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Motivational States Within the
Person – Studies in Rationality
Understanding human behavior is a complex undertaking. Traditional economic
models often simplify individual decision-making, assuming a consistent, rational
agent. However, reality reveals a far more nuanced picture. Picoeconomics, a
burgeoning field, offers a more sophisticated approach by exploring the *strategic
interaction of successive motivational states within the person*. This article delves
into the core principles of picoeconomics, examining how it enhances our
understanding of rationality and decision-making. Key areas we will explore include
*intertemporal choice*, *self-control*, and the role of *cognitive biases* in shaping
our choices.
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Introduction to Picoeconomics and its Relevance
to Rationality
Picoeconomics shifts the focus from macro- and micro-economic interactions to the
internal, individual economy of the mind. It acknowledges that individuals are not
monolithic entities with unchanging preferences but rather a dynamic interplay of
competing motivations that shift over time. Instead of viewing a person as a single,
rational actor, picoeconomics analyzes the strategic interactions between different
"selves" within a single individual – the present self, the future self, and various
other selves representing different desires and goals. These "selves" engage in a
continuous negotiation, impacting decisions across various domains, from financial
planning to health choices and even procrastination.

Intertemporal Choice and the Conflict of Selves
A crucial aspect of picoeconomics lies in understanding *intertemporal choice* – the
way we weigh immediate gratification against future rewards. The classic example is
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the marshmallow test, where children are offered a single marshmallow immediately
or two marshmallows if they wait a short period. This seemingly simple choice
reveals a fundamental conflict: the impulsive, present self wants immediate
gratification, while the forward-thinking, future self recognizes the long-term
benefits of delayed gratification. Picoeconomics frames this as a strategic interaction
between these two "selves," with the outcome depending on factors like self-control,
willpower, and the perceived likelihood of future reward. The strength of the future
self's influence heavily depends on the individual's *time discounting rate* – how
much less they value future rewards compared to immediate ones. A high discount
rate indicates a stronger preference for immediate gratification and a weaker future
self.

Self-Control and the Mechanisms of Picoeconomic
Decision-Making
The concept of *self-control* is central to picoeconomics. It’s the ability of the
individual to align their actions with their long-term goals, even when faced with
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tempting immediate alternatives. Effective self-control involves strategies such as
commitment devices (pre-committing to a specific course of action to limit future
choices), mental accounting (categorizing resources to regulate spending), and
emotional regulation (managing impulses and emotions). Picoeconomic models help
us understand the cognitive processes behind these strategies and how their
effectiveness varies depending on the individual's motivational states and
environmental context. For instance, a person might successfully resist temptation
when in a calm, focused state, but succumb when stressed or emotionally
overwhelmed.

Cognitive Biases and their Influence on
Picoeconomic Interactions
*Cognitive biases* significantly impact the strategic interaction between different
selves within the picoeconomic framework. These biases, systematic errors in
thinking, distort our perceptions and lead to suboptimal decisions. For example,
*present bias*, a specific type of time inconsistency, leads individuals to
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overemphasize immediate rewards, even at the cost of greater future benefits.
Similarly, *loss aversion*, the tendency to feel losses more strongly than equivalent
gains, influences how we evaluate risks and make choices related to potential gains
or losses in the future. Understanding these biases is crucial for building more
realistic and effective picoeconomic models that predict real-world behavior.

Applications and Future Directions of
Picoeconomics
Picoeconomics is not just a theoretical framework; it has practical implications
across various fields. In behavioral economics, it informs the design of interventions
aimed at improving self-control and promoting better decision-making. For example,
understanding present bias allows us to design savings plans that nudge individuals
to save more for the future. In health psychology, picoeconomics helps explain
health behaviors such as smoking, overeating, and lack of exercise as the outcome
of internal conflicts between different motivational states. Future research could
explore the neural mechanisms underlying these internal negotiations and develop



Picoeconomics The Strategic Interaction Of Successive Motivational States Within The
Person Studies In Rationality

7

personalized interventions based on individual differences in self-control and
cognitive biases. Further advancements could incorporate the influence of social
interactions and environmental factors on the strategic interactions within a
person's internal "economy."

Conclusion
Picoeconomics provides a richer and more realistic understanding of human
rationality by acknowledging the internal dynamics of competing motivations. It
moves beyond the simplistic assumption of a single, consistent rational agent and
embraces the complexity of individuals navigating a landscape of conflicting desires
and goals. By understanding the strategic interactions between different "selves,"
we can better understand intertemporal choice, self-control, and the influence of
cognitive biases. This understanding, in turn, has significant implications for
designing interventions that promote better decision-making in various aspects of
life.
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FAQ
Q1: How does picoeconomics differ from traditional economic models?

A1: Traditional economic models often assume a rational, consistent individual with
stable preferences. Picoeconomics, conversely, recognizes that individuals are
composed of multiple, potentially conflicting "selves" with varying motivations and
time horizons. It analyzes the strategic interactions between these selves to
understand decision-making.

Q2: What are some practical applications of picoeconomics?

A2: Picoeconomics finds applications in various fields. In behavioral economics, it
informs the design of interventions aimed at improving self-control (e.g., savings
plans). In health psychology, it helps explain health behaviors (e.g., smoking,
overeating). It can also be applied to education, designing strategies to help
students overcome procrastination and focus on long-term academic goals.
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Q3: How does time discounting relate to picoeconomics?

A3: Time discounting refers to how much less we value future rewards compared to
immediate ones. High time discounting signifies a strong preference for immediate
gratification and a weaker influence of the future self in picoeconomic interactions.
Understanding individual time discounting rates is critical for predicting behavior
and designing effective interventions.

Q4: What role do cognitive biases play in picoeconomic decisions?

A4: Cognitive biases, systematic errors in thinking, significantly distort our
perceptions and lead to suboptimal choices. Present bias, for example, causes us to
overemphasize immediate rewards. Loss aversion influences risk assessment and
decision-making regarding potential gains or losses. These biases disrupt the
balanced interaction between the different selves within the picoeconomic
framework.

Q5: What are some limitations of picoeconomics?
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A5: While picoeconomics offers a valuable framework, it also has limitations.
Measuring and quantifying the interactions between different "selves" presents a
methodological challenge. Furthermore, the model might not fully capture the
impact of social and cultural factors on decision-making.

Q6: How can I learn more about picoeconomics?

A6: While there isn't a massive body of literature specifically labelled
"picoeconomics," researching papers on intertemporal choice, self-control,
behavioral economics, and the psychology of decision-making will yield relevant
information. Look for works exploring the interplay between different motivational
systems within individuals and how these interactions shape behavior.

Q7: Are there any specific mathematical models used in picoeconomics?

A7: While not a unified field with a single set of equations, picoeconomics draws
heavily from mathematical models used in game theory, particularly those dealing
with repeated games and dynamic programming. These models help to analyze the
strategic interaction between different "selves" over time. Researchers often employ
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models incorporating hyperbolic discounting to represent present bias and other
time-inconsistency phenomena.

Q8: How does picoeconomics relate to the concept of "bounded
rationality"?

A8: Picoeconomics aligns well with the concept of bounded rationality, which
acknowledges that individuals make decisions under constraints of limited cognitive
capacity and information. The internal conflict between "selves" in picoeconomics
can be viewed as a manifestation of these cognitive limitations, leading to choices
that are not perfectly rational in a traditional sense but rather reflect the strategic
interplay of competing motivational forces within the individual.

Picoeconomics: The Strategic Interaction of
Successive Motivational States Within the Person
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– Studies in Rationality
Understanding actions is a complex endeavor. Traditional economics often models
individuals as rational actors, consistently maximizing their utility. However, this
simplistic view neglects the shifting nature of internal motivations. This is where
picoeconomics comes in, offering a more refined perspective by focusing on the
strategic interaction of successive motivational states within a single individual.
Instead of viewing a person as a monolithic unit of rationality, picoeconomics
investigates the intricate interplay of competing and collaborating desires, needs,
and goals over time. This approach offers a significant framework for understanding
irrational choices and the intricacies of self-control.

The Internal Marketplace:

Picoeconomics uses the analogy of an internal marketplace to illustrate the process
of motivational interaction . Imagine your mind as a bustling bazaar, where different
motivational states – desires for immediate gratification versus future benefits , for
fitness versus enjoyment, for social connection versus independence – vie for
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control. These states bargain with each other, sometimes cooperating towards a
common goal, and other times opposing in a struggle for dominance.

The consequence of these internal negotiations shapes our actions. A successful
negotiation might lead to a balanced approach, allowing for both short-term
pleasure and long-term success. However, a unproductive negotiation can lead in
impulsive decisions, postponement, and regret.

Temporal Dynamics and Strategic Planning:

A crucial aspect of picoeconomics is the focus on the temporal aspect of
motivational interaction . The importance of different motivational states changes
over time. What seems pressing today might seem unimportant tomorrow. This
temporal fluctuation makes strategic planning of motivational states vital for
achieving enduring goals.

For illustration, consider the difficulty of investing money. The immediate
gratification of spending money often outweighs the long-term benefits of saving. A
successful strategy might involve establishing systems of regular contributions to
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reduce the number of decisions that favor immediate gratification. This strategic
arrangement allows the "future-oriented self" to defeat the "present-oriented self".

Applications and Implications:

Picoeconomics has considerable implications for numerous fields, including:

Self-improvement: By understanding the processes of our internal
motivational marketplace, we can create strategies for enhancing self-control,
overcoming procrastination, and achieving sustainable goals.
Public policy: Picoeconomics can inform the design of policies that promote
healthy behaviors and deter harmful ones, by accounting for the intricate
interplay of motivations.
Behavioral economics: The insights from picoeconomics can improve
existing models of behavior , leading to a more accurate understanding of
human behavior.
Therapy and counseling: Therapists can use the framework of
picoeconomics to help clients recognize conflicting motivations, design



Picoeconomics The Strategic Interaction Of Successive Motivational States Within The
Person Studies In Rationality

15

strategies for managing them, and accomplish their therapeutic goals.

Conclusion:

Picoeconomics offers a innovative and powerful perspective on behavior, by
recognizing the strategic engagement of successive motivational states within the
individual. By considering the mind as an internal marketplace, it sheds light on the
complex processes involved in decision-making . This framework provides helpful
tools for understanding our own behavior, strengthening self-control, and developing
more effective interventions in many fields.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):

1. Q: How is picoeconomics different from traditional economics?

A: Traditional economics often simplifies individual behavior, assuming consistent
rationality. Picoeconomics, however, acknowledges the dynamic interplay of internal
motivations, leading to a more nuanced understanding of seemingly irrational
choices.
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2. Q: Can picoeconomics be used to predict behavior?

A: While picoeconomics doesn't offer precise predictions, it provides a framework for
understanding the factors influencing decisions, allowing for more informed
estimations and interventions.

3. Q: What are some practical applications of picoeconomics in daily life?

A: Practical applications include developing strategies for improved self-discipline,
better time management, achieving long-term goals (like saving money or
exercising regularly), and understanding impulsive behavior.

4. Q: How can picoeconomics be integrated into therapy?

A: Therapists can use picoeconomics to help clients identify conflicting motivations,
develop coping mechanisms, and create personalized strategies for achieving
therapeutic goals. It allows for a deeper understanding of the internal conflicts
driving behaviors.
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