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conduct interviews if you are not listen-
ing to what your subjects say?

•  •  •
Stone ends her book with prescriptions 
for more flexibility in the workplace and 
other solutions that would allow women 
to balance work and family better. She sug-
gests that companies “destigmatize” part-
time work and “challenge” the long-hour 
culture. These are nice ideas, but to any- 
one who has worked for a public company 
recently, they are not realistic.

Branson makes a better argument for 
how corporate boards can improve their 
companies’ performance by embracing 
women. Monitoring corporate manage-
ment, a duty of directors who represent 
shareholders, can best be done by achiev-
ing a greater balance in the boardroom, 
he writes. Diversity of views, says Bran-
son, “is necessary to avoid the perils 
of ‘groupthink’ in appointing a C.E.O. 
or a C.F.O., and in strategic planning.” 
Among other perils, groupthink causes 

“the board to avoid hard questions or oth-
erwise rock the boat,” leading to a sense 
of invincibility and isolation. The point 
is not that women or minorities will al-
ways help boards avoid these shoals, 
Branson wisely adds. “The point is that 
groupthink is less likely in the presence 
of diversity and with diversity as an 
avowed goal.”

How to achieve this end? Branson pro-
poses that every public company could 
put a woman on its nominating com- 
mittee. Also, boards should get rid of di-
rectors who sit on more than three 
public-company boards, thereby opening 
up the number of director slots available 
to women. Women must also make them-
selves more attractive to boards, he sug-
gests. He advises women to take a less 
direct route to the top: teaching or taking 
a high-level position at a nonprofit orga-
nization may lead to the boardroom. 

“There is no one paradigm for advance-
ment of women,” he writes. “The para-
digm mutates as a woman’s career ad- 
vances, much more so than a man’s.” As 
a result, a woman might have to be ag-
gressive early on, and then transform 
herself into a stateswoman. Finally, Bran-
son asserts, she may have to become 
more aggressive again, as she climbs the 
ladder. It is an interesting thesis, one that 
makes sense.

At least toward the end of her book, 
Roth becomes more nuanced and more 
sensible, reflecting that women’s lim- 
ited progress on Wall Street may be re-
lated to forces other than discrimination. 
She concedes that “gender equity might 
be achievable in highly demanding jobs 

i.

The idea of “the survival of the 
fittest” is one of the most pow-
erful organizing principles in all 
of science. That simple idea, 
stated by Herbert Spencer on 

the basis of Charles Darwin’s work and 
later endorsed by Darwin himself, cap-
tures the theory of evolution, the process 
of natural selection, and a host of associ-
ated notions. And yet the phrase can pro-
duce confusion. Some people think that 
survival of the fittest implies that species 
will be ever improving, and that those 
still around today will be well-designed 
machines, smart, efficient, and, well, “fit.” 
But Darwin was focused on reproductive 
success, and nothing in his work suggests 
that surviving species are particularly 
smart or, in any global sense, fit. 

A visit to Darwin’s beloved Galápagos 
Islands drives this point home. The fa-
mous blue-footed booby got its name be-
cause of its apparent stupidity. The bird 
would land on the decks of sailing ships 
and allow itself to be captured with a 
lunge from a drunken sailor. (On the is-
lands the birds have essentially no pred-
ators and thus no need to be wary.) The 
giant tortoises are slow-footed, and if 
they are flipped over onto their backs 
they have no way of righting themselves. 
(They never had to cope with teenage 
boys.) And many of the Galápagos spe-
cies lean to the chubby side. Bull sea lions 

if it were not for work-family issues 
that disproportionately affect women.” 
Yes , indeed—and perhaps because 
women choose to let family issues take 
precedence. 

Roth’s book becomes much more satis-
fying in its final chapters, where it re-
counts the strategies women devised to 
succeed on Wall Street. Examples in-
cluded identifying a mentor and pursuing 
jobs where productivity is tangible and 
undeniable. This meant working in fields 
in which their contributions could be 
measured—such as on trading desks, 
where they had their own profit-and-loss 
responsibilities—and choosing industries 
where they would be evaluated more on 
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The Survival of the Fattest

have figures resembling NFL nose tack-
les and can weigh more than eight hun-
dred pounds. The waved albatross can fly 
enormous distances and withstand very 
cold water, but it has enough padding 
that it cannot get airborne without the 
aid of a wind or a cliff. On a calm day, 
even a running (er, waddling) start is not 
enough for it to attain lift-off. 

Yet all these animals have survived be-
cause they were well-suited to their envi-
ronment—as long as that environment 
did not change. The giant tortoises were 
wiped out on some of the islands because 
of the introduction of two new species 
brought by human beings. Goats were 
faster at eating the grasses favored by the 
tortoises, and rats (who seem to follow 
people everywhere) soon acquired a taste 
for tortoise eggs. Tortoises were as slow 
and large as ever (they can live for months 
without food or water), but they were no 
longer fit enough. In an unchanging envi-
ronment, natural selection can lead to the 
survival of the fattest. But if things change, 
the fat can be in big trouble.

Which brings us to the current state of 
the American waistline. Over the past 
few decades, many Americans have 
grown fat and are growing fatter. More 
than 27 percent of us are obese. This is a 
genuine personal and social problem, 
because obesity is associated with heart 
disease, diabetes, and many other life-
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production and less on subjective criteria 
such as client relationships. 

It is not until the next-to-last page 
of the book that readers learn that one-
quarter of the Wall Street women in 
Roth’s sample succeeded “within this sys-
tem by its own standards.” Their experi-
ences, the author noted, “demonstrate 
that the glass ceiling is not impermeable.” 
But such a notion may not sell books. 
Better to portray “systematic inequality” 
than actual existing women in all their 
complexity. American business is now 
riddled with stories of women shattering 
barriers. There is still some way to go, ob-
viously; but an essential part of progress 
is learning to take yes for an answer. d
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threatening conditions. Why are so many 
Americans fat? At one level the expla- 
nation is rather simple. We gain weight 
when we consume more calories than we 
burn. So any theory for why we are gain-
ing weight has to explain why we are eat-
ing more, exercising less, or both. A 
traditional economic argument would be 
based on rational calculations and tech-
nological change. Innovations in packag-
ing, preserving, and cooking have greatly 
decreased the time it takes to prepare 
food. And if you lower the cost of some-
thing, rational consumers will buy more 
of it. American consumers eat more, and 
more often, than they did fifty years ago. 
Technology has also made it easier for 
us to avoid exercise. Many of us ride an 
elevator down to our car, drive to work, 
and then ride another elevator up to our 
office. The most strenuous exercise we 
exert is at the keyboard, or hoisting a 
glass. According to this view, obesity is a 
rational choice. When faced with the 
choice of swapping a Big Mac for an 
apple or climbing the stairs instead of 
riding, some people buy a larger pair of 
pants instead.

Another approach, favored by behav-

ioral economists, stresses issues of self-
control. According to this view, our 
environment has changed in a way that 
presents us with increasing temptations. 
When tempted to pop corn in the 1950s, 
consumers had to get out the pot and 
start popping. Now the microwave pro-
duces popcorn nearly instantly. Fast-food 
restaurants, convenience stores, and 
packaged food have all made sticking to 
a diet more difficult. This argument 
strengthens and reinforces the standard 
economic analysis, but it adds the idea 
that people would, in some sense, prefer 
to be thinner. The billions of dollars that 
consumers spend on diet books and self-
help programs such as Weight Watchers 
lend credence to the claim that people 
are conflicted about their weight gain, 
whereas in a purely rational world, choos-
ing to be plump would be a simple choice, 
no more conflicting than choosing to 
wear a blue hat.

While technological changes and 
self-control problems are un-
doubtedly part of the story, 

Brian Wansink adds an important addi-
tional piece of the puzzle. On the basis of 

dozens of experiments 
conducted by his team and 
others, Wansink has con-
cluded that much eating is 
mindless. Americans are 
fat not because they have 
made a rational calcula-
tion that French fries are 
so yummy that they are 
worth the costs in health 
and svelte. Nor are French 
fries essentially irresistible. 
Often Americans eat be-
cause of contextual cues, 
or “hidden persuaders,” to 
which they are blind, but 
which greatly affect their 
behavior. And though 
Mindless Eating is partly a 
diet book, it is not just for 
the chubby any more than 
Michael Lewis’s Money-
ball was just for baseball 
fans. Wansink’s real sub-
ject is choosing, not eat-
ing, so even thin people 
should read it.

Wansink begins with 
the premise that we don’t 
know much about what 
makes us eat. Often we 
overeat food that we do 
not even like, simply be-
cause of the context in 
which we find ourselves. 
All this happens uncon-

sciously. “In the thousands of debriefings 
we’ve done for hundreds of studies, 
nearly every person who was ‘tricked’ by 
the words on a label, the size of a pack-
age, the lighting in a room, or the size of 
a latte said, ‘I wasn’t influenced by that.’ ” 
Wansink calculates that people make 
more than two hundred food-related 
decisions every day; most of those deci-
sions are made quickly and intuitively, 
without any kind of deliberate assess-
ment. As he puts it, “stomachs can’t 
count,” and “it’s simply not in our nature 
to pause after every bite and contemplate 
whether we’re full.” 

This argument is not original to Wan-
sink. The psychologists Richard Nisbett 
and Timothy Wilson convincingly argued 
more than two decades ago that people 
often lack much insight into why they do 
things, such as buy a certain brand of au-
tomobile or beer. When asked, “Why did 
you do that?” people have no trouble pro-
viding answers, but their answers often 
turn out to be wrong, and they have no 
more validity than the ones that an out-
side observer could give. (For example, 
people sometimes say that they chose one 
product over another because it looked 
better, when the two products actually 
were identical.) Wansink shows that peo-
ple frequently have little or no idea why 
they eat so much. 

The initial problem is that if we see 
food, we are likely to eat it, even if we 
aren’t hungry. People tend to eat whatever 
is put in front of them. Wansink demon-
strates this point through a series of 
somewhat mischievous experiments, 
some of which would have been great ma-
terial for Candid Camera. A few years 
ago, moviegoers in Chicago found them-
selves with a free bucket of popcorn. Un-
fortunately, the popcorn was stale; it had 
been popped five days earlier and stored 
so as to ensure that it would actually 
squeak when eaten. People were not spe-
cifically informed of its staleness, but they 
didn’t love the popcorn. As one movie-
goer said, “It was like eating Styrofoam 
packing peanuts.” 

As the experiment was designed, about 
half of the moviegoers received a big 
bucket of popcorn and half received a me-
dium-sized bucket. After the movie, Wan-
sink asked the recipients of the big bucket 
whether they might have eaten more be-
cause of the size of their bucket. Most de-
nied the possibility, saying, “Things like 
that don’t trick me.” But they were wrong. 
On average, recipients of the big bucket 
ate about 53 percent more popcorn—even 
though they didn’t really like it. 

Another experiment required some 
special equipment. People sat down to a 

The Shivers
For Auden’s centenary, at his former home, 
the East Village, New York

Birthday boy, you would have had to dine 
Round about now, to be in bed by nine, 
To snuggle down in this city wired with light, 
Ridiculously early for the night, 
Seeming to hear it briefly hush its noise, 
As if indulging its adopted schoolboy’s 
Crazy schedule. 
		  Far away from home, 
Five hours into the dark our funny kingdom 
Sleeps, from that other York where you were born, 
To the childhood fields and every prep-school dorm 
You sat awake in, lecturing your chums 
About the universe, among the cake-crumbs.

Perhaps you hit the sack at the height of play 
Because they did, three thousand miles away 
And thirty years before; perhaps the bright 
Dream this city is was the only night-light 
Strong enough to soothe; perhaps your work 
Began when you looked up from your dashed-off 
	 homework 
Over the fields and found yourself alone 
Out there, watching the windows one by one 
Cave into dark till there was only this: 
Time with the shivers, thinking of timelessness.

Glyn maxwell
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large bowl of Campbell’s tomato soup and 
were told to eat as much as they wanted. 
Unbeknown to them, the soup bowls were 
designed to refill themselves (with empty 
bottoms connected to machinery beneath 
the table). No matter how much soup the 
subjects ate, the bowl never emptied. 
Many people just kept eating until the 
experiment was (mercifully) ended. 

The general rule seems to be, “Give 
them a lot, and they eat a lot.” Those who 
receive large bowls of ice cream eat much 
more than those who get small bowls. If 
you are given a half-pound bag of M&M’s, 
chances are that you will eat about half as 
much as you will if you are given a one-
pound bag. The reason is simple: pack-
ages “suggest a consumption norm—what 
it is appropriate or normal to use or eat.” 
In fact, most people do not stop eating 
when they are no longer hungry. They 
look to whether their glasses or plates are 
empty. Those who keep a great deal of 
food in their refrigerator eat far more 
than those who do not. (An evident trick 
for dieters is to buy less each time you go 
to the grocery store, even if the result is 
that you go to the grocery store more 
often. Even better, walk to the store!)

•  •  •
Size operates as a hidden persuader, 
but it is hardly the only one. Names mat-
ter a lot. “Traditional Cajun Red Beans 
With Rice” is far more popular than “Red 
Beans with Rice.” You might well order 

“Home-Style Chicken Parmesan,” even if 
you would turn up your nose at mere 

“Chicken Parmesan.” People aren’t terribly 
enthusiastic about “Zucchini Cookies,” 
but they will happily eat “Grandma’s Zuc-
chini Cookies.” Not only are people more 
likely to ask for, and to eat, appealingly 
named dishes; they will also rate those 
dishes as tastier. Those who have had res-
taurant items with the foregoing names 
are more likely to describe their meals as 

“great” or “fantastic.” The right names for 
dishes can even produce more enthusias-
tic attitudes toward restaurants as a whole, 
leading people to characterize them as 

“trendy and up-to-date.” Wansink thinks 
that if restaurants without particularly 
good food seek to increase sales, they 
might choose from a range of effective la-
bels, including the geographic (“Kansas 
City Barbeque”), the nostalgic (“Classic 
Old-World Manicotti”), and the sensory 
(“Hearty Sizzling Steaks”). In this way, 
Wansink helps to systematize what savvy 
advertisers already know.

It is healthy to eat soy, and you can 
lose weight by selecting soy products, but 
efforts to market those products have 
fared pretty badly. Why? A big reason is 

that people have a bad association with 
the word “soy.” In one of Wansink’s ex-
periments, a number of people were 
asked to eat a new PowerBar, promi-
nently labeled with the words “Contains 
10 grams of protein.” Other people, not 
different from the first group, were asked 
to eat the same PowerBar, prominently 
labeled with the words “Contains 10 
grams of soy protein.” Members of the 
first group liked what  they ate; they de-
scribed it as chewy, tasty, and chocolaty. 
Members of the second group were not 
so pleased. Many spat out the bar. Many 
others asked, after the first bite, if they 
could have a drink of water. Those who 
knew that they had eaten “soy protein” 
said that the bars had a bad aftertaste and 

“didn’t even taste like chocolate.” 
Wansink’s lesson is that “we taste 

what we expect we’ll taste.” To support 
this claim, he notes that in the dark, 
people are willing to believe that choco-
late yogurt is strawberry yogurt—and 
apparently to enjoy it just as if it were 
strawberry. A military chef found him-
self with a group of sailors who were 
tired of eating lemon Jell-O and insisted 
on getting their favorite flavor, which 
was cherry. Not having any such Jell-O, 
he colored lemon-flavored Jell-O red—
and the sailors ate it happily. Indeed, 
even many wine connoisseurs cannot tell 
the difference between red and white 
wine when the wine is served in dark, 
opaque stemware. 

Social influences also have a large im-
pact. An especially good way to gain 
weight is to have dinner with other peo-
ple. On average, those who eat with one 
other person eat about 35 percent more 
than they do when they are alone; mem-
bers of a group of four eat about 75 per-
cent more; those in groups of seven or 
more eat 96 percent more. We are also 
greatly influenced by consumption norms 
within the relevant group. A light eater 
eats much more in a group of heavy eat-
ers. A heavy eater will show more re-
straint in a light-eating group. The group 
average thus exerts a significant influence. 
But there are gender differences as well. 
Women often eat less on dates; men tend 
to eat a lot more, apparently with the be-
lief that women are impressed by a lot of 
manly eating. (Note to men: they aren’t.) 

When it is even modestly less conve-
nient to get food, people will eat less of it, 
and sometimes much less. If the candy in 
people’s offices is made only slightly 
harder to reach, their candy consumption 
drops. If people have to open a lid to get 
to the ice cream in a freezer chest, they 
will eat a lot less ice cream than they will 
if the lid is open. If almonds are in shells, 

overweight people are much less likely to 
eat them than if they have already been 
shelled. In this light, it is easy for cafete-
rias to exploit the effects of seemingly 
small changes in convenience. When peo-
ple are asked to go to a separate lunch line 
to pay for candy and potato chips, they 
buy a lot less.

Smells, sounds, and sights are impor-
tant too. It turns out that if oatmeal is 
served in a bowl manufactured to smell 
like cinnamon and raisins, people eat a 
lot more oatmeal. But if the bowl is engi-
neered to smell like macaroni and cheese, 
oatmeal becomes pretty unappealing. 
When the background music is pleasant 
and slow, people stay a lot longer and 
drink a lot more; in one study, soft music 
was worth 41 percent more in drink rev-
enues per table. By contrast, fast-food 
restaurants, seeking rapid turnover, “dec-
orate for speed eating: bright lights, lots 
of hard surfaces that reflect lots of noise, 
and a high contrast, high arousal yellow-
and-red color scheme.” Sensible restau-
rants decide on the optimal tradeoff 
between lingering diners, who might well 
consume more, and faster but more nu-
merous diners. Once they have made 
their choice, they can offer contextual 
cues that will lead people in their pre-
ferred directions. 

Wansink’s emphasis on hid-
den persuaders and on the 
mindless character of much 

eating leads him to wonder about the 
widespread idea that the best response 
to obesity and poor diet is to provide in-
formational labels. If people eat mind-
lessly, what exactly will they learn from 
such labels? To answer that question, 
Wansink conducted a little study of how 
much people know about their meals at 
Subway and at McDonald’s. Subway res-
taurants are pervaded by information; 
nutritional data can be found on posters, 
cups, napkins, and tray liners. If you eat 
at Subway, you will have easy and imme-
diate access to information about the 
contents of the various options. And 
with its extensive advertising campaign, 
Subway has tried to convince people to 
go there for nutritious, low-calorie meals. 
But McDonald’s is very different. While 
nutritional information is available, it is 
not prominently displayed; few people 
choose McDonald’s in the hope of get-
ting a low-calorie meal. So it is not sur-
prising that McDonald’s customers do 
not know much about the nutritional 
value of their meals. Of 250 patrons at 
McDonald’s, Wansink found that only 57 
had even a crude recollection of any 
nutritional information. On average, the 
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250 diners consumed nearly 1,100 calo-
ries apiece, but they estimated that they 
had eaten only 876—25 percent less than 
reality. (This finding is not unusual: peo-
ple of normal weight think that they eat 
20 percent less than they actually do, and 
obese people are even more optimistic.) 

What about the Subway customers who 
have been bombarded with nutritional in-
formation? In some ways the Subway cus-
tomers seemed far more knowledgeable, 
as 157 of 250 Subway diners recalled 
some nutrition information. But most of 
the Subway group, including those 157, 
did not seem to pay much attention to 
that information. In general, they “ig-
nored the low-fat sandwiches and stam-
peded straight to the high-calorie ones 
with meatballs, cold cuts, and bacon.” 
They also ate a lot of cheese, mayonnaise, 
chips, and cookies. True, the average 
diner at Subway consumed 677 calories, 
much less than the 1,100 at McDonalds, 
but more than the 495 they thought they 
were eating—an underestimate by 34 per-
cent. So by this measure (the percent by 
which they underestimated their caloric 
consumption), Subway customers were 
even more misinformed than the McDon-
ald’s customers. 

Wansink attributes this odd result to 
Subway’s “halo effect,” and he finds that 
this effect is quite widespread. People 
who are given low-fat foods tend to eat 
more of them. Often the increase in the 
overall volume of eating means that, on 
balance, they are gaining weight, not los-
ing it. For example, low-fat granola has 
only 10 percent fewer calories than regu-
lar granola. Those who get low-fat gra-
nola often feel free to eat a lot of it—more 
than enough to make up the difference 
in calories. 

Wansink found a similar halo effect in 
a study involving the consequences of giv-
ing people a free glass of wine. In a cafe-
teria one night, half the diners received 
wine that was said to be from California; 
the other half received wine said to be 
from North Dakota. In fact, the wine was 
identical cheap California wine. (As far as 
we know, there is no such thing as North 
Dakota wine, at least wine made with 
grapes. We hear there is a so-called wine 
from North Dakota made 
with rhubarb, but with 
respect, we are reluctant 
to call such a beverage 
wine.) Almost all the din-
ers drank all of their free 
glass of wine. What was 
surprising was that those 
who thought that they had 
been given California wine 
ate much more food and 

stayed much longer. “Exact same meals, 
exact same wine”—but once people were 
given a free glass of California wine, they 
decided that the meal “was going to be 
good,” and they ate an extra amount. 

With an understanding of the role of 
hidden persuaders, how does Wansink 
propose to help people to lose weight? 
His organizing idea is that “the best diet 
is the one you don’t know you’re on.” He 
wants people to diet mindlessly—to eat 
smaller amounts fairly automatically. If 
you avoid stocking up at the grocery 
store, you will almost certainly lose 
weight. A more formal approach is to 
adopt three simple, easily memorized 
rules that will lead you to consume 100 
fewer calories each day (which can turn 
into as much as a twenty- to thirty-pound 
loss in a year). The advantage of such 
rules is that they can develop into habits 
and thus be applied without continued 
thinking. Wansink also points to the po-
tential use of “food tradeoffs,” as in the 
idea that I will have a candy bar only if I 
am playing tennis today, or have dessert 
only if I don’t snack in the morning.

  
ii.

Wansink can be read either as 
a diet adviser or as an analyst of 
decision and choice. As a diet 

adviser, he is sensible but hardly earth-
shattering. His suggestions should help 
people who want to lose ten or twenty 
pounds; as he notes, his ideas aren’t likely 
to do a lot for people who need to lose 
much more. Wansink is much more inter-
esting if his clever studies of food con-
sumption are used as a way of gaining 
insight into everyday decision-making in 
many domains. His key lesson is that 
largely invisible features of the context in 
which we make choices often move our 
decisions in one direction or another. In 
deciding what to eat, we are influenced by 
factors that we believe to be irrelevant 
and in fact barely observe. If the point 
holds for eating, it should hold for many 
other decisions as well, including those 
that involve health, safety, friendship, fi-
nances, and even romance.

But why do we often keep eating even 
when we are not hungry? Wansink rightly 

starts with the observation 
that “stomachs cannot 
count.” He also stresses that 
the signals we receive from 
our stomach that we are 
full come with a lag of at 
least twenty minutes. So 
fast eaters can consume a 
lot of food before their 
brain receives the message 
from the stomach an-

nouncing “no more room.” But, we might 
wonder, why are human beings wired this 
way? We usually feel pain immediately; 
why does it take us the length of a sitcom 
to realize we have stuffed ourselves on po-
tato chips and don’t feel so good? 

A simple evolutionary account provides 
some clues. For most of human history, 
the simple rule “if food is present, you 
should eat it” was probably a good one. 
Learning to monitor how much we eat, in 
order to avoid becoming obese, was 
something most human beings did not 
have to worry much about, and a little 
extra padding might come in handy if the 
larder became bare. In a famine, bet on 
Jack Sprat’s wife to outlive him.

These ancient instincts can be strongly 
reinforced by cultural norms. What is put 
in front of you provides a signal; it sug-
gests what you should eat. When the plate 
is large and packed, it conveys informa-
tion about what is taken to be the ordi-
nary or appropriate meal—and so people 
will eat a lot. When a plate is small, or 
when it has a small portion, it also con-
veys such information—and so people 
will eat much less. The conclusion is that 
social contexts offer a range of subtle, 
sometimes deliberate, sometimes inad-
vertent signals, by which people are influ-
enced even if they are unaware of that 
fact. And this conclusion extends well be-
yond eating.

 
•  •  •

Consider an area that seems far 
afield: the appropriate design of savings 
plans. In most workplaces, eligible em-
ployees receive a notification and are told, 

“If you want to join the plan, fill out these 
forms.” If employees do nothing, they are 
not enrolled. But an increasing number 
of firms use what is called “automatic en-
rollment.” Under automatic enrollment, 
eligible employees are told, “you are now 
eligible to join the plan, and unless you 
fill in the enclosed form you will be en-
rolled.” The choice of automatic enroll-
ment has a large impact. Employees are 
much more likely to join the savings plan 
under automatic enrollment, and they 
join sooner as well.

Social scientists, above all economists, 
are often puzzled to find that the default 
option makes such a difference. After all, 
people can easily select the plan that they 
prefer. If they want to save money, they 
can join the relevant plan and opt in; if 
they don’t, they can easily opt out of au-
tomatic enrollment. Filling out the form 
takes just a few minutes. Why does the 
default have such an impact? Two reasons 
are important. First, as illustrated by 
many of Wansink’s experiments, people 
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have a strong tendency just to “go with 
the flow.” Call it the “yeah, whatever” heu-
ristic. This tendency creates enormous in-
ertia. People who enroll in the plan almost 
never drop out, but those who fail to sign 
up when first given the opportunity to do 
so can take years to get around to it, even 
in firms in which the employer is provid-
ing a strong monetary incentive to join 
via a company match. 

But failing to join is not just a product 
of inertia. Another reason is that the cho-
sen default conveys what at least has the 
appearance of information: it provides a 
strong signal. If your employer automati-
cally defaults you into a savings plan, you 
might think that a sensible person has 
decided that the plan is actually in your 
interest, and that you should stick with it. 
Defaults matter because people are often 
mindless choosers, and not just in what 
they eat.

Return in this light to Wansink’s finding 
that social influences have a large impact 
on food intake. One reason is that the be-
havior of others conveys information 
about what it is reasonable to do. If you 
are in a group of people who are eating a 
great deal, you have reason to believe that 
the food is good and that it makes sense 
to eat a lot of it. But peer pressure is also 
important. If you find yourself in a group 
of people who are eating only modest 
amounts, perhaps group members will 
think ill of you if you eat a lot. To the ex-
tent that light eaters consume more in 
heavy-eating groups and heavy eaters eat 
less in light-eating groups, information 
and peer pressure are the principal rea-
sons. Social influences have a powerful in-
fluence in many domains; they greatly 
affect decisions about how much to drink, 
whether to stay in school, to bring law-
suits, to take precautions against natural 
disasters, to support a particular political 
campaign, to make charitable contribu-
tions, and to commit crimes. 

In sum, many of Wansink’s findings are 
best explained as a product of the cues 
subtly or inadvertently conveyed by one 
or another feature of the context. If a res-
taurant says that it is giving you “North 
Dakota wine,” you have a signal of the 
quality of the restaurant, and that signal 
may greatly affect your judgment about 
the food. If you are eating low-calorie gra-
nola, it is not exactly senseless to think 
that large portions will not be particularly 
fattening. If Jell-O is labeled “strawberry,” 
and is also red, many people will taste it as 
strawberry Jell-O even if it is lemon, espe-
cially because strawberry Jell-O does not 
taste much different from lemon Jell-O. 
Very few of us are always willing and able 
to make fine-grained decisions about how 

much to eat or about the nutritional value 
of what we are eating. Instead, we rely on 
contextual cues. Much of the time, it is 
sensible to use those cues. The problem is 
that Wansink, advertisers, restaurants, 
and other savvy people can manufacture 
cues to manipulate us in their preferred 
directions.

But there is some good news here. 
As Wansink shows, awareness of 
our vulnerability to manipulation 

can provide a degree of inoculation 
against it. If we want to lose weight, we 
can insist on small portions, split a main 
course with our dining partner, aim to eat 
less than our friends at social occasions, 
and feel bemused, rather than seduced, by 
attractively named foods or unnecessar-
ily large portions. If we want to save for 
our retirements, we can take steps, at 
least once a year, to see whether it might 
make sense to put more money into 
savings plans, or, better yet, sign up for a 
plan that increases our contributions au-
tomatically. To improve our health, we 
might commit to exercising three times a 
week at a specific date. But the opportu-
nities go well beyond self-help. In a brief 
but intriguing discussion, Wansink ex-
plores the role of “nutritional gatekeep-
ers”—those in the family who select the 
meals and “have a huge day-by-day influ-
ence on their family’s nutrition.” It turns 
out that on average, gatekeepers control 
no less than 72 percent of what their fam-
ilies eat. Wansink contends that gatekeep-
ers can play a large role in nudging their 
families toward more nutritious and less 
fattening diets, in part through choosing 
variety, in part through clever “marketing” 
to spouses and children, in part through 
using small serving sizes. 

Many other private and public institu-
tions operate as “decision gatekeepers,” or 
what might be better called decision ar-
chitects, nudging people in particular di-
rections. Restaurants are an obvious 
example, but the same point holds for 
hospitals, schools, and computer compa-
nies, which offer default packages of var-
ious sorts, imposing powerful contextual 
influences that move people in their pre-
ferred directions. Employers are decision 
architects, too, offering initial packages 
including one or another combination of 
take-home wages, savings plans, vacation 
time, health care, parking privileges, and 
more. If Wansink is right, these influences 
will sometimes be simultaneously invisi-
ble and strong. 

The same point holds for government 
programs involving Social Security, pre-
scription drugs, discrimination, health 
care, poverty relief, the environment, and 

much more. Many of these programs ask 
citizens to make choices while also offer-
ing confusing, distressing, or bad signals. 
The Medicare Plan D prescription-drug 
plan could have been much improved 
with a better understanding of how peo-
ple choose; many seniors have been over-
whelmed by the wide range of options 
and the sheer complexity of the decisions 
they are being asked to make. If changes 
were made to help seniors select the plan 
that best suits their preferences and drug 
requirements, then the value of the pro-
gram to the participants would increase 
without raising the costs to the govern-
ment or the insurers. 

Armed with an awareness of the power 
of contextual cues, many people have 
been exploring new forms of paternalism, 
sometimes called “weak” or “thin” or (our 
preferred term)  “libertarian.” The central 
idea behind libertarian paternalism is 
that it is often possible for decision archi-
tects to steer people toward better deci-
sions (as judged by the decision-makers 
themselves, not the architects) without 
restricting freedom of choice. Automatic 
enrollment is a good example. The plan 
designer has to choose something as the 
default, either opt-in or opt-out. Many 
more people join under opt-out, and only 
a tiny number of people quit the plan 
after having been automatically enrolled, 
which implies that most were content 
with the suggestion. 

Wansink’s own work suggests a nice 
possibility for libertarian paternalism in 
the domain of food consumption: public 
cafeterias, serving children or even 
adults, could easily enlist contextual cues 
to lead people to select meals that are 
both less fattening and more nutritious. 
If displaying the fruit more prominently 
than the desserts in a school cafeteria 
line produces healthier people, isn’t that 
a good outcome? And such measures are 
far less intrusive than more coercive ac-
tions, such as flat bans on junk food from 
cafeterias.

To those who object to the effort to en-
list such cues, Wansink’s answer is pow-
erful: such cues are always present anyway, 
and the real question is their effects. For 
would-be dieters and gatekeepers, this 
point offers a clear warning, but it also 
signals an opportunity, in the form of 
promising approaches that work by im-
plementing, rather than blocking, peo-
ple’s reflective judgments. If Wansink is 
right, the same opportunity can be found 
in many other domains as well. And even 
in his favored domain, gatekeepers can do 
more to improve the survival rates of the 
fattest members of our society, and make 
all of us a bit more fit. d 




