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Checklists save lives: after pilots and surgeons started using checklists to make sure they 
weren’t skipping important steps, accidents, infection rates, and deaths all nosedived. 
We’ve put together a “manage your mind” checklist. 

Write out your options. If you’ve only written down two things, take a moment to see 
if you can introduce an additional alternative. Choices usually aren’t binary. When you 
limit your decision to “yes or no,” “A or B,” you make the stakes much higher than 
they might actually be. So if you’ve listed “Stay at my current job” and “Take the new 
job,” think about whether you could broaden your menu by adding something like 
“Stay at my current job and ask for a promotion.”

List everything you’re feeling. Are 
you irritated? Afraid? Craving caffeine?

Cross out each emotion that is not 
relevant to the decision at hand. Say 
you‘re upset because traffic was terri-
ble or anxious because you had an 
argument with your partner. These are 
real feelings, but you should not let 
them impact your broader deci-
sion-making.

Link the remaining emotions to 
specific options. Notice if they’re tied 
to a specific choice. Are you most 
excited when you imagine yourself 
picking Option A? Are you afraid you’ll 
regret choosing Option B? 

Ask what, not why. Compare “Why are you afraid?” to “What are you afraid of?” You 
can easily answer the first question with a self-pitying platitude (“Because I never try 
anything new”), but the second forces you to address your specific feelings about the 
decision at hand. “Why questions draw us to our limitations; what questions help us 
see our potential. Why questions stir up negative emotions; what questions keep us 
curious,” writes psychologist Tasha Eurich.

Run your thinking by another person. Walk a mentor, colleague, or friend through 
your options. Verbalizing your thought process to another person forces you to syn-
thesize the information you’ve been collecting. The other person can also help identi-
fy biases that may be affecting your decision-making.
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Make a decision. After completing the above steps, you should be able to rule out a 
fair number of options and be confident you made the best decision you could. And 
luckily, research shows our minds work hard to help us stay content with whatever we 
choose-- even when what actually happens is different from what we expected.
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Still stuck? Here are some additional tips:

Narrow down your choices tournament style:
Divide your options into equal piles (for example, if you have six options, make three 
piles of two)
Pick the best option from each pile
Put the winners into a new pile
Pick the best option from the pile of winners

Arbitrarily limit the number of choices you consider. Say you’re deciding where to go to 
lunch. You can tell yourself you’ll only look at three places, instead of thirty. "'Good enough' 
is almost always good enough,” advises Barry Schwartz, author of The Paradox of Choice.

Don’t rush through the final decision. Going back and forth between two options isn’t all bad. 
When you’re faced with a novel decision, anxiety or indecision might just be your brain’s way 
of slowing you down so it has enough time to more accurately weigh the evidence for or 
against each option.
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