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THE BASICS OF

DECISION SCIENCE

FOR LIFE

your next decision...

 ...starts here.



we all want a better life

Life is tough. Mental wellness can feel precarious, friends can let us down, and many of us don't have

the perfect jobs. Finding true happiness can feel like a pipe dream.  

What's frustrating is that there's so much advice out there but none of it seems to be helping. So

many books have been written about how to find the perfect career, how to find love, how to

accomplish your dreams.... So many books. And blogs. And articles. And videos. So many “experts”

breaking it down for us, telling us exactly what we need to do, and how, and when, and even where.

We have so much information about what to do, you’d think we’d all be bouncing out of bed each

morning wearing huge grins, dying to get started with our days.   

But that’s not how it is. 

The advice we're getting might be good or it might be bad. Some of the advice I've seen out there

makes no sense. Some of it has value. But in the end, it doesn't matter what you hear or learn. If you

don't make the right moves, you're just wasting your time. 

If you're stuck, frustrated, and not sure how to move forward, chances are you're missing a key piece

of the puzzle. Chances are you need help making better decisions.

It's a good thing you've ended up here. I'm here to help. 



None of us are great at decision-making – just by virtue of being human. Our brains naturally look for

short-cuts, which makes thoughtful decision-making seem unnatural. We live in social environments

that push and pull us in different directions, impacting our ability to think about what’s best for us. 

It’s not like humans are totally flawed. The human species has come a long way; just look at the

evidence. We've dominated the planet and have thrived as a species despite the odds. But humans

can do a lot better. There's plenty of evidence for this too. 

In the following pages you will get a brief overview of how Decision Science can help you make

better choices so you can be more fulfilled at work and with your business. This paper will:

Learn how to make better decisions and you'll have a better chance of living a better life. 

Start with your first great decision: the decision to read on.

we have to do things differently

Cover three examples of decision-making pitfalls that can impact your ability to 

live a better life - and what you can do about it.

 Introduce you to Decision Science, and explain why it matters; 

Provide an overview of why humans are bad at decision-making; and



Rather than study people, places, or things, Decision Science focuses on studying the decision-

making process. It draws on multiple disciplines, including behavioral economics, psychology,

physiology, sociology, and political science.

Where we are (good or bad) and where we’re going (good or bad) stems from decisions that

someone, somewhere, made (or didn’t make) at some point. Understanding decision-making is

therefore important in understanding how we got here and where we’re going to go. 

Sure, sometimes people don’t end up doing what they decide to do, but that’s a choice, too. 

And sometimes people do things automatically or impulsively, without really deciding anything – but

knowing why people don’t exercise decision-making is just as important as knowing why they do.

The events, situations, or circumstances we experience in our  lives don’t happen unless decisions are

involved – or unless decisions that should have been made were instead neglected. If we don’t

understand the how and why behind human decision-making, we can’t get to a better place.

what is decision science?

decision science

is not... ...is

learning about who

we are and what we

do.

learning about the

process of decision-

making, which helps us

understand who we are

and what we do.



Have you ever asked, “Why can’t I get where I want to be ?” or "Why does this keep happening to

me?" It can be easy to lose hope, especially these days. Sometimes we think the universe is out to

get us. Sometimes we feel like failures. 

But it’s possible that we, like most humans, aren’t naturally wired to make great decisions, and some

decisions set us up for worse options – and worse circumstances – down the road. It’s natural for us

humans to approach each of our decisions as if they’re unrelated to future choices we have to make.

Once we decide on something, we feel like the decision over. But each choice has consequences that

set us up in the future. Good decisions set us up for better options later, and bad decisions can set us

up for poorer options down the road. It’s all connected.

For example, imagine that a friend you’ve had for a long time is recently letting you down more than

usual. They never seem to have time for you, nor do they want to make the time. Yet when they need

you, they expect you to drop everything to be there for them. You’re faced with a decision: continue

with the current situation, try to work things through with them, or walk away. 

Each of these options, if chosen, takes you down a different path. If you stick with the friendship, your

friend would remain in your life, and they could be part of many of your future decisions. Some of

those future decisions could be quite tough, especially if your friend continues to let you down. If you

walk away, you’d no longer face decisions or options that would involve them. You'd be without

them, but you might have better options open up. Unless you evaluate which option opens you up to

better future options, you could be headed in the wrong direction.

We can do a lot better with just a few tweaks to our decision-making. By making even slightly better

decisions now, we can increase our chances for having better options in the future, which means our

decisions can only get better. 

why decision science matters

decision

good option

bad option

next decision

next decision

decent option

decent option

not a great

option

not a great

option



Some decisions lead us to great opportunities and others don’t.  Sometimes we deal with the

consequences of our decisions for years. If we get things wrong now, it becomes harder to backtrack

later.

But this doesn't mean you should judge the quality of your decisions by how things turn out. Too

much in life is out of our control for that to be fair. 

Instead, decisions are good if the process behind them is sound. If our decisions are swayed too

much by our psychological limitations or social pressures, then we can get into trouble. 

And each of us have gotten into trouble.   

But we can correct it. There are no guarantees, but the better our choices, the better our chances.

And the better our chances, the better our futures will be.

how do you know you've made a good

decision?



why decision-making is so tough

When it comes to decision-making, we aren’t really set up for success.   

Our human nature poses challenges. One challenge is our brains’ tendency toward efficiency. This

efficiency has gotten us far, but it’s also kept us from thinking things through as carefully as we

should. Instead, we take mental short-cuts (also called “heuristics”) which lead to assumptions that

aren’t accurate and decisions that aren't great.

Our state of wellness also impacts our choice-making. If we’re under stress or anxiety, don’t sleep

enough, or don’t eat well, we can make poor decisions, even when we try hard to make good ones.

We’re emotional too. We can be calm and cool sometimes, but we’re also susceptible to “hot states”

of arousal, excitement, or anger. Our decision-making gets thrown for a loop when that happens.   

We’re also social, and our decision-making is largely driven by our social natures. We succumb to

peer pressure and regret it, but we deal with it because that’s the price of belonging. We do what

the majority is doing, even if it’s not great for us, because it makes us feel secure. We go along with 

 norms because we crave order, even when the norms might need to be challenged or changed. We

make choices to appear culturally legitimate, even when it hurts our careers or our businesses.  

Information is also important for making good decisions, so we need it to be good and thorough. But

if we limit our interactions to a fixed set of people or resources, we’re not allowing ourselves to be

fully informed when we make our choices. This means that who we engage with socially can be crucial

in determining how good our decisions are.  

Our decision-making is vulnerable to a lot of influence.

The consequences can be dramatic.



Good decisions aren’t just about laying out the options and weighing the pros and cons. At every

turn, from inside our brains to outside our bodies, we are being influenced. Psychological and social

pressures keep us from being rational and lead us down some less-than-ideal paths. 

It’s almost as if everything is stacked against us. 

Except it’s not. 

Our brains may function at maximum efficiency, but they have the ability to slow down if we want

them to. We humans are able to learn, scientifically, how decision-making works and how our

efficient brains and social environments lead us astray. And we have what it takes to make it better. 

So let’s start by learning about how our decision-making goes the wrong way. The next pages will

cover three pitfalls that can plague our decision-making.

you need more than a plan



Maybe you are frustrated because you don’t have good friends, can't find love, hate your job, or

simply aren't living the life you want to live. Something has to change. Which means you have to

make some decisions, and whatever you decide, you better be right. The quality of your future

options depends on it. 

o what do you do? The natural, automatic thing is for humans to do is to form an opinion using

information we already have and then base their decision on that incomplete information.

But we tend to get off track before we even start, often because 

of one major pitfall: we assume we have enough information 

when we actually don’t. Making this assumption is what 

behavioral economists call the trap of believing that “what you see 

is all there is” (WYSIATI). Our brains, being efficient and fast-

working, don’t slow down to consider what we don’t know 

or what we don’t see.   

 

We jump to conclusions.

And if what we know seems reasonable, then it must be right. Right?   

Wrong. Reasonableness and accuracy are not the same, even though research in behavioral

economics has shown that the human brain confuses the two. And, people have a tendency to seek

out information that supports what they already believe and to reject information that contradicts

their already-formulated opinions (behavioral scientists call this "confirmation bias"). This makes it

even harder to assess whether you know all that you need to know before making a decision.  

This happens to the best of us, but that doesn’t mean it’s ok. If we make decisions based on

incomplete or inaccurate information because we assume that what we know is all there is to know…

well… that’s where problems happen.

How do we avoid this? 

With a healthy dose of self-doubt. Some would argue that self-doubt is a sign of insecurity or low

self-esteem, even a sign of weakness. But from a decision science point of view, self-doubt is the

best way to make sure you know it all. So here's a decision science pro tip: before your next big

decision, instead of thinking about what you already know, assume you know very little, and start

from there. This frame of mind will open you up to doing much-needed research that you'd

otherwise neglect to do. 

pitfall 1: we assume we have all the
info when we really don't.

our brains don't

naturally consider

what we don't

know.



Trying to decide what the best of two options are? A common way to go is to try and predict the

outcome of each option, and then choose the one that’s best. If you can predict that option A will

lead to a better future for you than option B, then you should probably choose option A.

 

and a major reason, according to research in behavioral science, is that we rely too much on our

memories and too little on facts and probability. If we can easily recall an event happening in the

past, we’re likely to overestimate the likelihood of that event happening in the future, even when the

data would tell us something else. Behavioral economists call this the "availability heuristic," and it

can his lead to bad decision-making.   

For example, if it’s easier to remember your past failures than it is to remember your successes,

you’re more likely to expect failure in the future than what the laws of probability would predict. This

is why so many people don’t go after what they want: they overestimate their chances of failure. In

reality, your future success may have little to do with your past failures.

We can’t assume that what we remember is all that matters. What we've forgotten can be equally or

more informative. And then there’s the information that hasn’t yet made its way into our brains at all:

that stuff is important too.  

How do we avoid this pitfall?

The best way to get it right is by doing the math; don't rely on 

your memory.  I know... math and statistics sucks. But you don't 

have to do it perfectly. The next time you find yourself digging 

into your memory for information on how common an occurrence 

might be (and therefore how likely it is to occur in the future), 

stop yourself. Instead, ask yourself: "What are the chances?" And then do your research.

Say you've wanted to go back to college and get that degree you've always wanted. But you aren't

sure if it's worth it. You know a few people who went back to school and now they're in debt with

little more to show for it. What should you do?

Don't assume that their disappointment will be yours, even though their disappointment is fresh in

your mind. Get online and do some research. Get some facts. Understand just how beneficial a

degree might be given your specific end game. In other words, take your time and get some facts.

Don't rely on your memory. It will likely fail you.

pitfall 2: we rely too much on our
memories when there's
more to it

we can't assume

that what we

remember is all

that matters.

but we're not good at making predictions,



There's safety in numbers; there’s no doubt about it. We like doing what others are doing for a very

good reason. Throughout our species’ history, we’ve needed others for survival. We seek out other

people, crave belonging, and follow the herd. That's how we made it this far.

When it comes to decision-making, we have a tendency to follow the crowd. Following the majority

seems like a good option. So many people can’t be wrong. Right?  

Not really. The majority is just the majority; there’s no inherent relationship between the quality of a

decision and the number of people who make that decision. Many people follow awful trends that

make no sense (think about bad fashion trends). Many people eat at restaurants just because they’re

popular (think about chain restaurants that serve less-than-stellar food). The fact that a lot of other

people seem to be doing something doesn’t automatically make that something worth doing.  

It’s not uncommon for people to choose to do something only because a large number of  other

people are already doing it. But if you follow the majority just because they’re the majority, then your

decision becomes theirs, not yours. And you could end up making the wrong choice.   

For example, the idea that "You can’t love someone else until you love yourself first” has

mainstreamed to where many of us take it for granted as true. But if you did the scientific research, is

it? One academic study suggests that reality is more complex that this quote suggests: low self-

esteem has been tied to a greater tendency toward manic love whereas higher self-esteem is linked

to a greater likelihood of passionate love. Meanwhile, narcissists, who are the epitome of self-love,

aren’t too great at loving others. 

How do you avoid the bandwagon?

Jumping on the bandwagon might feel natural, and fighting the urge is hard. Sometimes it means

standing with the minority, or standing alone, which is scary for social creatures like us to do. 

Oftentimes, avoiding the bandwagon effect means reinforcing 

relationships with others through a variety of different interests, 

beliefs, or preferences. That way when we choose to go 

another way on one issue, there are many other issues in which 

we'll still feel connected. That way we can go against the 

current without being left out in the cold, and therefore feel 

emboldened to do what's right for us without experiencing 

severe negative consequences.

pitfall 3: we follow the bandwagon
without asking if the
bandwagon is right.

care a lot less about

the bandwagon and

a lot more about

where you want to

go.



These decision-making pitfalls are only some of the ways in which we can make the wrong choices and

head down the wrong paths. There are many more, which is why it's important to keep learning, and

especially to keep learning about decision science. 

But even though these pitfalls are problems, it’s important to remember that they exist for a reason.

They all serve a valuable purpose for us as well.  For example, while it can be problematic to make

decisions assuming that you know enough, it’s also paralyzing to hold off on decision-making until you

know everything. And while it's not a great move to put too much weight on what you remember

(versus what you don’t), it’s hard to conjure up memories that just don’t exist, and doing research to

make sure you’ve covered all the facts is time-consuming to the point of getting you stuck. Following

the bandwagon can sometimes lead you straight off a cliff, but it also comes with security and

belonging.

Still, it’s time to challenge what we do automatically or easily, because that’s where our decision-

making can cause us a lot of grief. Wouldn’t it be better to choose efficiency over thoughtfulness,

rather than to automatically succumb to it? Isn’t it better to choose belonging when it works, but then

exercise the option of a solitary path if that would be better?  

Making good choices is necessary if we want greater fulfillment. And though it’s not always easy, given

that our human nature makes it hard, it’s not as hopeless as it sometimes feels. The more we learn

about the science behind decision-making, the more empowered we become to make confident

choices that we can live with, choices that set us up for better options down the road, or that, at a

minimum, teach us something about ourselves.  

So why not keep on learning? 

Subscribe to "Your Next Decision" to get regular updates on papers and books, and to read nika's

advice to subscribers on the "ask nika" page. Sign up for a "Your Next Decision" class or individual

counseling session. Or reach out at contact@yournextdecision.com for information on how to learn

more.  

Decision Science doesn’t come with guarantees. It doesn’t believe in false promises. But it does offer

hope and opportunity if you want a better shot at a better livelihood, stronger friendships, and greater

wellness. The most we can hope for, especially in a world that has always come with some degree of

uncertainty, is to increase our chances. 

And given how precious life is, we deserve the best chances we can get. 

our strengths are our weaknesses

but we can be stronger

 



learn more at:

www.yournextdecision.com

reach out at:

contact@yournextdecision.com


