
It’s a familiar scenario. You go into a well-known clothes shop to buy a pair of blue jeans – similar to the ones you’ve had for a while and know you feel comfortable in – and ask the sales assistant for some help. Expecting to be asked the waist size and leg length, instead you are met with a dizzying array of options: ‘Would that be faded or dark, stretch fabric or non-stretch, regular fit or skinny, low-rise or mid-rise, boot-cut or straight-leg …?’ The permutations are so endless that you retreat, reeling, from the shop to regroup and consider how better to approach this seemingly simple task.

In his recent book The Paradox of Choice – Why more is less Barry Schwartz attempts to explain how we have reached this plethora of options in everything we buy, from jeans to salad dressing, what effect it is having on us psychologically, and how we can deal with it. Schwartz is not against choice per se. In fact, he admits that in many ways it has given us more control and autonomy. His point is that when the number of choices reaches a critical point, the negatives start to outweigh the positives: choice is no longer liberating, it is debilitating.

The explosion in choice, he says, is linked to economic progress. When people relied on subsistence agriculture, the question did not arise – you ate what you were able to grow. But through the development of trade and crafts, we became materially richer, so that now we have the luxury of choosing from 285 varieties of biscuit in our local supermarket or from 120 courses in the local college prospectus.

We come to a given choice through a process of goalsetting (What do I want?) and decision-making (How can I get it?), evaluating the importance of each goal and the likelihood that each option will fulfil it. This, as Daniel Kahneman and other psychologists have pointed out, is by no means an exact science. Often we ignore empirical evidence about the merits of a particular solution (e.g. the scientific facts behind the efficacy of a particular weightloss

plan) in favour of anecdotal evidence (e.g. a friend who has told us that the diet worked wonders for her). Using this process as a guide, Schwartz divides people into two categories, maximizers and satisficers. A maximizer is a person who wants to get every choice, from a small purchase to a life-changing decision, absolutely right. The only way they can do this is to make sure they have all possible options arrayed before them, which can be a daunting task. A satisficer is a person who takes the line of least resistance and more readily accepts a good option or solution without worrying too much that there might somewhere be a better alternative. 
The problem is the psychological damage that we inflict on ourselves if we are a maximizer in today’s consumer society, where we are spoilt for choice. Our expectations are raised to the maximum and, consequently, so are our regrets, which plague us constantly: even if the hotel we choose for our holiday is perfectly adequate, there is always a better one that is booked up. Schwartz’s advice is, unsurprisingly, to be a satisficer, but he also advises

us to be more judicious in what we attach importance to (e.g. choice of career is far more important than choice of car) and to learn to embrace constraints, i.e. you can’t always get what you want.
All in all, this is a useful book with some funny and interesting illustrations of the problem.
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