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subsequent chapters, I hope that you will be able to spot these short-
comings in your thinking and in the thinking of other people.

I have classified these flaws in human thinking loosely into two 
categories: failing to use information about probability and misun-
derstanding connections between events. However, in practice, they 
are more interrelated than I will present them here.

Failing to Use Information About Probability
Last night, I put my life in great jeopardy. I did so voluntarily. What 
did I do, you ask? I carried dirty clothes downstairs and did laundry.

If you are wondering what the risk was, more than 8 million visits 
to the emergency room each year are due to falls at home, and more than 17,000 people in the United States die 
each year from such falls and resulting complications (National Safety Council, 2015). Now, I said I put my life in 
“great jeopardy.” Almost anything we do (e.g., walking, exercising, or eating) carries some risk. While walking, we 
could trip and fall. While exercising, we could dislocate a joint. While eating, we could choke or ingest something 
poisonous. So, I need to clarify what I meant by “great jeopardy.” I am guessing the risks associated with these 
everyday behaviors have not crossed your mind unless, of course, they have happened to you. However, other risks 
may well have crossed your mind. Terrorism is in the news a lot. There is a chance you could be a victim of terror-
ism. However, how great is that risk? The U.S. Department of State (2014) reported that worldwide, 16 Americans 
died from terrorist-related activity worldwide in 2013. Another 12 Americans were kidnapped and another 7 were 
injured from terrorism. Compare that total (35 Americans) with the 17,000 Americans who die from falling each 
year. I have a 485 times greater chance of dying trying to do my laundry than I do of dying in a terrorist attack. 
Based on these statistics, should we be more concerned about falling at home or about terrorism?

Even with this statistical information, you may not be convinced that terrorism is less of a threat than is fall-
ing at home, and that is understandable. We tend to ignore probabilities for a very good reason. We need to make 
a lot of decisions in our lives. We make decisions all of the time. What class to study for first? Go running or go 
to yoga (or, in my case, what TV show to watch)? What to eat for a snack? What to wear today? We make many 
of our decisions using heuristics, which are mental shortcuts, based on prior experience, that allow us to make 
decisions quickly. Let’s take a simple example. Suppose you are at the grocery store needing to buy toothpaste; 

“What has been very successful for me 
through my whole life is to not be 
arrogant about knowing, but to embrace 
the fact that I have weaknesses, that I 
don’t know a lot about this, that and the 
other thing. The more you learn, the more 
you realize you don’t know.”

—Ray Dalio, Founder and Co–Chief 
Investment Officer, Bridgewater Associates, 
the world’s largest hedge fund

Photos 1.2a and 1.2b  Stairs to the basement. A killer in plain sight?
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