grasp your needs and wishes. The person who knows you is therefore the person you’d want on your team and the one whose advice you’d accept. Feeling that another person knows you is not only the basis for a stable romantic relationship, it’s also the foundation for professional relationships and for your relationships with your doctors and your teachers, to name a few. It even determines which political candidates will win your vote—it’ll likely be the ones who seem to understand your needs. When it comes to intimacy and romantic relationships, feeling known is even more critical. Many breakups happen because one partner feels that the other doesn’t “get” them.

         Of course, feeling known is not the same as being known. If you’ve never tested their knowledge, you might be giving too much credit to someone you assume knows you well. At times, we might even feel known by people who don’t actually know we exist. For example, when we experience a psychological connection to artists, athletes, or celebrities, we feel as if these people know us, though realistically, we know they can’t. Also, those who actually do know us might know less than we think they do. And we usually know the people in our lives less than we assume.

         Take a study that compared how much people thought they knew their partner to how much they actually knew about them. The study worked somewhat like The Newlywed Game. In one version, William Swann and Michael Gill first asked couples to guess how their partner would answer a series of questions about their sexual history and then rate how confident they were in their guess. Participants predicted their partner’s answers to questions about how many past sexual partners they’d had, how often they’d used condoms, and how many dates they’d usually go on before having sex. People could easily make a guess on these questions. They were confident that they knew their partner well. But they were often wrong. You think you know your partner better than you do. Moreover, the longer you’ve been in a relationship with someone, the more confident you are that you know your partner well. But you would still get many answers wrong.

         Don’t beat yourself up too much, though. Remember that this truth also applies to your partner. You think you know your love better than you do, and they think they know you better than in reality, too. What’s more, each of you probably thinks the other knows you better than they actually do. In general, people overestimate how well others know them.

         Accepting that how much people actually know you often falls short of your expectations, you should realize that, regardless of how much someone truly knows you, feeling that you’re known is the foundation of a satisfying relationship. Furthermore, feeling that you know someone matters less for your own satisfaction with the relationship.

         To demonstrate this point, consider the all-too-familiar experience of forgetting someone’s name. If you get the impression that I’ve forgotten your name, you might feel our relationship isn’t as close as you’d initially thought. Now, what if you were the one who forgot my name? From your perspective, forgetting my name doesn’t tank our relationship as much as the reverse.

         Or you may run the following thought experiment. Choose a friend, a sibling, or a romantic partner, and think how you’d answer these three questions:

         	How well do you know this person’s goals and aspirations?

            	How well does this person know your goals and aspirations?

            	How satisfied are you with your relationship with this person?

         
My experiments with Juliana Schroeder revealed that the answers to questions 1 and 2 separately predict the answers to question 3. But when we compared two forms of relationship knowledge—feeling known and knowing someone—feeling known (question 2) was often more critical to experiencing closeness in a relationship.

         For most of us, there’s only one unique relationship in which supporting the other person takes precedence over supporting the self: a parent’s relationship with their child. When parents answered the above three questions with regard to their grown children—how well do you know your child, how well does your child know you, and how satisfying is the relationship—the extent to which they knew their child predicted their relationship satisfaction more than the degree to which their child knew them. When it comes to my own adult daughters, I’m happier and more satisfied that our relationship is doing well when they share with me rather than when I share with them and feel they’re listening.

         So you’re less known than you think, and you know less than you assume. You care more about feeling known than about knowing. And you didn’t know this about yourself until now. The implications are that we should all be more modest in how much knowledge we assume exists in any relationship and pay special attention to knowing the people in our lives to be able to support their goals and maintain close relationships.

         Empty vessel

         Some relationships are highly instrumental. Your real estate agent, the person who cleans your office or home, and your hairdresser are people you invite into your life to help you meet specific goals. While you hope they know you well and can attend to your needs, you may have less interest in knowing them and understanding their needs. These instrumental people are often seen as “empty vessels”: you see only the characteristics that make them a good real estate agent, cleaning person, or hairdresser, rather than their whole personality.

         Health care providers, for example, often seem more than human to us. When we’re sick and need care, they’re there to help and we forget that they’re whole people who might get frustrated or tired. In a study that explored these empty-vessel perceptions, people who needed to see their primary care physician rated their doctors as less able to feel both negative feelings such as pain, hunger, and tiredness, and positive feelings such as happiness, relief, and hope. Yet they also rated their physician as better able to perceive emotions in their patients. You assume your physician, your teacher, and the person who cleans your home are all there for you and are therefore able to grasp your feelings without having feelings of their own.

         The extreme version of seeing someone as an empty vessel is objectifying that person, seeing them only as a tool to fulfill your goals rather than as an individual on their own. Some men, for example, objectify women by equating a woman’s worth with how sexy they think she is. For these men, a woman is a tool for satisfying sexual desire; she’s not considered to have human thoughts and feelings of her own. Interestingly, people who are objectified come to perceive themselves through the gaze of others, engaging in what is considered “self-objectification.” According to the psychologist Barbara Fredrickson, many women internalize the perspective of those who objectify them in such a way that they see themselves as primarily physical objects. While perceiving others who are instrumental as empty vessels is far from full-blown objectification, these two phenomena share the tendency to see someone as little more than a necessary instrument for achieving one’s goals.

         When interacting with a service provider, it’s tempting to ignore their human experience. But empty-vessel perceptions don’t end there. If you’re in a management position, it’s unfortunately tempting to treat your employees as if they’re merely workers. Or if you’ve read enough dating profiles, you may have noticed that more people want someone to take care of them than want to take care of someone. People say they’re looking for someone who will make them laugh, rather than looking to make someone laugh. Most dating profiles are self-focused; they present the person seeking love as someone looking to be supported. When you want to adopt a puppy, you say you have love to give. When you’re looking for a romantic relationship, you say you want to feel loved.

         What’s surprising is that dating profiles are meant to serve as a personal advertisement. People are marketing themselves, hoping their profile will attract the attention of the right person. They should be written so that the reader will find them attractive, which we’ve learned is driven by how the author will support the reader, not the other way around.

         Indeed, when people are asked to create a profile explaining why they would be the ideal partner, they write more attractive profiles than when left to their own devices. And this doesn’t end with dating profiles. Whether you’re looking to hire someone or to reconnect with a friend, it’s best to get into the mind-set of supporting their goals.

         To keep ourselves from seeing people as empty vessels, we can be more other-oriented in our interactions with the people around us. When we’re attuned to supporting others, we’re more attractive to them. This way, we stand a better chance of having people in our lives who are attractive to us.

         To get support, you need to be supportive. There are two possible mistakes you could make. First, you might offer a new friend, romantic partner, or coworker too little help. The relationship may work for you. You’re feeling known and your goals are being fulfilled. But it might not last long. If you aren’t facilitating someone’s goals, they’re likely getting very little from connecting with you. Second, you might be facilitating someone’s goals but not getting help in return. In this kind of relationship, you give without getting back. You might have a relationship like this with a family member, a partner, or a colleague at work. These relationships are asymmetric and therefore hard to sustain over time. You might want to ask for more—or walk away.

         Questions to ask yourself

         People connect through their goals. We want our friends, family, and partners to know us so that they can help us achieve whatever we set out to do. The extent to which another person supports your motivation predicts how satisfied you are in your relationship.

         You should accordingly develop insights into the roles of those around you in your goal system. They’re not only instrumental to meeting your relationship goals; they facilitate all other goals. Your personal trainer facilitates your goal of “keeping in shape” just as your partner might facilitate your goal of “getting a promotion,” for example. You should also consider how you, in turn, play a role in their goal system. Would they say you facilitate their emotional and intellectual growth? Would they say you help them stay healthy? Finally, keep in mind that while our relationships support our goals, it’s also possible to develop goals with the sole purpose of deepening a relationship. These are goals that will be facilitated by the relationship and may involve anything from developing a new skill (rock-climbing or baking, for example) to acquiring a new purpose in life (promoting social justice, for example). To do all of this, you can start by asking:

         	How well do you know the people in your life? Do you know their goals, needs, and aspirations? How well can you draw their goal system? If you’re struggling, start asking questions, making observations, and taking mental notes.

            	Do the people in your life know your goal system? Is it possible you’ve been too quiet or ambiguous about what you want?

            	What do you do to facilitate your partner’s goals? What do they do that helps you achieve your goals? What needs to be changed?

            	Can you develop goals, like a new hobby, that will serve as glue for a relationship? This can be a goal that allows you to be supported and support someone in turn.
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