
Class 5 
SELF CONTROL 









Non rimandare a oggi quel che puoi fare domani. 
 
Don’t postpone to today what you can leave for tomorrow. 



Present focus bias: 
 
We focus on what is the present. 
 
We give more weight to immediate rewards rather than far benefits in the 
future. 













One big lesson from J.Maynard Keynes: 
 

In the long run, we are all dead…. 
 
 

An important corollary: in the day before the 
long run, we are all wonderful human beings 

 
 
 
 







Clean and well 
pressed shirts 

Hassle of ironing 

Reward substitution: accompany the immediate costs of an action with immediate 
rewards 







Many problems with global warming 
 
1) It’s really far in the future 

 
2) We cannot identify its progression: there are sort of discrete jumps 

 
3) It’s not so salient the pain of people due to climate change (floods are floods; 

most of the people do not think to climate change) 
 

4) Individual efforts seem to be useless, because we cannot see directly the 
benefits of our behaviour 
 

 



Reward substitution to solve the problem of climate change 
 
- Money in order to compensate people 
- Reputation 
- Convenience 
- Social Recognition 

 
 



GAMIFICATION 











Reward substitution 
 
 
 
Coumadin is an anti-stroke medication which reduces the chance of a 
stroke by 24 percentage points: 
 
- Significant lower risk 
- Few side effect but 
- Low compliance 











Inflate incentives with the principle of loss aversion 

It works! 
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REGRET 









A clear evidence that 
happiness is relative 



Regret lottery 

All subjects get a ticket 
 
Only those who took the medication on time have the possibility of claiming the prize 

Compliance goes up to 97% 





Ulysses contracts 



With self-control contracts: 
 
You know that you are going to be 
tempted 
 
You prevent your future self to 
misbehave by binding (obliging) 
your present self 
 
 















The importance of self-control: the individual and the environment 



Marshmallow test 
 
 
Experiment done with children to test their ability to procrastinate. 
 
Better children in procrastinating are then demonstrated to perform 
better: 
 
- At college 
- To be more healthy 
- To less incur in criminal activity 
 









Religious prescriptions may play a role 
 
Something which is not possible to do in a specific day may be less tempting 
 
 



Keeney 2008 



Denver Drug Problem 

Program aimed to help heroin addicted to recover 
 
The subjects were required to write down a self-incriminating letter to a 
person they did not want to know about their habit 
 
Sent the letter if the agreement is violated 
 
Program canceled for violation of human rights 
 
 



Trade off between freedom and self-control 

I’ll let you whip me if I misbehave 

The only way for a Ulysses contract to be effective is that you can’t get out 
of it 


