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Decision fatigue helps explain why ordinarily sensible people get angry at colleagues and families,
splurge on clothes, buy junk food at the supermarket and can’t resist the dealer’s offer to rustproof their
new car. No matter how rational and high-minded you try to be, you can’t make decision after decision
without paying a biological price. It’s different from ordinary physical fatigue — you’re not
consciously aware of being tired — but you’re low on mental energy. The more choices you make
throughout the day, the harder each one becomes for your brain, and eventually it looks for shortcuts,
usually in either of two very different ways. One shortcut is to become reckless: to act impulsively
instead of expending the energy to first think through the consequences. (Sure, tweet that photo! What
could go wrong?) The other shortcut is the ultimate energy saver: do nothing. Instead of agonizing over
decisions, avoid any choice. Ducking a decision often creates bigger problems in the long run, but for
the moment, it eases the mental strain. You start to resist any change, any potentially risky move — like
releasing a prisoner who might commit a crime. So the fatigued judge on a parole board takes the easy
way out, and the prisoner keeps doing time.
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