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NETFLIX IS supposed to help 
you chill...yet half an hour 
later, you’re still scrolling 
through the rom-coms, more 
stressed than you were before 
you plunked down on the 
couch. Sound familiar?

There’s actually a technical 
term for that habit of consider-
ing all potential choices in  
an effort to pick the very best 
one: Psychologists call it maxi-
mization. But it’s also known 
as FOBO (Fear of a Better 
Option), an acronym coined by 
investor and author Patrick J. 
McGinnis to describe his  
business school classmates 
who were juggling multiple  
job offers: “They were afraid  
to commit to one in case 

something better came along,” 
he explains. 

The fact is, FOBO can strike 
for almost any decision—big 
(your career path) or small 
(your Saturday- evening 
plans). And nowadays, maxi-
mizers have to contend with 
an overwhelming abundance 
of options, whether they’re 
choosing a breakfast cereal  
or a life partner (thanks, 
Bumble).

“The problem with being a 
maximizer is that the only way 
to meet your standards is by 
examining every possibility—
and that’s impossible,” says 
Barry Schwartz, PhD, author 
of The Paradox of Choice and  
a visiting professor at the 
Haas School of Business at  
the University of California, 
Berkeley. So it’s not terribly 
surprising that researchers 
have found maximizers tend 
to have higher anxiety and 
lower levels of happiness and 
struggle more with regret. 

MAKE UP  
YOUR MIND

The “right” choice you’ve  
been doggedly searching for?  
It doesn’t exist—and 
that’s actually good news.  
BY JUNO DEMELO

LEARN TO 
MAKE FASTER 

DECISIONS, 
AND FEEL A LOT 
BETTER ABOUT 
THE RESULTS.
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Once 
you’ve 
made  
up your 
mind, 
resist  
the urge 
to look 
back.

T
õ

n
u

 T
u

n
n

el
/S

to
ck

sy

That’s not all, though: These 
folks—who so carefully weigh 
pluses and minuses—also tend 
to be less satisfied with their 
choices compared with  
speedier decision-makers.

Luckily, you can learn  
to overcome FOBO, so you  
obsess less over—and feel  
happier about—every choice. 
Here, psych experts outline 
strategies to help you make  
up your mind. And the more 
you practice, the easier being 
decisive will get.

Set Your Priorities
Whenever you have an array 
of options that’s keeping  
you up at night, your first step 
should always be the same: 
Outline the key criteria for 
your ideal choice. Let’s say 
you’re considering colleges  
for your daughter. Instead  
of booking a tour at every 

institute of higher education 
on the West Coast, start by 
articulating what you and 
your daughter care about 
most. For example, you might 
want a school with less than 
10,000 students that’s within 
a few hours’ drive from home 
and has a strong communica-
tions department. Once you 
know what you’re looking for, 
you can rule out any program 
that doesn’t measure up.

This approach lets you  
go from being a “picker” to  
a “chooser,” says Schwartz. 
“When the option set is too 
large, it’s like everything’s 
coming at you on a conveyor 
belt, which makes it hard  
to be actively engaged in the 
decision process,” he says. 
“The more time you spend 
reflecting on your goals,  
the less time you’ll spend 
evaluating the options.” 

Cut Yourself Off
Now that you have your key 
criteria in mind, search only 
until you find an option—or  
a couple—that meet them. 
Then stop looking (seriously). 

This may mean booking  
the first Airbnb that fits your 
top five requirements, or 
allowing yourself to deliberate 
between two ideal apartments. 
What you don’t want to do is 
open a tab for every property 
with a pullout sofa and a 
kitchenette.

The rule doesn’t just apply 
to minor choices like lodging, 
says Schwartz. It makes sense 
for major, fork-in-the-road 
decisions as well, such as  
buying a house or choosing a 
nursing home for your mom.

Get Out of Your Head
If you are prone to ruminating 
over the same three options,  
or picturing everything that 
could potentially go wrong 
after you make a decision, 
try putting your dilemma  
into words. “Talking through 
something—or writing out 
pros and cons—activates  
different parts of your brain 
than rumination does,” says 
Alice Boyes, PhD, author of 
The Healthy Mind Toolkit.  
The exercise can help you  
tone down your emotions  
and think more rationally.

Also helpful: giving yourself  
a break. “Anything that’s 
absorbing, like doing a puzzle 
or following a new recipe,  
can snap you out of running 
circles in your mind,” says 
Boyes. And some studies  
suggest that taking your mind 
off of a dilemma can actually 
improve decision-making.

Experts aren’t entirely  
sure why that’s true, but  
one possibility is that “you  
subconsciously process  
the information in a way  
that helps you see the bigger  
picture,” explains Uma  
Karmarkar, PhD, a decision 
neuro scientist at the Univer-
sity of California, San Diego. 
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“Even  
a so-so 
decision 
can 
become  
a good 
one  
if you 
commit 
to 
making  
it work.”
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Let Go of Perfect
It’s tempting to think that  
if you do enough mental calcu-
lating, you can make the right 
decision. But, reality check: 
There’s probably no such 
thing. It’s far more likely there 
are several choices that will 
work out just fine. “Substitut-
ing a for the before right  
decision can relieve an enor-
mous amount of pressure,” 
says Schwartz.

Besides, in spite of your  
best efforts to predict the 
future, you don’t have a crystal 
ball. Maybe you take the job 
with the fantastic boss, only  
for her to quit two months  
later. Or maybe you choose the 
shorter commute, just before 
the company announces it’s 
moving uptown. You can’t  
control all the variables,  
and there’s no way you can 

possibly anticipate every  
twist of fate. 

Another problem with  
chasing the “perfect” outcome: 
You may be too exhausted to 
fully enjoy it by the time you 
get it. After all, how relaxing is 
a long weekend away when it 
took you months to plan it?

Commit!
Once you’ve made up your 
mind, resist the urge to look 
back. Doing so just leads to 
more angst. Research shows 
that so-called reversible deci-
sions (choices that are easily 
undone, like the color you 
paint your bedroom) “can 
make you far more stressed, 
because you’re constantly 
reevaluating your options,” 
says Karmarkar.

Instead, stick with the 
choice you made, and keep 

moving forward. “Even a  
so-so decision can become  
a good one if you’re commit-
ted to making it work,” 
Schwartz adds. “If, on the 
other hand, you’re convinced 
you’ll be happier with some-
thing else, that becomes a 
self-fulfilling prophecy.” 

When feelings of regret 
bubble up, remember that a 
different decision could have 
had a worse outcome, or at 
least an equally disappointing 
one—and that this experience 
can help you make better 
choices in the future. Imagine 
you pursued a business idea 
that failed, for example; the 
next one will likely be stron-
ger because of it. “Mistakes 
can feel terrible, especially  
if you’re a maximizer,” says 
Boyes. “But we do often learn 
from them.” 

ASK A FRIEND 

Say it’s time for a new laptop.  
Ask your techiest friend which one  
she bought, and get the same 
computer. “Everyone is an expert at 
something, so let him or her do the 
deciding for you,” says Schwartz. 

CORRECT FOR YOUR BIAS 

Are you constantly running out  
of eggs, or milk, or veggies? Or 
maybe you’re always throwing food 
away. If you have a tendency to 
underestimate—or overestimate—
how much you need, adjust accord-
ingly. “My instinct is to buy four 
yogurts when we actually need six,” 
says Boyes. “So now I buy 50 per-
cent more than I think we’ll use.”

SHOW BRAND LOYALTY 

When a product is working for you, 
there’s no reason to switch it up. 
This applies to staples like almond 
butter and tampons, as well as big- 
ticket items like phones. (Schwartz 
says that when his phone breaks, 
he replaces it with the newer 
model, no deliberating necessary.)

DON’T SWEAT SMALL AMOUNTS 

For Boyes, that means anything 
under 20 bucks. “If I’m starting to 
hem and haw over two items whose 
price difference is less than $20,  
I’ll just buy my first choice,” she 
explains. “I value making a decision 
and taking it off my mind over 
saving a few dollars.” Choose a 
threshold that works for you, and 
use it as a guideline to avoid exces-
sive comparison shopping.

CHECK THE TIME 

For inconsequential choices—
whether to order the chicken or  
the fish, for example—McGinnis 
assigns one option an odd number 
(say the chicken) and the other an 
even number (the fish). Then he 
looks at the minutes on his watch. 
An odd number (like 6:37) means 
he’ll take the odd-numbered option 
(chicken it is!); even-numbered 
minutes would mean the even- 
numbered option. “If you’ll barely 
remember the outcome in a  
couple of hours, you might as well 
offload decision-making onto  
an inanimate object,” he says.

Maximizers tend to get tripped up when shopping.  
But sometimes you can practically eliminate the need  
to make a decision altogether.

Purchasing Power
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