
their kids and say, ‘Look, this child is as
pale as a ghost. We did a good job,’”
Fisher says. In fact, he warns, that prac-
tice can be “dangerous” because it keeps
those children very pale. The opposite ap-
proach—giving children unprotected sun
exposure so they develop UV-protective
tans—is also harmful, because it will in-
crease their risk of basal cell carcinoma
and squamous cell carcinoma, two of the
most common forms of skin cancer.

Is there a happy medium? If the cream
Fisher used on mice can be applied to hu-
mans, there may be. People could use it to
protect against melanoma by increasing
their pigmentation, he says, while contin-
uing to use sunscreen to protect against
other forms of skin cancer. 

It will be a few years before Fisher and
his team are ready to test their product on
people. Now they are testing it on lab
samples (discarded after surgeries) of
human skin, which is three to five times
thicker than the skin of a mouse. “If we
can achieve a result in [human] skin,”
Fisher says, “it’s very likely [the cream]
will work on a real person.”
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Willing
to War

O ur minds favor hawks over
doves, argues a recent For-
eign Policy article. Past psy-
chological research has

shown that when it comes to the ques-
tion of war, cognitive biases in the way
people process information and evaluate
risk predispose political leaders to mili-
tary action over diplomatic solutions. Ac-
cording to the article’s authors—gradu-
ate student in government Jonathan
Renshon, author of Why Leaders Choose War:
The Psychology of Prevention, and Daniel Kah-
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neman, professor of psychology at Prince-
ton—such impulses “ incline national
leaders to exaggerate the evil intentions
of adversaries, to misjudge how adver-
saries perceive them, to be overly san-
guine when hostilities start, and overly
reluctant to make necessary concessions
in negotiations. In short, these biases have
the e≠ect of making wars more likely to
begin and more di∞cult to end.”

Our  “aversion to certain losses” o≠ers a
prime example cited in the article. Given
a choice between (a) a sure loss of $890,
or (b) a 10 percent chance of no loss
with a 90 percent chance of a
$1,000 loss, most of us will gamble
on (b). The sure loss may be the
better bet, but it triggers what
psychologists call a “pre-
dictable error” in how we
interpret situations. “The
Iraq debate is a great real-
world corollary,” explains
Renshon. “It tends to be
framed as, ‘Well, if we pull out,
we’re definitely losing and we’ll
have to admit defeat. But if we send
in more troops, we still have the pos-
sibility of some sort of victory in the
end.’ ” For those in favor of more
troops, the potential payo≠ is worth
the greater degree of risk.

Because most people process
gains and losses di≠erently, cog-
nitive bias also influences military
negotiations. According to the
findings of prospect theory (for
which Kahneman received a Nobel
Prize in economics), our aversion to
a loss of $10 is greater than the happi-
ness we expect from a gain of $10. “It has
around 2.5 times more impact psychologi-
cally,” notes Renshon: to compensate for
the subjective impact of a $10 loss re-
quires a gain of $25. If you’re negotiating
for missile reductions, he explains, “An
equivalent reduction on both sides won’t
seem fair to either side, because the loss of
100 missiles has more impact than the
comparative gain that you feel from the
other side cutting their missiles by 100.”
The resultant “concession aversion”
makes negotiations much more di∞cult.

One of the most common cognitive fail-
ures is also the most pernicious in conflict
situations. People attribute the behavior
of others to some cause, either to the con-
text or their disposition, says Renshon.
Yet “even when you know for a fact that

behavior is dictated by situational con-
straints, you still tend to overattribute
behavior to disposition.” To illustrate, he
cites a famous 1960s experiment involving
three groups of students: the first group
was required to give pro-Castro speeches,
the second group to give anti-Castro
speeches, and the third to act as the audi-
ence. Asked to assess the real political
views of the speakers, audience members
overwhelmingly rated pro-Castro speak-
ers as more leftist—even though they

knew that their views were ran-
domly assigned.

This bias is so
widespread and so

empirically “ro-
bust” that social

psychologists have dubbed it the funda-
mental attribution error. “In situations
when you don’t know for sure what the
behavior is caused by,” says Renshon, “this
bias is even more pronounced.” During
tense interactions between representa-
tives of foreign governments, for instance,
policymakers often attribute the aggres-
sive behavior of the other side to deep hos-
tilities, while excusing their own provoca-
tions as the result of being “pushed into a
corner.” Renshon and Kahneman point to
the historic example of World War I, not-
ing that “the leaders of every one of the
nations that would soon be at war per-

ceived themselves as significantly less hos-
tile than their adversaries.”

The same leaders predicted quick and
easy victory. Such overconfidence, ex-
plains Renshon, arises from three opti-
mism biases: exaggerating one’s strengths,
possessing an “illusion of control,” and
forming an unrealistic view of probable
outcomes. In the more recent case of Iraq,
“It’s almost inarguable that there was an
excessive amount of optimism in the pre-
war planning,” says Renshon. He and
Kahneman call the initial claims that the
war would be a “cakewalk” “just the lat-
est in a long string of bad hawkish predic-
tions” in U.S. military history.

“The ultimate goal, obviously, is to
help people make better decisions,” says
Renshon. But “de-biasing” has had only
intermittent success. One experiment
at Harvard Business School compared
two groups doing negotiation simula-
tions. The group that was informed
about overconfidence exhibited less of

that bias and did much better than the
group that wasn’t informed. But an

experiment that involved mak-
ing people more aware of
the fundamental attribu-
tion error, notes Renshon,

“had the e≠ect of mak-
ing the bias more
pronounced.”

Should cognitive
bias make us more

pessimistic about
the prospect of peace?

“We’re not saying that
war is the default op-
tion,” Renshon makes
clear. “Rivalries end—
even long rivalries—and
not every crisis ends in

a war. We don’t think
that cognitive biases are the

main explanation for decisions to go to
war, or the main explanation for others to
make peace or negotiate. Beliefs, values,
material constraints, ideology, national
values, image—all of these things have a
very important e≠ect in policymaking.
Thankfully,” he concludes, “cognitive bi-
ases don’t decide. People decide.”
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