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HOW DOES ONE OVERCOME 
THE PARALYSIS OF CHOICE? 
SI: “You have to be very choosy about 
choosing. The fi rst question you’ve 
got to ask yourself is, Which choices 
are really worth my time? Is it worth 
making? Should you rather go with 
the fl ow, or let someone else decide? 
You’ve got to ask yourself what the 
most meaningful choices are for you, 
then limit your choosing energy to 
just these.”

SHOULD YOU GO WITH 
YOUR GUT, OR REASON?  
SI: “Choosing, by defi nition, is an ef-
fortful activity. You need knowledge 
to make a sound decision. We often 
take the shortcut of wanting to make 
decisions quickly, through our gut, 
but if you really don’t know what you 
want and what the choices are, you’re 
not going to be able to choose effec-
tively with your instinct. 

“You should use your gut together 
with reason when making decisions. 
If you’re making the big happiness 
decisions – like, whether or not to get 
married – your gut tells you what you 
want right now, not what you’ll want 
in a year’s time. A reasoned analysis 
tells you what a reasonable person 
ought to want. Essentially, you have 
to learn about yourself – what is it 
that you’re going to want? 

“You have to frame the question 
for yourself in multiple ways – don’t 
ask yourself the same question over 
and over again and ruminate about it. 
Ask yourself: Is this what I want 
right now? But then also ask yourself 
how you’ll feel about this decision in 
10 months, or in 10 years. Create 
other options for yourself – as in, I’m 
feeling like I really want this, but 
what if I have this other option, or 
that option? We’re talking reasona-
ble options here, not pie-in-the-sky 
thinking. Then you need to consider 
how you’ll feel about those decisions.” 

WHAT IS ONE OF THE MOST 
DIFFICULT DECISIONS YOU’VE 
HAD TO MAKE?
SI: “I struggled with whether or not 
I wanted to have a second child. My 
son really wanted a sibling. It was 
diffi cult because you could rationally 
prove that having only one child 
would be fi ne, or having two chil-
dren would be fi ne. In the end, it 
boiled down to fi guring out the best-
case scenario versus the worst-case 
scenario if I made the choice. So 
I said to myself, if the worst-case 
scenario were to happen – and for 
any mom, that would be if some-
thing really bad happened to her 
child – would I regret not having had 
another? I made peace with the fact 
that I wouldn’t regret it. I’ve never 
bothered to regret a choice I have 
made – I don’t think it’s useful.” 

HOW DO WE 
“SPEAK CHOICE”?
SI: “It can make a huge difference in 
your life to have a mind-set of think-
ing about your choices. One of the 
big mistakes we often make is that 
we allow other people to dictate the 
choice. We somehow think that if 
we’re given a lot of choice, we will 
have a lot of freedom, but it actually 
doesn’t give us any. Your freedom 
doesn’t come from your ability to 
pick – it comes from your ability to 
create. For example, let’s look at the 
decision about whether you should 
have a child, or build a career. We 
have these ways of framing decisions 
for people in a way that’s not particu-
larly useful. And, in fact, if you 
frame decisions as whether or not, 
or yes or no, people make worse deci-
sions. Freedom comes from your 
ability to say, Okay, that’s how other 
people want to frame the decision or 
choice, but let me think about how it 
makes sense for me to think about 
what choices I have. Because I may 

have other ways of making choices, 
or other choices I could make. Why 
limit myself to what others think are 
my choices?” 

Two titles that have helped Sheena 
Iyengar embrace the uncertainty 

and contradiction of choice:

Decisive: How to Make Better Choices 
in Life and Work by Chip and Dan 

Heath, and Thinking, Fast and Slow 
by Daniel Kahneman

ON HER BOOKSHELF
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