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Because It Is There:
The Challenge of Mountaineering ... for Utility Theory

George Loewenstein’

if the old guestion, the one that Mallory tried 10 angwer is
a valid one, 1 have given up trying to meet it rationally,
David Roberts, Mowniuin of My Fear,

. INTRODUCTION

Among recent contributions of psychology to economics, perhaps the most
compelling und influential have been those that have enriched the economic
concept of utility. In its early incarnations, wtility was a robustly psychological
construct. In the century following Bentham’s (1789) conception of utility,
ceonomists and moral phitosophers devoted considerable discussion 1o its cliar-
acteristics and determinants. The evolution of the utility concept during our cen-
tury, however, has been characterized by a progressive stripping away of psy-
chology, culminating in notions of ordinal utility and revealed preference that
encompass little more psychological insight than the obsesvation that people
choose what they prefer,

In the last few decades, however, some of the originai richness and complex-
ity ol the utility concept has been restored. This restoration has involved, in parl,
arediscovery of the benelits of the hedonic, Benthamite, notion of utility, which
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Daniel Kuhneman has resurrected as ‘experience wiility” (Kahneman and Snell
1990, Kahneman, Wakker and Sarin 1997, for u history see Loewenstein 1992).
When we deal with experience utility, it is meaningful to ask guestions that
make 1o sense with ordinal utility, such as whether people correctly predict the
utility they will experience from a particular activity, or whether they success-
fully maximize experienced utility.

These refinements of the utility concept have been accompanied by efforts 1o
derive empirically some of the specific properties of representative utility func-
tions. One of the most important advances along this line has been the discov-
ery of *loss aversion’ — the tendency lo weight Josses much more heavily than
gains of equal absolute value (Tversky and Kahoeman 1991). Recognition of
loss aversion has led to advances in modeling a wide runge of behaviors, in-
cluding behavior under risk and uncertainty {Kahneman and Tversky 1979), in-
tertemporal choice (Loewenstein and Prelec 1992), tabor supply (Camerer et al.
1997), investment behavior (Bernartzi and Thaler 1995), and consumer behav-
ior (Hardie, Johnson and Fader 1993),

Ouher refinements of utility have entailed an expansion of the wguments of

the wility function to incorporate motives involving other people, such as social
comparison (Loewenstein, Thompson and Bazerman [98Y), reciprocity (Fehr
and Giichter $9098), and fairness (Rabin 1993). In addition, psychologically
minded economists have begun fo recognize the lmportance of intrapersonal
comparisons. Utility functions have been proposed and tested that incorporate
the effect of past consumption on current utility, via either memory (Wolice
1970} or level of aduptation {e.g., Clark 1998). Other formulations incorporate
utility from anticipation (Loewenstein 1987) or from disuppointment or regrel
arising from a comparison of realized outcomes against those that could have
happened but did not (Loomes 1987, Sugden 1994). Many of these develop-

menls were anticipated by Bentham, who inctuded in his rather short list of

pleasures and pains, those arising from memory, expectation, imugination, dis-
apointment, and regret,

Despite the blossoming of the utility concept and expanding appreciation {or
the diverse determinants of utility, the list of humun motives that have been cod-
ifted in utility functions, and hence incorporated into economic analyses, re-
mains seriously incomplete. All of the ingredients of wility that are commonly
rendered in witlity functions share an important feature: they involve consump-
tion, broadly construed {or in some cases leisure and wealth). The consumption
may not be one’s own. It may be planned for the future or have happened in the
past, It may never happen (but could have happened if events had unfolded dif-
ferently). But even when all of these complexities are incorporated, the resubtant
utility function is still based on consumpiion.
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How important is consumption as an inpul into expericnced utility? Even
Benthum did not view consumption as all-important, Although the first two
sources of utility in his Hst — pleasures of sense and plensures of wealth — do
seem 1o {it into an inclusive conception of consumption, the seven that follow
do not. These are the pleasures of skilt, self-recommendution, a good name,
power, piety, benevolence, and malevolence. My central argument in this essuy
is that several of these non-consumption-related sources of utility are powerful
and important motivators of human behavior. In the classic case of searching for
the wallet under the famp-post, these motives have been left out of most econo-
mists’ utility functions, not because their importunce is denied, but because they
are difficult to Tormalize in decision-theorelic terms.

To illustrate the importance of motives that are unconnected to consumption,
T will focus on personal accounts of a specific activity: mountaineering. Why
mountaineering? Admittedly, 1 examine mountainearing in part because it so
obviously is net about pleasure from consumption. Serious mountaineering —
which | define broudly 1o include polar exploration' — tends to be one unrclent-
ing misery from beginning to end. The reason why mountaineers are so often
asked why they climb mountains, and the reason why their explicit answers are
50 often unilluminating {e.g., Mallory's ‘because it is there’) is precisely that
their reasons don’t {it nestly into materialistic notions of human molivation.
Dentists, investment bankers, and real estate brokers are rarely asked why they
are engaged in these activities {though T suspect that the extent 1o which they are
motivated by material considerations is exaggerated).

Although mountaineering is ideal for iltustrating these non-consamption-re-
luted motives, it could be argued that, as a pathological activity engaged inby a
small number of unusual people, it has liitle relevance 10 economics. The de-
scriptions of mountaineering included in this essay will do nothing to dispel
such opinions. But, as 1 argue in the conclusion, the motives that drive moun-
tatneers are also pervasive in the general population in diverse domains of be-
havior,

I mountaineers aren’t very good at answering the "why' question when if is
posed directly, a close reading of the mountaineering lterature reveals myriad
clues about their motives. In this essay | draw on works by and about moun-
taineers Lo Hustrate the importance for human behavior of motives that don't di-
rectly involve pleasure from consumption.

1. Fhe conditions experienced in mountaineening and pobar exploration ~ ¢, cold, hunger, and
exlostion — wre shuilar. Moreover, there is swne overlap in cemrad figures, For exumple, Rein-
held Messner — arguably the gremest Hving muoantaineer — ke @ solo tip aeross Antarctica,
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1. THE MISERIES OF MOUNTAINEERING

To understand why mountaineering cannot be interpreted as a pleasurable con-
sumption experience, one needs to have some appreciation of its bardships,
which are amply catalogued in the mountainecring literature. They include
relentless cold {often Jeading to {rostbite and loss of extremities, or death),
exhaustion, snow-biindness, sunburn, altitude sickness, sleeplessness, squalid
conditions, hunger, fear, and realization of that fear (in the form of accidents).
Mountaineering death rates are mind-bopgling. Approximately one person hus
died for every four who have successiully ascended Everest; in 1996, seven lost
their lives in a single day. Ten years earlier 27 men and women reached the lop
of K2 during the climbing season, but 13 died, several while descending after
summiting. On smaller mountaing such as Denali (aka, Mount McKinley), and
even on the tourist route of the Matterhorn, death rates are also shockingly high.

Despite the remendous literary talents revealed in the mountaineering litera-
ture, an appreciation for these hardships is almost impossible (o achieve from
the typical reader’s vantage point of warmth, rest, com{ort, and satiety”. In a re-
cent puper (Loewenstein 1996), I have argued that people who are not experi-
encing “visceral’ states such as coid, exhaustion, pain, or hunger are bad at
imagining how they would feel or behuve when experiencing one of these sen-
sations. When you are warm it is vintaally impossible to empathize with the mis-
eries of cold; when rested to understand exhaustion; or when satiated 10 appre-
ciate the intensity of hunger pangs. Mountaineering writers are exquisitely
aware of this problem. Thus, for example, Joe Simpson (1997, p. 206}, who,
after escaping from the crevasse which he fell into when his partner cut the
climbing rope with a knife, dragged himself with a broken leg through a giant
ice-field, expressed frustration at his inubility to convey the true misery of the
experience:

*however painful readers may think our expuricaces were, for me this buok stil falls short of -
ticututing just how dreadful were some of those Jonely days. 1 simply couid not find 1he words
1o express the stter desolation of the experivnce’,

2. The same is true of batde, as Michact Norman (1990) commented in a New York Times article
sbout wir movies: *No war filin has ever or will eves, copture she lerce suvagery, the ineffable
sulfering and the galling waste of combut. Samuel Fuller, a conthat veteran of World Wor [T and
the director of *The Steed Helmet®, “The Big Red One® und other war fibms, once told an inter-
viewer that the only way 1o recapture 1he reality of war on filim was to pat & muchine gun behind
the sereen and gun down the audieace. 1'd wmend that with: then prop up e wounded and et
their heusts owt’,
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‘This ‘empathy gap' is not only # problem for readers of mountaineering tiera-
ture; mountaineers themselves can’t remember the miseries of climbing, which
helps 10 explain why they keep returning for more, In his account of an eurlier
chimb in the Alps, Simpson (1993, p. 137) described conditions as

*harshby uncomifortable, miserable and exhuosting’,

and also admitted to experiencing neas-debilitating fear both before and during
the climb. However, he reports, his perspective changed almost instuntly after
he and his partner had achieved the summit:

*On the sustmit my memory edited out the anxiety and tension and fed me fuppy recollections
of the supesb climbing, the spectacular positions we had been in, feeling confident und safe,
knowing we were geing o succeed’,

Mike Stroud (1993, p. 178), in his brilliant account of the first unassisted cross-
ing of Antarctica, noted that

“Even though |eun clisrly remember saying 1o myself every duy of the juurney 'L inust never do
this again’, ! don't feet aow as 1 did then, The memory defictt is phaying its ricks alrendy’.

The strange thing about both Simpson's and Stroud’s recollections is that they
recognize that their memories are faulty, but don't make the obvious adjust-
ments to their behavior. It is as if, though they can remember the misery al an
abstract level, it has no real meaning 10 them when it comes to deciding whether
10 expose themselves to the misery again.

It the physicul sensations of mountaineering are distinctly aversive, one
might hope to discover the answer to the *why’ guestion in the interpersonal
realm. The older mountaineering literature did, in lact, emphasize the solidarity
of the assault team and the depth ol interpersonal relations forged by hardship.
But more recent accounts tell a different story, whether because humtan solidar-
ity has broken down or {as [ believe) because the new generation is more hon-
est. The new literature conveys the tremendous loneliness and isolution of
mountuineering, and profound separation even {rom one's climbing partners,
Being roped to another person, and dependent on him or her for one's safety is
not, as one might think, a ‘bonding’ experience, but one that fosters supreme
alicnation, and far from forging deep and lasting friendships, mountainecring
olten creates enemies out of {ricnds. Thus, in the course of a two menth ordeal
that ended in a futled attempt on Alaska’s Mount Debora, Roberts (1991, p. 224)
WEIES,
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*Because of the intensity of being forced tgetler for so long (for niore than a month, we never
got farther than a rope-lengel apart), we began fo antagonize each otlier, W spent much of the
trip in sifent anges and purted o the end of dwe summer with Jarsh words”.

Mike Stroud similarly describes one horrible disagreement afler another with
his partner Ratph Fiennes, culiminating in a bitter feud when it wus over that
they aired over the media and in the books that each wrote about the expedition
{for the opposing view, see Fiennes 1995). Jim Curran (1987), in K2: Triumph
and Tragedy, reports that during the 1996 climbing season on K2, intense squab-
bling broke out in the British expedition even before the climbers had left base
camp, and that two members of a small French expedition lugged an extra tent
up the mountain (in & situation where every ounce counts) 50 they wouldn’t
have o sleep in the same teat.

The isolation of mountaineering is exacerbated by the hot/cold emputhy-gap
which renders mountaineers unable to truly appreciste their partners’ miserics.
As Stroud (1993, p. 109) recounts,

“Raa's foot was much warse, Ever sinve the graft hud braken dowa it hud been getting worse and
4 deep ulcer was now eroding his forefoot, In the morsings it gave him hell, paeticularty when
we had just started, and although he would generaliy steel hisself and say nothing, vecasiomal-
Iy even he woutd have to suy something about the pain — try to share & punt of f. Then e would
be ashamed of himself, and cufl himself o wimp, 1 could do nothing but rewssiere him it 1 un-
derstood, thosgh | Gidn’s realty. Pain is a problem thar cannot be shared” (itatics added).

What about the thrilt? Mountaineering does have is thrilling moments, but they
are rare. In fact, mountaineering suffers from the worst possible combination of
long periods of stultifying boredom punctuated by brief periods of terror. On a
typical ascent, the vast majority of time is spent in mind-bogglingly monoto-
nous activities — for example, ‘weathered out’ in a cramped, squalid, tent, or
“ferrying’ crushingly heavy pucks up endless snow-slopes with fixed ropes. The
monotony of endless plodding combined with constant exhaustion produces a
kind of catatonia that many climbers aflude to, Mike Stroud (1993, p. 108), for
example, reports that

‘when not gloating over Ran's difficubties this aforementioned fout-wound), 1 occupied sny head

with inanitics. This consisted chiefly of silly songs, such as “Fhe Teddy Bear’s Picnic™.

Joe Simpson (1997, p. 161) was similarly tormented not only by hunger, thirst,
and pain [rom his broken leg but aiso by his inability lo silence a song

‘that | fusted. Sumehow | eouldn™ get its insistent chant out of my mind,..."Brown girl in tie
ring... Tra b do fo la 7
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Even the much-vaunted beauty of the mountains is overplayed. Aside from sub-
ie distinctions between, say, Himestone and granite, one glacier, couloir, cor-
niced ridge, or jagged peak looks much like another. Base camps of major peaks
tend to be squalid shanty-lowas overflowing wilh human excrement. And the
view [rom the 1op often isn’t much betler. According to Beck Weathers (1998),
who was lucky to survive his 1996 trip to Everest with his lile, albeit minus all
of his left and much of his right hand as well as several lurge chunks of his face,
the maujor navigational landmarks on the higher reaches of Everest consist of

“the discarded wxygen tank canisters of the prior expeditions and the scattered bodies of she
elimbers who preceded you™

Why, then, do people do it? This question preoccupies many climbers, particu-
farly in times of hardship. The answer to the why question constitutes a — per-
haps the - cenatral theme in the climbing literature.

1. SELF-SIGNALING

Clearly, recognition, prestige, or as Bentham expressed it, ‘the pleasure of a
good name’ is an important motive. Jon Elster (forthcoming) quotes John
Aduins to the effect thut

“The desire of esteeny is as resl o wanl of nature as unger: and the neglect and contempl of the
world a5 severe o pidn o5 gout and stong’.

Mountaineering is a prestigious activity, at leust in some social circles. Almost
anyone will be wowed by the first ascent of a major peak or by the first unas-
sisted crossing of Antarctica. Although loath to admit that they care about pub-
fic acclaim, mountaineers are forced to confront the reality. As Mike Stroud
(1993, p. 27) writes,

“There wis ane less seceptable motivation - ego. How much of me waned (o go omt and prove
mysed! . o others? How uch of me watted to revel in admiration and peaise? They were dif-
ficult guestions and although § Hked to tiank they were unimportant, 1 sometimes wondered
whether § was fooling mysel and just not admisting that it was the achievement in the eyes of
wihers that nuktered, After alf, everything we tried was an sitempt to be *Best’, and i it had Been
done before, 1 dught that we would have buthered with #. This ... would scem o hint i s need
$o bapress’

Expressing similar doubts, Joe Simpson (1993, p. 87) grappled with his own
motives for climbing:



GEORGE LOEWENSTEIN

“The teuth seemed uncomfortably cgoisticsl. T winted w do only hard climbs, gren norh faces,
impressive and dsunting rock routes. Fwanted a ‘tick fist” of hard routes under my belt .. H see-
wed wrong w0 wintt such things, shullow and superficial’.

Incorporating a desire fo impress into a utility function is complicated, but pos-
sible. In fact, many economic analyses have incorporated the desire to impress
others with one's consumption (Leibenstein 1976), as well us more general po-
sittonal concerns {Frank 1985).

More complicated to formally model than the desire to impress would be the
desire to impress withoul appearing that one is trying (0 impress. These dual
motives have influenced the configuration of many mountaineering expedi-
tions. To avoid the appearance of being motivated by a desire for public ac-
claim, many expeditions that seek to accomplish *firsts’ disguise their true pur-
pose by including a ‘sciemtific’ or *humanitarian’ component. For example, the
French expedition to climb an 8.000-meter peak, which is documented in Her-
zog’s classic Annapurna, included a doctor who ministered to the poor of Nepal,
Shackleton’s ill-fated attempt to cross Antarctica required

*the blessings of the government and of various scientific sociuties ... to justify the expedition as

2 serious scientific endeavor’ (Lansing 1959, p. 135).

Stroud’s Antarctic expedition incorporated medical research {the men coilected
daily urine samples) as well as a philanthropic component {they raised money
for muscular sclerosis though they never explained why they had chosen this
particulur cause). These scientific or humanitarian goals not only help (o dis-
guise the mountaineers’ obsessive drive for fame, bul also provide at least one
goal that, by nature of its ambiguity, is almost certain to be achieved. Thus,
when Mike Stroud and Ranulph Fiennes finally reached the limit of their en-
durance and terminated their Antarctic crossing in the middle of the Ross ice-
shelf, Fiennes attempted to comfort his partner by noting that

‘we... ave mised mitlions for charity, and your scientifie progranmse is o suecess, Al we ha-

ven't achieved is 1o cross e ice-shekf, the ice shelf that isn't part of the continent” {Stroud 1943,

p. 167},

Closely retated to, but more difficult to modet formally than the need o impress
others, is the need to impress oneself — whit Bentham referred 1o as ‘pleasures
of self-recommendation’, Deferring again lo Stroud,

"thie nreed o impress .. does not alogether exclude sel-satisfuction as a mosive. Doing some-
1hing first ot best cun stifl be for onesell™ (p. 27).
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Although pride is one of the ‘deadly sins’, most mountaineers view ego as a
musch more acceptable motive for their endeavours than impressing others.

Like the desire to impress, people’s concern about their own motives can be
transluted into wiility terms, though the complexitics that are introduced are sig-
nificant. In an insightful paper titled ‘The Diagnostic Vilue of Actions in a Self-
signaling Model", Ronit Bodner and Drazen Prelec (1996, see also Akerlof and
Kranton 1998) show how it can be done. They distinguish between ‘outcome
utility’, which corresponds to the usual notion of utility from consumption, and
a new type of utility, ‘dingnostic utility’, which stems from an

“esthmute of one’s disposition” (p. 2).

If one knew one's own disposition, diagnostic utility would be fixed and would
have few implications for behavior. But people ure, in fact, unsure of their own
dispositions®. To resolve this uncertainty in a manner favorable to themselves -
that is, to boost their own dingnostic uiility — people attempt to signal to them-
selves that they have desirable attributes by taking uctions that they believe are
consistent with those attributes. Thus, for example, people give to charity in part
s0 that they cuan perceive themselives as generous.

As Bodner and Prelec (1996) discuss, however, such attempts at sel-signal-
ing are inherently problematic because the recognition that our actions are mo-
tivated by self-signaling should, logically, undermine the signaling value of
those actions. Thus, for example, the diagnostic utility benefit derived from giv-
ing to charity should be undermined by the awareness that we are doing it for
that reason.

Purt of the appeul of mountaineering is thut it avoids this problem 1o a greut
extent, One aspect of self-signaling that remains undeveloped is the idea that
different situations provide differential scope for self-signaling. The daily com-
mute, {or example, may provide some opportunities for revealing onesel{ to be
an inconsiderate jerk, but few opportunitics for reveuling truly exceptional qual-
ities,

*In ordingry situations”,

Lansing {1959, p. §3) writes,

*Shackieton’s tremendous capacity for Boldness ond daring found slmost nothing wortity of its
putling power; he was a Percheron draft horse barnessed tu a chibd’s wagon cart, But in the Ant-
arctic - here was o burden which chailenged every atom ol his strengih’,

3, This is undoubiediy part of the reason Tor the popularity of seif-adininistered personality tests,
such as those in magazines, sel-hekp books, and now on the World Wide Web.
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The same point can be seen in Potterfield’s (1996, p. 103) description of Colby
Coombs as

a pifted moustatneer and ice climber. But ... you don’s really find out about Tt undif things get
hurd — until he’s at altiwde, or climbing in bad weather high on the mountain’.

It can also be seen in Beck Weather’s account of the motives of the helicopter
pilot who rescued him on Everest in an unprecedented high-altitude flight. The
pilot, Weuthers suid, betieved that he

‘had it brave heast but he had never been sulticiently tested to know whether this is true’.

Mountaineering provides an ideat venue for self-signaling because it is largely
impossible to ‘fake it". As the polar explorer Robert Scott noted in his Antarctic
diary {cited in Cherry-Gerrard 1922, p. i),

1 do not think there can be any life goite so demonsirative of clineacter as that we ud on these
expeditions .., Here the outward show is nothing,... Pretence i useless”,

From observing people in daily life it is completely impossible to predict how
they will act under the duress of mountaineering. Indeed, I betieve, people can-
not predict how they themselves will behave. Some people who appear tough in
daily life fall to pieces at the first hardship encountered on a mountain; others -
seeming ‘wimps’'— discover, and reveal to those around them, unrecognized re-
serves of strength in the face of harsh conditions. Recognizing that moun-
taineering has such seif-signaling value, Roberts (1968, p. 282) comments that

*moumaineers have chaimed that the only discovery one cal muke by climbing s tat of one-
sedf’,

though, he ponders,
*there must be easier ways’,

In fact, there may not be easier ways, mountaineering reveals character only be-
cause it is not casy’. A big part of the purpose of a trip is to test one'’s own mel-
tle, and pain and discom{ort provide the grist for such tests. This desire for a
harsh test of one’s own fortitude, along with poor memory for misery, may help

4. Milan Kunders (1998) argues that fricadship, like self-signaling, requires sdversity: “How is
friendship bura?" Jean Marc asks Chantal. ‘Certiniy oy an alliance against adversity’, e con-
tintses. But ‘maybe these’s oo lunger a vital need for such ulfmee’ . “There wilt slways be eae-
mies’, rejoins Chantal, “Yes, but they're invisible uad anonynious. Bureaucracies, laws', re-
sponds Jean-Marc, *Friendship can nu longes be proved by some exploit’. He conctudes, *We go
through our lives without great perils, but abso without triendstip’.
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to expluin why the most miserable rips often produce the best memories; pain
and discomfort are, to some degree, the point of the trip.

1V. GOAL COMPLETION

Fame, self-esteem, and the desire for mastery may bring people to the moun-
tains, but other forces keep them at it when conditions get miserable. One such
force is the almost obsessive human need to fulfill self-set goals. This compul-
sion seems to be particularly refined in mountaineers, and especially in success-
ful ones — at least as fong as they survive, Thus, for example, after dislocating
his shoulder and almost dying in an accident on K2 — the second highest moun-
tain in the world and one of the most technically difficult — Scott Fischer went
on 1o ciimb the peak. Pouerfield {1997, p. 129) writes that

*most people in his situation probably would have bagped it and gone home. But Fischer pos-
sessed an almost irrational drive o get fo the top of the mountains he clismbed’.

Fischer may have been lucky on K2; as documented in Jon Krukauer's best-seli-
er Juto Thin Air, his need for completion did him in on Everest a lew years later.

The intensity of the drive for goal completion is evident not only in moun-
tuineers’ Herculean efforts to make the peak, but also in the torment they expe-
rience when they fail. Doug Hansen, who died on Everest in 1996 after sum-
miting at 4 pm (two hours afier the prespecified wrn-back time), had atempted
(o climb the mountain one year earlicr, coming within 300 vertical leet of the
summit when he had to turs back. According to Beck Wembhers {1998), his car-
lier failure

i come to possess him, teke bold of his tife, and control his every wuking monent. And he
came baek this year vowing it under no circuimstance was fu poing 1o aflow himsell w be wr-
ned around again’.

Mike Stroud, in his account of the first unassisted 900-mile crossing of Antarc-
tica, displayed 4 similar obsession:

“Tar the vaest mgjority of people who hud heard that we hud crossed the Amarctic, going on to fi-
nish the ice-shel would seems pointless, bul we ware not the vast majority of prople. We knew
iy our hears, or at feast 1 did in mine, thas we had ot completed what we set out @ do. For me
it would probably be ditficul o live with, and much more so since o possibility remained e it
wits stiH achievable’.

David Roberts (1968, p. 332}, in his epic tale of the first ascent of the west rib
of Alaska’s Mount Huntington, lamented that an unstable cornice prevented his
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tcam from standing on top of the highest point of the peak. He reassured him-
self, however, that he had achieved his goal because, as he precisely noted, ‘our
heads stood higher’ than the peak.

The motive to complete goals may result purtly from self-signaling. Repeat-
ed deviations from one’s plans — particularly when those plans call for some
type of virtuous behavior — signal undesirable trails such as u weak will and im-
pulsiveness, 1 suspect, however, that more than self-signaling is involved, in
part because the need for goul completion feels so visceral. Krakauer (1997,
p. 234}, for example, refers to a ‘sumimit fever” thal consumes mouniineers
when they are within striking distance of the peak.

The urge to complete a goal is important for decision making because it is an
antidote 1o time-inconsistent behavior. Time inconsistency occurs when one
makes plang for the future, then systematically departs from them. As Strotz
(1955) pointed out, any time discount {unction other than the exponential (with
4 constant rate of time discounting ) implies that behavior will be time-inconsis-
tent. In fact, empirical studies of time discounting have revealed that time dis-
counting is not exponcatial, but hyperbolic (see, .8, Ainslie 1975). Interpreted
loosely, this means that peopic place disproportionate weight on immediate
pleasures and pains relative to those that are delayed even only slightly. Hyper-
bolic time discounting has been used to explain why people often resolve to start
dieting, save money, or quit smoking beginning tomorrow, but fail 1o execute
their plans when tomorrow becomes today.

Hyperbolic time discounting predicts, however, that people will be consis-
tently time inconsistent — that they will display the same impulsive pattern [re-
guently and in all domains of behuvior - but that is by no means the case. Many
people have self-control problens in a few specific domains of behavior but, for
the most part, exhibit a high degree of time consistency in their daily behavior.
The need for goal completion may help to explain why hyperbolic time dis-
counters typicafly behave in a time-consisient fashion. Most people are uncom-
fortable with deviations from their own plans, whether they call for climbing a
mountain, jogging five miles, or eschewing dessert atter dinner.

In a clever study, Christensen-Szalanski (1984) asked women whether they
wanted anesthesia during childbirth. Most said that they did nol, but changed
their minds when they went into labor. It would be casy o imagine that moun-
taincers would exhibit a similar pattern — discount future discomfort when plan-
ning a climb, but ‘bag it” when the discomfort is uctually experienced. Success-
ful mountaineers, as Potterfield’s description of Scoft Fischer hints, may be a
self-selected group for whom the completion drive is purticularly strong.

Goal completion is, however, not only an antidote (o time inconsistency, but
also a source of it, The visceral need to complete a self-determined goal often
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tukes on a life of its own and becomes divorced {rom changiag material incen-
tives. Once a mountaineer has set his sights on a peak, the goal of making the
summit becomes detached from rational caleulations about the cost of achieving
the goal. Mountaincers are well aware of the difficulty of relinquishing their
summit ambitions even when abandonment of the goal is strongly merited. At
the beginning of the day on which an assault on the peak takes place, most
climbers — knowing of the hazards posed by “sununit fever’ — designate & rn-
back time, typically around mid-day, thut will permit a return 1o the et site be-
fore nightfall. When the appointed time arrives, however, and the day still seems
young, many find it difticult or impossible to adhere 0 their earlier resolution.
The faiture to adhere to self-estublished turn-back times has led to inpumerable
deaths in the mountains, incjuding seven mountaineers on Everest in 1996,

A strange aspeet of goal completion, {rom a decision-making perspective, is
why people set goals in the first place and why they subsequently adhere to
them when they no longer make sease. Given that people choose their own
goals, one might think they would find it cusy to abandon them. Any theory of
rational goal setting will need to explain not only what purpose gouls serve, but
also why, if the goats represent the output of a rational calculation, people don't
drop them when they become patently counterproductive.

My own suspicion is that the drive toward goul establishment and goal com-
pletion is ‘hard-wired’. Humans, like most animals and even plants, arc main-
tained by complex arrays of homeostatic mechanisims that keep the body’s sys-
tems in equilibsium, Many of the miseries of mouantaineering, such as hunger,
thirst, and pain, are manifestations of homeostatic mechanisms that motivate
people 10 do what they need to do Lo survive, such as waking in calories (hunger)
and liquids (thirst) and avoiding tssue damage (pain). Although we think of
ourselves as ealing because we are hungry, this account of cating begins in the
middie of the causal chain. We become hungry when our brain receives infor-
mation from the body that it interprets as signals that our body needs food, and,
when we are hungry, food seems more appealing, through a process that
Cabanac (1979} calls iiesthesia’™. Even frostbite, one of the mujor bunes of

5. Movnaineers, and event more so polar explorers, suffer from alimost constant hunger {except &
Bigh abtitudes, where people Tose theie appetites and stirve even Faster) witich produces as ob-
session with food. The diary entry of one member of Shuckleton’s crew corpmented thut it is
seandatuns — ] we seent to tve for and think of aow is food”. Mike Stroud wrote titat his purt-
nier, Ram, 'in his diary ... wrote of food and fitthe else. Day after day, he warld expand o massively
fnmsginative menu he planned 1o sit dows and eat with Giany when he got biack w his farm on
Exmoor’ {1993, p. 152). The constant hunger not only mukes people absessed with food, bt
changes one's fastes denatically. Before leaving on the climb that killed Colby Coombs's twe
partners and hroke bis reck (among other body parts), “the firee climbers bad made a big potof
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mountaincering, results [rom the body’s attempt to maintain core body temper-
ature at the expense of extremities. The visceral need for goal completion, then,
may be simply another manifestation of the organism’s tendency 1o deal with
problems — in this case the problem of executing motivated uctions — homeosta-
tically. As proposed in Miller, Gallanter and Pribran’s (1960} classic Plans and
the Structure of Behavior, most human volitional behavior takes the sume form
of goal setiing and goal seeking. The only difference between the visceral need
for goal completion and visceral feeling of hunger is that the former goal state
is, in some sense, self-chosen®.

Another anomalous feature of the drive for goal completion is the striking
disparity between the motivation to complete a goal and the weakness of the sat-
isfaction that typically results from doing so. As Roberis (1968, p. 312) writes,

“climbing is defined by a purposed completion, the summit; yet the best of it is pever th final
victory®.

Joe Simpson (1993, p. 101) wrote tha, afier a major climb in the French Alps,

‘[t wats strange 10 be filled so soon with a sense of anti-climix, now that it wis finished. All the
glory with which | had invested tie route had vanished the moment § id climbud it

In decision-theoretic accounts of motivation, it is usually assumed that one’s
motivation (o achieve 2 goal beurs some relationship to the pleasure one will de-
rive from achieving it (see Heath, Larrick and Wu 1998}, but this does not secm
to be the case for mountaineering. The discrepancy between desire and satisfac-
tion is also characteristic of other molives such as curiosity (see Loewenstein
1994, p. 86), envy, and some forms of drug uddiction (Berridge 1995).

spagheitt, but they hud not consamed it abt’, Whea Colby seumbled into birse camap days alter the
aecidens, Hre pot wis bured b the snow next w the teat. Cotby dug up the old spaghetti, He was
s hungry he didn’t bother to start the stove. He ate iungrily and fast. To Colby, the congealed
spagheni way delicious, one of the best meals hie hud ever caten’.

6. Goul-driven belkivior may increase elficiency by focussing scarce copaitive and physival capa-
bifities on specific problems, The pitfall of such focussing is that the individuat could be oblivi-
ous to unexpected dangers. Tins, for example, o cave-person whu focused all his mental energy
o muking an arrowhead might be ablivioas to the approach of a ungry bear. Shnon (1967) und
more recently Armony et al. (1995, 1997) and DeBecker (1997}, specubate that cinotiom such as
fear serve as interrupt mechanisms (o refocus stiention and motivation unexpucied environ-
mental threats, The drive for goal completion and fear, terefore, may perform antagonistic
funetions.
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V. MASTERY

In a once-influential, though by now fargely forgotien, article, Robert White
{1959) urpued that humans are powerlully motivated by the desire (o master
their environments, 4 tendency that he dubbed ‘effectance” motivation and that
Bentham referred to as *pleasures of skill'. H is generally pleasant 10 engage in
an activity you are good at, no matter how useless it might be. By the samc
token, it is typically uversive to do something you are incompelent at, no matter
how instrumentsd the activity.

Part of the reason for why mountaineers climb mountains is that they can do
it — they are good at it. Writing of & brief pleasurable period of climbing, lam-
entably cut short by his partner’s fatal plunge over a 5.000-foot ciiff, Roberts
(1968, pp. 308-309) relates,

Al tiiws Hke those, the mind does oot wander, nor dees it really think, except 1o make the -
fa0s1 autonmatic judgments of raute, piton, and rope the climbing calls for... The wueliand siriin
of ice and roek uader my hunds (send) pleasure sy well as blood surging through oy veins™

Simpson (1993, p. 119 remarks (somewhat unrealistically, given his own
uniquely gruesome history of accidents) that

"tiere is o perverse delight b putting oneself in & potemtially dangerous situition, knowing
your experience und skith make you yuite sate”,

The concept of mastery actually blends together a nwmber of more specific mo-
tives. | is almost certinly ussocinted with sell-esteem or “self-recommenda-
tion’, and it also often involves a feeling of total absorption in an activity — that
is, ‘flow’ {Csikszeatmihalyi 1991) — and an easing of the burdens and complex-
ities of everyday lite, Pouerfield (1996, p. 173) refers o mountaineering us

“the best Toil 1've found For the operows realistics of the twenticth century ',

Simpson (1993, p. 276} writes that the climber

“steps e of the Tiving wozld of anxiety into @ world whene there is no room, no time, for... dis-
iractions. Akt concerns him s survivisg the present. Any thouglus of gas bills and moriga-
ges. foved ones and enemies, eviporate nader the sbyulute pecessity For concentration on the
sk in hand. He leads o separate 5ife of ancomplicated ik ond whise decisions - stay wearen,
feve yourself, be carefid, ke proper rest, look after vourself aad your parme, be aware”,

And Lansing {1959, p. 22) writes that Shackleton, within a few hours of leaving
the last outpost of civilization on his way to Antarctica, {elt tha
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“life had been reduced from a highly complex exisience, wits s thousand pey problems, e one
of the barest simplicity in which only one real tsk remuined - the achicvenment of his poat’.

Perhaps most imporiant, however, mastery involves a feeling of control over
one's environment. Control is, in and of itself, powerfully reinforcing (Langer
1975}, and the absence of control is commensurately aversive (Brehm 1966).
Kornetsky et al. found that rats who seH-administered alcohol had Jower thresh-
olds for brain sthmulation reward (suggesting greater ability to obtain pleasure
from the environment) than yoked rats who received the same alcohol at identi-
cal times but had no control over its intake, Perceived control also scems to ren-
der aversive stimuli more tolerable. Seligman and Maier (1967), for example,
found that dops who were given shocks that they could lerminate by making
body motions got fewer uleers than ‘yoked” dogs who received identical, but
uncontrollable, sequences of shock. Glass and Singer (1972), found that the de-
bilitating eftecis of an uncontroluble loud noise on performunce of a cognitive
rask was virtually eliminated when subjects believed that they could terminate
the noise by pressing a bution.

Perceived controt also seems to reduce fear, even when probubilities and con-
sequences are held constant, Mincka et al. (1984), for example, found that the
effectiveness of fear conditioning in rats was cut in half when a bell thut could
be terminated by lever-press preceded electric shoek, holding constant the uctu-
al shock intensity and duration, In an experiment with humans, Sanderson et al,
(1988) administered a known panic-provoking agent (5.5% carbon dioxide,
CD) to panic-prone patienis, Half of the participants were told that they could
reduce the concentration of carbon dioxide by twrning a dial when a light was il-
tuminated. This group reported fewer and less severe panic symptoms, had
fewer catastrophic thoughts, and reported less distress, even though the diad was
actually inoperative.

The distike of uncontrolled risks can be seen in mountaineers, who draw
sharp distinction between “objective risks’, which include cvents that ure com-
pletely uncontrotluble and unavoidable, such as fulling rocks and collapsing ser-
sies (ice towers), and risks that can be mitigated by skifl or caution. Whereas
they are relatively unperturbed by hazards that ave seen us potentinlly control-
luble, however severe, mountaineers do fear objective risks. As Roberts (1968,
p. 225} commients,

“Wien the risks depend solely on chance, not skifh, the nountineer enjuys them as litke a
anyoene’.

Perhups becuuse they have an illusion ol control, mountuineers tend Lo be re-

markably unfuzed by the astronomical risks they face. It is as il at the level of
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fear, the risks have no reality. The feeling of control, however, olten disappeurs
after u serfous accident, a1 which point fear enters the picture. As Potterlield
{19496, p. 234) notes,

*the terror of o bad fdf . never readly goes away '

fn the same way that people may require a near-death experience (o truly recog-
nize their own mortality, it often ttkes an accident for 2 mountaineer to uppreci-
ate Uhe danger of mountaineering at the fevel of experiencing fear. The ironic
consequence is thut mountaineers often *discover’ fear after an accident, when
they are in a position of safety. Maurice Herzog (1932, p. 264), for example,
after beconung lost, seowblind, and severely frostbitien on his descent from An-
napurna, did nol report experiencing {ear during the ordeal. Days later, howev-
er, when he was in a safe position being carted out of the mountain region on the
back of u porter, he was

*funanted by anxicty and o shanetul feas®,
and Juter

1m0 longes Jad the strength o fight my fesrs, and [ knew now what fear really was, Lachenal
{his climbing partner) slso was petrified by fright’ (p, 271).

Similarly, after Shackleton's ship was trapped in polar ice and then splintered
and sunk by it, the crew drifted on the ice for nearly a year and then endured o
harrowing trip across icy, stormy, seas in lite-bouts to an istand — their first land
after 497 days. As the boats were being pulled to salety, Lansing reports, a
member of the crew named Rickenson suddenty turned pale, and o minute later
collapsed of o heart attack (Lansing 1939},

VI MEANING

Just as people aren’t certain about who they are (and s0 attempt 10 signal, both
to themselves and to others that they have desirable traits), many people also
don't huve a good understanding of what they want out of life and what they
value. One commonly vaunied benefit of mountaineering and wildemess travel
iy that it offers a new perspective on life,

The cost of such perspective, however, teads to be high. Simple discomton
rarely produces new insights into life, or a greater appreciation of it; thit typi-
caily requires a near-death experience. Reminiscent of the Joni Mitchell song,
“You don’t know what you've got G4l it's gone’, it requires an impending joss of
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one's life 1o appreciate what one is about 10 lose. As Joe Simpson (1993, p. 119)
wrote of his near-death in sn avalanche,
*Mirybe for the first tiime [ earned in e avalanche exactly what it was to be alive, ow precious,

and how fragile. These was so much to be lost fron o moneat's careless mistake but so much
mere to be pained by knowing the valve of life’.

Meaning-making may also be enhunced by the loss of body parts. The {irst man
to climb an 8.000-meter peak, Maurice Herzog, lost several fingers and parts of
his feet to gangrene. But he gained an appreciation for

‘the deep significance of existenve of which 1ifl then T ad been unaware’.
The ordeal, he reported,
*has given me the assusance und serenity of o man who has fulfifled himself, 1 has given me te

pure joy of loving that which | used o despise. A new and splendid life has opened owt befure
me’ (1952, p. 12).

Beck Weathers (1998), who in 1996 was abandoned overnight in a blizzard on
Mount Everest and lost Iis hands and much of his face, reports that ‘I traded my
hands for my family and my futare, and it is a bargain | readily accept’”

Adherents of rational expectations assume that new information or insights
should be unpredictuble. They muy be disturbed to learn that such changes in
perspective are actually quite predictable. Almost invariably, they involve an
enhanced appreciation of human relationships and a demotion of prolessional
and materinl ambitions. Peter Potterfield {1996, p. 233), who suffered a bone-
shattering fall during an ascent of Chimney Rock in the Cascades and then bare-
ty survived an excruciating 24-hour wait for rescue, reported that

“the air time on Chimney Rock cliunged the way | theught sbout everything, including marriage’,

Beck Weathers stated that when he gained consciousness after his exposed night
on Everest,
"t saw my own Tutuee and 1 didn’t like it The relensless puesuit of socvess aod gouls and anthi-
iun without halance was pusiiing out of my life thal which was most precious o aw... Ia the

final amslysis titat wihich matters, really the only thing that miutless, are the people you hold in
your heurt snd the peaple whe boeld you in theies”.

7. One inay suspect st there s an efentens of cognitive dissonance in the common discovery ofa
setf-insight “sitver Jining™ folluwing the loss of body parts.
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Roberts (1908, p. 234) comments,

“Nobody un his death bed ever suid, '8 wish | bad spent more time at the office™.

These shifts in perspective raise some important issues for decision theory, First,
what is it about almost dying that produces such shifls in perspectives? Second,
why are the insights gained almost always the same; why don't some people
come lo recognize that they should apply themselves more assiducusly to
achieving professional ambitions before leaving the eurth? And finally, ure
these new priorittes more valid than the old ones they repluce?

One reason why nearly dying may be important is that dying is an emotional
experience {if one has lime to think about it). Beck Weathers, for example, re-
ports that when he realized Le was going 1o die he did not experience the terror
that he would have expected, but rather

"an enuTinous, encompissing, sense of melanchoty’.

if emotions provide an important inpul into decision making, as much recenl
work suggests (e.g., Damasio 1994, Zajone 1980, 1984), then this input is about
us powerful as one could imagine receiving.

Damasio {1994), in his provocative book Descartes’ Error; urgues that emo-
tions are crucial in decision making because they provide a crude but guick and
automatic summary of the costs and benetits associated with alternative cours-
es of action. In support of this idea, he cites the behuvioral impact of certain
types of frontal lobe brain lesions that have no measurable effect on cognition
but that biock emotional reactions associated with mental imagery, which be la-
bels ‘'somatic markers”. Consistent with the idea that emotions are critical in de-
cision making, people with such fromal lesions are pathologicatly indecisive
and can spend hours making the most trivial decision - such as whether Lo
schedale the next docter’s appointment for 10 or 11 am on the following day.
Timothy Wilson, Jonathan Schooler, and colleagues (Wilson und Schooler
1991, Wilson et al. 1993), reached a similar conclusion in their work on “verbul
overshadowing' of emotion, Their studies show that people who verbatized pros
and cons made worse decisions because doing so prevents them from gaining
acceess 1o their "gut reactions” to the alternatives.

How can sunatic markers help 10 explain near-death shifts in priorities? If
emotional reactions that are subtle encugh te be overshadowed by verbalizing
are important inputs into decision making, think abouwt how much more influen-
tiaf the feelings that sccompany the prospeet of imminent death must be. The
prospect of death produces a powerful form ol sttention focussing; it is as il the
bruin realizes that it bas Hmited compuatation time lelt, and spends it thinking
about things that are important. Later, in a process ukin to the notion of ‘flash-
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bulb memories’ {Brown und Kulik 1977), whatever one thought about during
this period is retained in memory and infused with significance.

It is also possible that these changes in values are illusory. Pechaps the peo-
ple who report changes of perspective had recognized the imponrtance of family
all along but had put off acting on this awureness. Ted O'Donoghue and
Matthew Rabin (forthcoming) have developed a theoretical account of procras-
tination that seems to be particulurly applicable (o this situation. The model ap-
plies to situntions in which people huve the opportunity to lake un action that
would expose them to an immediate small cost but produce a delayed larger
benetis. The critical feature of their model is that people recognize that a partic-
ular action is worth taking, but naively anticipate that they will take the action
in the future, which helps them to rationalize why they do not have o do it
tociy. When the future becomes the present, however, the same logic applies
once again. An important prediction of the model is that if people were given
one last opporiunity to lake the action they would do so; procrastinution is en-
couraged by awareness that there will be future opportunities to take the action,
coupled with a naive prediction of one’s own {uture behuvior in the absence of
such deadiines,

O’Donoghue and Rabin’s theory could cxplain why perspective change,
whether real or iHlusory, requires n near-death experience. Perhaps most people
actually recognize the importance of fmily, and plan to spend time with them
in the fulure, but are distracted from doing so by the immediate lure of carcer
ambitions, mountains, or golf. The effect of aimost losing your lile is 10 make
you realize that if you dos't spend time with your fumily sow you may not have
4 chance to do so in the future. Today may in fact be your last opporiunity to go
out to dinner with your spouse, call your parents, or tuke your child to the zoo.
As Potter commented,

*After Chimney Rock, there was i strong sense that life is uncertin, highly so’ (3996, p. 233).

The procrastination account of perspective shilts could explain why the insights
gained are always the same. What we gain, it suggests, is not actually a greater
appreciation for the importance of human relationships, but an awareness that if
we continue to defer investing in personal relationships we may well depart
from the world having missed our opportunity to do so,

Are post-near-death priorvities more valid than pre-near-death priorities? If

aeglect of friends and fwmnily is due 1o procrastination, the answer may be yes.
But if it is due to somatic markers, the answer is likely to be no. Being close 10
dewth is a relutively unusual state. Just as the insights gained during an LSD trip
are inherently suspect, it is questionable whether the pre-death perspective pro-
vides a clear view of one’s "true’ values. Whether the newly found prioritics sur-
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vive the complexities of real life, therefore, is open to question. During the
worst moments of his Antarctic bid, Mike Stroud lamented his detachment from
his children and vowed, on his return, (o0 become o model futher and 10 cease his
guest for “firsts”, In the epilogue to his book, however, he reports that he never
quite got around to building the doll house that he had resolved to construct for
his daughter and that, within weeks of his return to daity life, the wanderlest had
him in its grip once again.

VH. CONCLUDING COMMENTS

Behavioral economics — the application of psychological insights to economic
problems — has gained increasing acceplance among mainsiream economists,
Nevertheless, some holdouts in the profession persist in the desire o strip cco-
nomics of underlying psychology. The point that they {uil to understund is thit
psychology and economics are inextricably linked, Utility maximization, which
lies at the heart of neoclassical cconomics, is a psychological theory of behav-
ior. It stutes that human behavior can be explained as an atiempt to achieve a cer-
tuin goal, whether it be happiness (in the Benthamite account) or satisfaction of
preferences (from the ordinal utility perspective), The ordinal utility/revealed
preference approach dous not divorce economics from psychology, but builds
economics up from o hollow foundation. The issue is not whether economics
will be based on psychology or not, but whether it will be grounded in good psy-
chology or bad psychology.

Recent deveiopments in the ficld of behavioral ecconomics have substantially
enriched the wility concept and increased the explunatory power of utility max-
imization, in many cases with changes that are highly tractable. Ironically, as |
pointed out in the introduction, many of these advances involve a rediscovery of
insights that were present at the very birth of the utitity concept. These udvances
in formulating utility ~ in claborating on the specific chuaracter of economic man
— however, have run up against the inherent limitations of trying 10 model
iuman behavior purely as a funclion of consumption.

Economists since Benthum's time have periodically puid tribute to the im-
portwece of non-consumption-related motives. Adam Smith (cited in Oller
1997, p. 451}, for example, not only recognized the importance of the desire for
regard (Bentham's pleasures of o good name, and self-recommendation), but
believed that the drive for material mnprovement (i.e., for consumption) was ac-
tually derivative af the desire for such regard:
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*What is the end of avarice and ambition, of the pursuit of wealth, of power, sod prebemisnance?
... Fu be ubserved, to be attended to, to be tiaken notice of with sympathy, complacency, and up-
prabadion, are ail the sdvantsges which we can propuse 1o derive from i,

Alfred Marshall (1898), in a passage in his Principles of Economics, attributed
great importance to what could be interpreted as o mastery motive:

*A large part of the demand for the highly skilled professionad services and the best work of the
smechsanical artisin arises frony the delight people have in the waining of their faculties and in
exercising thew’.

And Keynes (1936), in The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money
argued:

i bnman pature felt po ... satisfuction {(profit apant) it consteueting o factory, a railwity, 1 mine
or a furm, there might oot be moch investenent as u result of cobd cateulation... Enterprise only
pretends to itself 1o be mainly motivited by the statemes i its own prospectus ... Only o finde
mare than an expedivion jo the South Pole ix i based on an exact calentution of benefits i come’
{emphasis added).

But despite the occasional display of appreciation for non-consumption-related
motives by psychologically astute economists, there have been very lew at-
templs to integrate such molives into a sysiematic analysis of economic bebmv-
iOF,

Consumption has great advaniages as an input into utifity. It is measurable,
and it generally enters monotonically into the utility function. Consumption also
bears a simple, logical relationship to other mportant economic variables, such
as income, wealth, prices, wages, und lubor supply. None of this is true of the de-
sire to impress, self-signaling, goal completion, mastery and meaning-sceking,

Self-signaling is probably the easiest non-consumption molive to model and,
of the four nonconsumption motives | discuss, has received the most sttention
from economists and decision theorists. Significant advances have already been
made in modeling people’s destre for the respect and admiration of others (e.g.,
Duesenberry 1952, Frank 1985, Bemheim 1994), and in measuring its impact
on economic behavior {e.g., Chao und Schor 1998}, Self-esteem has also re-
ceived fimited attention from economists {e.g., Khalil 1996, Lea and Webley
1997}, although there has been inadequate attention to the problems raised by
Bodner und Prelec (1996). Despite some advances, therefore, we remain 4 long

way off from understanding, let alone formally modeling, the determinants of

seff-esteem and s sole in behavior,

The need for goal completion remuains similarly unintegrated into decision
theory. One specific aspect of goal completion ~ the effect of externally set
gouls on effort and performance — has received considerable attention from ex-
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perimental psychologists {e.g., Locke and Latham 1990), and more recently de-
cision theorists (Heath, Lurrick and Wu 1998). However, other important issues
remiin farpely unuddressed. Thus, currently we have Hule understanding of
why people set goals for themselves, of the mmount of control that people have
over their own goals, and, to the degree that people do have control over their
own goals, whether goal-setting cun be deseribed as the outcome of a decision
that weighs the costs and benefits of alternutive goals. We are also far from pos-
sessing sutisfactory explanations for the two anomalous properties of goals that
are sulient in the mountaineering literature: the ditficulty of relinguishing coun-
terproductive sel-set goals, and the disparity between the power of the motiva-
tion to achieve goals and (lack of) pleasare experienced when goals are
achieved,

The mastery motive similarty remains Jargely unaddressed by decision theo-
ry, ulthough again there are fragments of research thal could be built upon.
Heath and Tversky (1991), for example, show that people prefer to bet on their
own judgment over an eyuiprobuble chance event when they consider them-
selves knowledgeable, but not otherwise. It seems that mountaineers are not the
only people who like (o exert control in domuins in which they feel competent.
Loewenstein and Issacharolf (1994) show that people’s valuations of objects de-
pends on how the objects were obtuined, a phenomenon we label ‘source-de-
pendence’. When people feel thut they carned an object, as a result of their per-
formance on a tusk, they are much tesy willing 10 give up the object (ic., they
state higher selling prices) thun when they received the same object as a gift.
This rescarch suggests thit mastery is not only desirable in and of itself, but also
hus secondary effeets on preferences,

Of the four nonconsumption motives, meaning is certainly the furthest from
being integruted into economics or decision theory. That econosmists are leery of
introducing anything that resembles meaning into their models is apparent in a
recent paper by Ed Glieser and Spencer Glendon — two economists who are
guiie open Lo psychelogy — on “The Demand for Religion’ (1997). The awthors
investigate three theories about why people ‘demand” religion: (1) religion pro-
vides social connections, {2) it provides rewards after death or (3) it provides
moral instruction. Notable for its absence [rom the paper is any mention of the
possibility that religion may provide people with some type of meaning, The re-
hietanee o introduce meaning-sceking as a motive in economic moedels is per-
fecdy understandable, Uniif we have a much better understanding of its deter-
minams and consequences, measning will continue 1o elude formalization in
decision-theoretic terms,

Each of these non-consumption motives poses severe challenges 1o would-be
modelers. Thus, there may be good reasons for halting progress short of the con-
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sumption barrier. The decision about whether to model non-consumption-relut-
ed motives should not, however, depend only on tractability, but also on the im-
portance of these motives for economic behavior. If they are critical for duily
economic behavior, as | have attempted to show is true for mountaineering, then
there is no excuse for not trying to model them, at least. The question, then, is
whether mountaineers and mountaineering are unusuat in the degree o which
they are motivated by non-consumption-related motives. The answer, I believe,
is that they are not. Although these non-consumption motives may be more im-
portunt in mountaineering than in other activitics, and better developed in
mountaineers than other people, the same motives can also be seen in most peo-
pte's daily behavior.

Consider, for example, academis -- 4 domain with which most readers of this
paper witl have personal familiarity. Seif- and other-signaling may well be one
of the most important motives driving academic achievement and is probably
much more important for understanding decisions to eater the profession, choic-
es between jobs, and the persisience of work effort following tenure (even in
institutions with rigid pay scales) than are pecuniary motives such as salary.
Academics care about how other academics perceive them, and many are
powerfully driven by the desire 1o maintain self-esteem. Many academics have
faced a choice between a low-paying job at a high-prestige university or a high-
paying job at a low-prestige university; my own casual observation is that few
have opied for the latier. Although it could be argued that scademics, 100, are an
unrepresentative group, il would be easy to make a similar case for almost any
profession. Self-signaling may also help to explain the prevalence of another
common but anomalous activity that has had momentous consequences for
human history and which bears a resemblance 1o mountaineering in its distine-
tively negative consumpiion aspect. I'm referring to the willingness and even
eagemess of generations of insecure young men 1o risk ‘the vltimate sacrifice’
in battle.

Goul completion is also important in academia in part because academic ac-
complishments, such as getting 4 PhD, landing 2 job, gelting tenure, and pub-
lishing anticles, tend to be nuturally discrete (though academia is by no means
unique in this respect). Academics cun become exiraordinarily obsessed wilth
achieving these goals. Indeed, muny academics require elaborate self-conwol
strategies to take a break from their work, such as booking expensive, nonre-
fundable vacations. On the fuce of it, such a paltern is sirange because we usu-
ally think of people as requiring seif-control to work rather than play.

Mastery is also a vastly underappreciated motive, especially prominent
among academics. Three categories of activities are highly valued in the social
sciences, and perhaps other academic domains: research, teaching, and grants-
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manship. Many people enter the profession with some degree of talent in al)
three arcas but a slight comparative advantage in one. As time passes, however,
muny academics tead to specialize excessively in one area. Good teachers, for
example, find teaching highly rewarding and, instead of cutting back on prepa-
ration time fo further develop areas of comparative weakness, respond to the
students’ accolades by allocating even more time to teaching. This response in-
creases their suceess ot teaching at the expense of other activities and tures them
into even more lopsided use of their time. It is probubly not a coincidence that
winning a teaching award is frequently a leading indicator of denial of enure,

Finally, [ have no idea il acudemics are unusual in their search for meaning
in life. Like the rest of the population, academics are no strangers to self-help
books, religion, und psychotherapy. I have noticed, however, that an amuzing
profusion of academics (particularly in the humanities) are wriling memoirs, in-
cluding some who have not lived panticularly exciting or unusual lives, My
guess is that menioirs give expression to people’s need to make meaning out of
the sequence of events that compose their lives. Jerome Bruner (1998) argues
that, whether or not they record it on paper, people naturally construct autobio-
graphical accounts of their lives that put their lives into context and invest them
with meaning.

Is it possible to incorporate non-consumption-related motives into formal
models of economic behavior? I am not at all sure. But the chances of it hap-
pening will certainly be improved if a competent economic modeler, perfiaps to
signal her modeling acumen to the world or to herself, sels such a goal for her-
self.
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SUMMARY

argue that Jour sources of utitit y thist have rarely been incorporited ino ceonomic wiiyses — sebf-
signuling {(selt-esteem), goal completiun, mastery, snd meaning - constitute extremaely imponang
wsolives in human behavior. | ilhusirme the importance of these motives by drawing upon the moun-
Etigeering leraure, Alier shuwing thal moustaineering cun not pussibly be understoud as a con-
suniption expericave — .., an experivnee direetly yields sensory or mental plewsure - | anpue
that it can be explhined, i Jeast in part, on the basis of these four motives. Moreover, tie imponseee
of these motives is not fimited 10 mountaincering, bot extends o many if #ol most economic und
nuRRCORLINIC activities,

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

leh argusientivre, dasy vier Nutzenkomponenten, die katsm in 6kononische Analysen cinbezogen
wurden — “Selbst-Signulisicrung” {Seibsiwengefihi), Zielerseichung, Aufgubenbewiikigung und
Sinn — extrem wichtige Motive fiir messelliches Verhulten dasstelben, leh iflusteivre die Bedewtung
dieser Muotive, indem ich wich auf die Literatur gber Bergsteigen bediche, Nachdem ich gezeipl
habe, duss dus Besteigen von Bergen unmiglich als Koasumerfabrung verssanden werden kann -
dh. als Erfuhrung, die dircks sinnliches oder geistiges Virgniigen bereitet — wrgumenticre ich, duss
s, cumindest zuan Teil, auf der Basis der vier Moative erkkist werden kann, Dip Bedeutung divser
Motive ist nictn aul Bergsiigen beschriinki, sondern Jisst sich auf die meisten, wean nicht alte,
winischafilichen und nicht-wintschafilichen Titigheiten itberiragen.

RESUME

Je suutiens que quatre sources wrilitatres frement incorposées dans les analyses Ceonomigues ('es-
fime de soi, Pachivement des bugs, fa maitrise et la signittcation) constituent des motivations exri-
mement importuntes dans le comportement bumain, ) illusire Fimportance de ces motifs pur dey
exenples tisds de la documentation sur 'ulpinisme. Aprés avoir momré yu'it est impossible de cam-
prendre Falpinisme conme une expérivnce de consommuion — c-d-d. une expérience qui produit un
plaisir des sens 0w un plaisir mental — ju saintiens qu’on pewt expliquer, st moins en panie, sur f
buse de ces motivations, En outre, leur importance n'est pas Himitde b Falpinisme, mals s'étend A un
grand numbre, sinon 3 la plupurt, des activités deonomiyues ef non éconotiigues.
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