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' THREE WISHES FROM A GENIE
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Those who have knowledge don’t predict.
Those who predict don’t have knowledge.

Lao Tzu, Ancient Chinese Philosopher

s he tragic events of 9/11 are embedded in humanity’s collective
.

3 gg consciousness. The authorities have adjusted the official death -
| toll of 2,974 a few times, but it remains close to the original

estimates that we all listened to with horror on that September day.
This much is well known. All too well known. ‘

- Statisticians, however, think the real death toll is much, much
higher. The official count ignores the thousands of people who, influ-
enced by 9/11, literally gambled with their lives. Perhaps, unwit-

tingly, you too were one of the gamblers: one of the lucky ones, that
1s. Let’s explain . |

THE ILLUSION OF CONTROL




DANCE WITH CHANCE 2

" the number of airline passengers in the fourth quarter of 2001 feJj by
M. 1 300, by comparison with the last three months of the year 2000, I,
| .,  ther words, influenced by 9/11, close to one in five travelers
decided not to fly. Let’s look at some other numbers now: in 2001,

there were 483 deaths among commercial airline passengers in the
USA, about half of them on 9/11. Interestingly, in 2002 there wasn't
a single one. And in 2003 and 2004 there were only nineteen and
cleven fatalities respectively. This means that during these three
years, a total of thirty airline passengers in America were killed in
sccidents. In the same period, however, 128,525 people died in US
car accidents. Moreover, it has been estimated that — in the year fol-
lowing 9/11 — some 1,600 deaths could have been avoided if people

had not driven but instead carried on taking the plane as usual.’
Why did so many people take their car instead of the plane after
9/11? The simple explanation is that, behind the wheel of your own
automobile, it's natural to feel in control. Try telling drivers that they
have no influence over the skills of other road users, the weather, the

condition of the road, mechanical problems, or any other common

causes of accidents — and they will agree. But they still feel in control
of their destiny when they drive. They can’t help it. Put them on a
plane, and they think their life is in the hands of the airline pilot or,

worse, a bunch of terrorists.

Psychologists call this the “illusion of control” It makes sense

from the beginnings of agriculture to missions to Mars and beyond.

The problem is that we don’t know when to stop. For instance,
experiments show that people think they’re more likely to win the
lottery if they pick their own numbers. They also think they’ll do
better in a game of chance jf they throw the dice themselves. The

truth j
is that they can make no difference whatsoever. These are
games of pure luck.




| senger dying in an air

" be fatal. The rest of the time, 1
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In the case of the post-9/ 1 drivers, most of the deaths

were caused by bad luck. But those who chose their cars over

'~ the plane can't be blamed entirely for their folly, as our inbuilt

Tusion of control is often magnified by media coverage. Plane
crashes are turned into video images of twisted wreckage and
dead bodies, then beamed into every home on television screens.
It's no wonder so many of us dread flying — and did so even before
9/11. Meanwhile, the thousands of airplanes which arrive safely at

their destination every day hold no edia interest. This isn't news. 50

. even the most logical of us are led to believe that the chance of a pas-

plane accident is much, much higher than it

really is.”
. Car crashes, on the other hand, rarely make the headlines,

unless they're multiple pile-ups with mass fatalities (which are

also statistical exceptions). Meanwhile, smaller-scale road accidents
umbers with horrifying regularity, killing hundreds

of thousands of people each year worldwide and seriously
don't hear about them. Again, this

injuring many Mmore. We just
from over-riding our

lack of awareness prevents Ouf logic

That's partly why weve W
can't predict most of what
But there are things we call
quences of our inability to
stand the relative roles playe

shaping our lives.

happens to Us, let alone control it.

do to minimize the negative conse-

..+ Most of all, it’s essential to under-

d by chance and our own actions 1n




_ hat one of the biggest challenges facing us both individ.
We believe tha IS to aC cept the full extent of uncertainty that
and collectively king without being paralyzed by hesita-
crossing a road, being struck by ,

ropical paradise, or getting incurable

ually
surrounds our decision ma

vion.} Being hit by a car while
coconut while on vacationinat

cancer is something that can hap
control makes us believe that such events only happen to others,

pen to anyone. Yet the illusion of

never to us. | | |
[n this book we go beyond simply dispelling the illusion of con-

trol. Our message is both more subtle and more compelling. As
human beings, we can never shake off our basic desire to eliminate
uncertainty. But ironically, it's by realizing and accepting that we
don't have control that we actually gain more control over what hap-
pens to us. This can make a big difference in the way we face the
future and the decisions we take. Sometimes, we might avoid bad
surprises by shaking off our illusion of control (say, by continuing to
tly rather than driving). In other cases, we might be able to take out
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many more), can change behavior. The beauty is that, by giving
up their perceived control and placing their well-being in the
hands of an airline (over which they have no control whatsoever)
travelers reduce their chances of having an accident. Paradoxically,
by accepting that their previous sense of control was largely illusory,
they gain greater control. This “paradox of control” is at the heart of

this book.

YOUR WISH IS YOUR OWN COMMAND. OR IS IT?

First, let’s be both sensible

the long term in order to provide the most benefits for you—and you

Jlone. Second, let’s be realistic about what we're imagining here.

Your wish can't exceed existing physiological limits. So, no, youcan't
live to the age of 500 or become twenty years younger. Third, let’s
think it through and not _ake the same kind of mistake as Midas, the

mythical king who ,sked for everything he touched to turn into gold.
It did — including his food, drink . . . and daughter. Fourth, bear in

ind that you're not the only person to have access to a genie.

(There’s an imaginary one free in every copy of this book, after all)

So, by all means g0 ahead an
4 Just don’t expect to stay the richest for long, as someone else

d ask to become the richest person in the

worl
.« bound to make the same request. Finally, no cheating. Your wish

shouldn’t contain double demands. To be rich and famous counts as
+wo wishes, not one. And rest assured that the age-old trick of wish-

ing for more wishes won't work either.
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