Some possible talking points for

The Paradox of Choice. Why More is Less
, by Barry Schwartz
Introduction

The author could be said to have two aims for this book:

· To provide a ‘guide for the perplexed’ on how and why more choice has, paradoxically, resulted in ‘us’ (presumably, the affluent masses in developed economies) feeling less satisfied and more prone to unhappiness and depression. It also shows how we – as individuals and families – can address these issues. 

· To argue that we should be cautious in equating liberty directly with choice and that we do not necessarily increase freedom by increasing the number of choices available (p.4). The main body of the book does not focus on this at length, but it is clear that Schwartz is no market liberal
, as you might expect from the author of The Costs of Living: How Market Freedom Erodes the Best Things in Life.
Some issues and questions to consider:

· Choice has typically been celebrated by liberals
 as a self-explanatory ‘good thing’ requiring no further justification. Choice has been equated with markets and the expansion of options, but this line of argument has exposed markets to criticism where the choice is considered too narrow (ogliopolistic competition) or where choice in and of itself is not highly valued. (This position is often articulated in relation to healthcare in the UK, when people say things to the effect that “I just want good quality local hospital care for my father.” This is also often said of American television: that there are hundreds of channels, all of low quality) 

Why should liberals value choice – and how can people be persuaded that it is a good thing? 

· Should choice be valued only if it makes us happier? 

This seems to be Schwartz’s position. The paradox of choice articulated in the book can be stated thus: Liberalism is based on a commitment to freedom and autonomy, i.e. the capacity to live a self-determined/self-authored life. Autonomy requires that we exercise control in our lives and make choices. 
An expansion of choices therefore results in an expansion of autonomy and hence freedom. The paradox is that this expansion of choice does not necessarily result in greater life satisfaction or happiness; indeed increased choice can make us less happy and actually less capable of making decisions. …”instead of being fetishistic about freedom of choice, we should ask whether it nourishes or deprives us, whether it makes us mobile or hems us in, whether it enhances self-respect or diminishes it, and whether it enables us to participate in our communities or prevents us from doing so.”


This is a consequentialist view of freedom, valuing choice on the basis of whether the act of choice (the ‘joy’ of decision making) or its results (better healthcare) increase happiness. 

One could also argue that shouldering the responsibility of choice, and being in a position to make an adequately informed choice (e.g. visiting/researching a number of hospitals to see which might be best for you or your dependents) makes for more responsible, mature people and more active citizens (poorly performing states and public services will be subject to less scrutiny if citizens are in a state of passive, ‘learned helplessness’
). Choice thus has political benefits and should be championed even if the psychological consequences are not high, perhaps negative. 

· Has the absence of choice about the important things in life made us project our desire for choice and control on to less important things?

Schwartz is right: “we make the most of our freedoms by learning to make good choices about the things that matter, while at the same time unburdening ourselves from too much concern about the things that don’t.”
. Everyday experience suggests that we all have psychological and emotional limits to the amount of decision-making we engage in, but we may also have a minimal amount of decision-making we like to engage in. Would it not be better if this ‘quantity’ of decision-making were occupied with decisions of real importance (health, education and financial security) than more trivial issues? Would public services be better if we not only had real opportunities to choose between the providers but if those providers had significant incentives to make us interested in the choices they offered?

· Do we want a society and a culture oriented around maximising
 or satisficing?



� All page references to the Ecco paperback edition, 2005


� See p.191 “Our social and economic system……inherently propels people into lives of perpetual social comparison and dissatisfaction, so that reforming people without paying attention to the system won’t work” + p.9 of the PS section at the back “We should be sceptical of policies that promise to improve our lives simply by us more options” + p.8 “…we would be better off if many decisions were made for us” + p. 3 “…I don’t think that the most vital choices – such as education, meaningful work, social relations, medical care, civic life, to name a few [! My italics] – are best addressed by markets” [This is interesting: would he have the same issues if the choices were provided within the public sector?]


� defined here to include all genuine market advocates


� p.4. It is not clear whether he is summarising Sen’s book Development as Freedom  or expressing his own conclusions about it


� see p102-3.


� P.4


� p.79 “Maximizers need to be assured that every purchase or decision was the best that could be made”


� p.78 “To satisfice is to settle for something that is good enough and not worry about the possibility that there might be something better”





