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Preface

Almost every decision you make represents a leap into the unknown. You do
not know with certainty what the consequences of your actions will be, nor
do you know how likely the consequences are or when they will materialize—
not to mention whether you and others will like the repercussions of your
decisions. Faced with these myriad uncertainties, you may be tempted to
throw in the towel. But that is not what people do. In fact, most of the time
people are pretty good at navigating the unknown. The mind seems to be
equipped with cognitive tools that empower people not only to reduce uncer-
tainties where possible, but also to proceed in light of uncertainties that defy
reduction.

In Taming Uncertainty, we aim to shed light on the cognitive tools in
the mind’s adaptive toolbox that help people make the leap into the
unknown. For many decades, scholarly work in psychology and economics
has understood the human response to uncertainty in terms of an attempt
to uncover objective probabilities or, when this proves impossible, to con-
jure up subjective probabilities. Working with the currency of probabilities,
this research has explored how extravagant Bayesian brains might update
their estimates. In this book, by contrast, we take a different perspective—
one that is rooted in what is known about what real, humble minds can
do and resists whittling the human response to uncertainty down to an act
of juggling probability quantities. In our view, adaptive intelligence in an
uncertain world arises from a variety of simple tools. We focus on three types:
first, decision strategies that efficiently permit people to infer and decide
based on limited information by cleverly making use of key regularities in
the environment; second, flexible search processes that guide where to look
for further information and, importantly, when to stop searching and to act;
and, third, cognitive tools that help people respond to the opportunities
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and challenges presented by others. We also trace changes in these cognitive
tools brought about by the development of the human mind, both within
and across generations. We argue that these tools empower the human
mind with what the poet John Keats (1891) called “negative capability”—
the ability to survive and thrive in uncertainty.

Ideas and arguments expressed on paper cannot fully replace experi-
ence. We have therefore created interactive elements to accompany many
chapters. These online companions provide dynamic, hands-on encoun-
ters with some of the experimental paradigms, formal theories, and data
featured throughout the book. We invite you to explore these elements—
which are also referenced individually in the respective chapters—at https://
taming-uncertainty.mpib-berlin.mpg.de/.

Taming Uncertainty is not an edited book; it is a joint product of the
members of the Center for Adaptive Rationality (ARC), a multidisciplinary
team of psychologists, economists, biologists, philosophers, computer sci-
entists, and physicists, that was founded in 2012 at the Max Planck Insti-
tute for Human Development in Berlin. We worked on this book as a group
in order to reflect and tap into our complementary disciplinary interests,
skills, and knowledge; it summarizes our progress so far on our journey
to unravel the nature of adaptive rationality in an uncertain world. Tam-
ing Uncertainty would have been impossible without the generous funding
of the Max Planck Society, which has helped create this interdisciplinary
group of researchers who are profoundly curious, challenging each other’s
viewpoints and exploring the mind’s toolbox together.

We are aiso grateful to the colleagues who read drafts of individual chapters
and provided their insightful feedback: Joshua Abbott, Ruben Arslan, Florian
Artinger, Judith Avrahami, Simon Ciranka, Nadine Fleischhut, Thomas Hills,
Ulrich Hoffrage, Sebastian Horn, Anika Josef, Juliane Kimmer, Yaakov Kareev,
Robert Lorenz, Lucas Molleman, Shabnam Mousavi, Paul Pedersen, Amnon
Rapoport, Samuli Reijula, Job Schepens, Oliver Schiirmann, Warren Thorn-
gate, Claus Vogele, Michael Waldmann, Charley Wu, Shuli Yy, and Veronika
Zilker. We owe a further debt of gratitude to the scholars whose formidable
brains we were able to pick during the production of the book: Bahador Bah-
rami, Gordon Brown, Jerome R. Busemeyer, Mike DeKay, Adele Diederich,
Ido Erev, Craig Fox, Gerd Gigerenzer, Ulrike Hahn, Robin Hogarth, Joachim
Krueger, Steve Lewandowsky, Taosheng Liu, John McNamara, Ben R. Newell,
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Roger Ratcliff, Lael Schooler, Neil Stewart, Chris Summerfield, Kinneret Teo-
dorescu, Peter M. Todd, Peter Wakker, Tom Wallsten, and Greg Wheeler.

Our most heartfelt thanks go to the many people in the Max Planck
Institute without whose support this book would not have flourished—
to Susannah Goss and Deb Ain for putting their careful eyes and unending
patience to work editing the manuscript; to Diana Schieck for managing
the references; to Antonio Amaddio and Philip Jakob for leading the devel-
opment of the interactive elements; to Marianne Hauser for her meticu-
lous work creating the figures; to Katja Miinz and Kate Pleskac for keeping
the authors and the book organized and running efficiently; and to Valerie
Chase for helping us shape chapter 1 and getting us off to a good start. And, of
course, our special thanks go to our families for their support and patience
when we cruised off into the unknown once again.

This book marks the first step in our exploration of the murky waters of
uncertainty. We are looking forward to our future discoveries of the mind'’s
tools and feats. If you want to check on our progress, please visit the ARC
website at www.mpib-berlin.mpg.de/en/research/adaptive-rationality.
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