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Introduction

Good people disagree often—and sometimes violently. 

This	 fact	bothers	me	…	and	not	 just	because	of	 the	“violently”	part.	At	a	
very	deep	 level,	 it	 seems	 irrational	 that	people	who	are	 trying	 to	be	good	
would	be	disagreeing	in	the	first	place.

In	the	middle	of	a	disagreement—where	I	firmly	and	fundamentally	believe	
that	only	one	option	is	clearly	“correct”—it’s	a	lot	easier	to	believe	that	the	
opposing	views	are	either	inherently	“bad”	or	they	are	at	least	a	“bad”	choice	
in	 this	 instance.	 If	 that	were	so,	 I	 could	paint	almost	every	debate	 in	pure	
whites	and	blacks	without	all	those	annoying	grays.

Along	 the	way,	however,	 I’ve	 come	 to	 think	 that	people—generally—are	
trying	to	be	good.	They	are—generally—trying	to	do	good	things	and	make	
good	 decisions.	 Anywhere	 in	 the	 world,	 when	 people	 disagree,	 they	 are	
usually doing it from the goodness of their hearts.  

If	the	top	line	equation	in	any	decision	algorithm	is	“Because	_____	is	Good,	
I	will	 do	 _____”,	 then	 there	must	 be	 a	way	 to	 categorize	 the	 Goods	we	 are	
deciding	amongst.	This	book	is	an	effort	to	do	just	that.	

Through interviews and surveys with over 3000 people in more than 20 
cultures,	 I’ve	 come	 to	understand	 that	 there	 are	8	Great	Goods.	All	 of	 our	
decisions	 in	 life	 can	 be	 sorted	 pretty	 easily	 into	 these	 categories.	 In	 one	
experiment,	I	found	that	a	simple	prioritization of these 8 Great Goods could 
predict	a	subject’s	stance	on	issues	ranging	from	the	burqa	ban	in	France	to	
health	care	reform	in	the	US	to	Liu	Xiaobo	receiving	the	Nobel	Prize.	Once	
you	understand	 the	Goods—and	accept	 that	 they	are	 all	 “good”—you	will	
have a different conversation with someone on the opposite side of that issue 
than	you’ve	ever	had	in	the	past.	You	will	never	again	believe	that	a	contrary	
viewpoint is evil. 

In	 this	book,	 I’ll	explore	 the	 topic	 from	many	vantage	points:	 individual,	
organizational	and	national.	I’ll	draw	on	disciplines	as	disparate	as	sociology,	
neuroscience,	 business	 management,	 philosophy,	 education,	 economics,	
psychology,	and	political	science.	I	am	proposing	a	fundamentally	new	way	
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of looking at goal setting and decision-making in areas as far-ranging as 
consumer	behavior,	conflict	management,	and	even	nation	building.	Actually,	
since	human	existence	is	nothing	more	than	a	constant	series	of	decisions,	
the	8	Great	Goods	offers	a	new	model	for	thinking	about	life	itself.	

Abraham	Maslow proposed a model of individual needs that has served 
the world well as a model for our individual lives for the last 70 years. I am 
suggesting	 a	 “Maslow’s	 hierarchy”	 for	 our	 social	 life.	 The	 theory	 of	 The	 8	
Great Goods will help you and me to understand us.

I	have	set	a	 few	optimistic	goals	 for	 the	 readers	of	 this	book	and	here’s	
what	I	anticipate	you’ll	get	out	of	reading	it:

A better understanding 
- of how you and people around you are making decisions 
-	that	there	are	eight	big	categories	of	trade-offs	in	our	choices
-	of	why	our	brains	naturally	care	about	these	eight	categories
- that having a different decision-making algorithm does not make someone 

evil
- of why Growth is not the only Good that can or should drive your 

organization or your country

The ability to improve
-	relationships	both	intimate	and	professional
- decision-making in organizations and in nations
-	the	way	individuals	see	the	big	issues	behind	any	complicated	decision
-	national	consensus	building	around	any	issue

The opportunity to create
- discussions from a perspective of Good vs. Good
- cultures that agree more than they disagree
- organizations that understand where their priorities lie and how to 

achieve their goals
-	new	ways	of	thinking	about	your	place	in	organizations	and	nations

A	really	fun	read	that	will	entertain,	inform	and	give	you	something	new	to	
think	about	on	every	single	page.		With	that,	shall	we	begin?
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Section I

Goods in Me:
What Really Matters
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Chapter One: Good People and their Goods

Life: 

One	of	Lynn’s	earliest	memories	is	of	a	casket.	Her	brother	Jimmy	had	been	
such an exciting playmate for the three older girls in the family. Then one day 
with	no	warning,	there	was	a	little	tiny	casket.	Lynn	can’t	remember	Jimmy	
being	sick,	but	he	had	been,	and	she	and	her	sisters	ended	up	all	dressed	in	
black.	Their	playmate	was	gone.

As	 she	 grew	up,	 Lynn	put	 that	 trauma	behind	her.	 She	 learned	 to	 laugh	
easily	 and	make	 friends	quickly.	 She	married	 a	 tall,	 handsome	Navy	Pilot,	
Paul,	who	sang	in	the	Navy choir and appeared on national television on a 
few	occasions.	By	the	tender	age	of	25,	she	and	her	7-month-old	son	were	
living	in	Naval	officer	housing—headed	to	the	top	of	the	social	heap	in	San 
Diego. Life	was	good.	Until	…

“I	got	a	call	first.	There	had	been	an	incident	with	Paul’s	training	flight	off	
the California	coast.	The	plane	had	to	be	abandoned	and	everyone	had	bailed	
out.	Then	another	call	brought	the	news	that	three	of	the	crew	members	had	
been	found	quickly,	but	they	were	still	looking	for	my	husband’s	parachute.	
But	not	to	worry,	they	told	me,	Paul	had	a	life	jacket	as	part	of	the	parachute	
apparatus,	so	as	soon	as	they	spotted	the	parachute,	they	were	sure	he’d	be	
just	fine.”

“The	wives	of	the	other	crew	members	who	had	been	on	the	plane	arrived	
at	my	apartment	next.	They	arrived	empty	handed,	but	they	looked	like	they	
wished	they’d	brought	a	casserole	or	something.	But	it	was	too	early	for	that.	
I suppose a casserole would have meant that something was seriously wrong. 
It	had	still	only	been	several	hours	since	the	accident,	so	no	need	to	get	too	
worried	about	anything.	The	wives	all	 repeated	the	same	story.	There	had	
been	a	fire.	Everyone	abandoned	the	plane.	The	last	guy	to	jump	had	looked	
back	just	before	his	parachute	opened	and	had	seen	Paul	at	the	door	of	the	
plane.	One	of	the	other	crewmen	reported	that	he	had	seen	Paul’s	parachute	
open.”

“After	a	few	days	of	searching,	they	declared	him	dead.	His	body	was	never	
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recovered.”		

“For	forty	years	now,	I’ve	had	a	recurring	dream	of	him	walking	into	the	
house	 and	 announcing,	 just	 like	 he	 always	 did,	 in	 his	 best	 Ricky	 Ricardo	
accent,	‘I’m	home,	Lucy.’”

Lynn	gave	birth	to	twins	just	6	months	after	the	accident.	Five	years	later	
she	married	Ken	who	 already	had	4	 teenage	 kids,	 then	 together	 they	had	
four more children of their own. She and Ken and the kids lived on a large 
orchard.	They	also	had	a	cow	and	lots	of	small	animals.	Lynn	was	the	classic	
life	 mother,	 surrounded	 by	 children	 and	 animals—always	 philosophical	
about	the	cycle	of	life.

“I’m	always	glad	to	see	Paul,	in	my	dream.	But	then	reality	sets	in.	I	realize	
that	I	need	to	figure	out	how	to	fit	him	into	my	current	life—how	do	I	explain	
him	showing	up	to	my	husband	and	to	the	kids.	I	want	to	be	back	with	him,	I	
want	to	hear	him	calling	out	that	he	is	home,	but	in	my	dream	it	always	seems	
like	I’m	going	to	have	to	abandon	Ken	and	all	11	kids	to	be	with	him.”

But	it	wasn’t	Lynn	who	did	the	abandoning.		Ken	died	less	than	a	year	after	
his	retirement;	it	almost	seemed	like	too	much	for	Lynn.	Ken	had	scrimped	
and	saved	and	had	such	big	plans	for	retirement.	With	the	illness	hitting	and	
then	the	long	slow	death,	his	retirement	was	nothing	but	pain.	

“Not	many	women	these	days	have	to	deal	with	the	loss	of	two	husbands.	
I’ve	seen	more	death	than	most	of	my	friends	or	family,	but	I’ve	also	seen	a	lot	
more	life.	And	these	days,	sometimes,	I	can’t	see	at	all	because	of	the	diabetes.	
I’ve	lost	all	feeling	in	one	of	my	feet.	I	know	I	won’t	be	around	much	longer,	
but	I	know	how	precious	life	is.	I’m	lucky	to	be	alive	and	I	cherish	every	day	I	
have.	There	is	no	greater	gift	than	life.”

Growth:

“Why	do	you	keep	saying	the	house	is	so	big?”		Chanthol	asks	with	an	air	
of	exasperation.	“There	are	much	bigger	houses	in	America.	Yes,	this	is	big	in	
Cambodia,	but	nothing	like	the	houses	that	you	have	in	your	country.”

“When	we	have	guests	or	family	visiting	it	is	nice	to	have	so	much	room.	
But	at	night,	my	wife	and	I	often	sleep	in	our	daughter’s	room.	So	we	can	all	
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be	close	to	each	other.	So	that	we	can	be	a	family.”

“This	is	just	the	way	that	the	world	works.	As	you	get	older	you	have	more	
and	more	things.	When	you	go	to	the	villages,	you	see	that	the	older	people	
have more things. They give them to their children. That is the way that the 
world	is	supposed	to	work.”	Chanthol	is	unapologetic	as	he	continues.

“Most	of	my	financial	success	in	life	has	just	happened	to	me.	In	fact,	when	I	
was	younger—when	I	first	went	to	the	United	States—material	wealth	meant	
nothing	to	me.	I	came	from	a	poor	family.	My	older	brother	was	a	hippie	who	
went	to	the	US	in	the	1970s	and	lived	in	a	small,	dirty	studio	apartment	in	the	
suburbs	of	Washington DC. My parents were afraid of what was happening 
in Cambodia,	so	they	sent	me	to	live	with	him	as	a	teenager.	When	I	arrived,	
his	only	furniture	in	the	apartment	was	a	guitar.	But	he	still	lived	better	than	
my family in Cambodia.	Looking	around	at	my	new	surroundings,	I	couldn’t	
understand	why	Americans	needed	so	much	wealth.”

“When	the	Khmer	Rouge	took	over	the	country,	I	was	still	in	Washington 
DC.		My	brother	and	I	were	granted	refugee	status.	That	meant	I	could	work	
legally	and	I	got	a	job	in	a	seafood	restaurant.	That	job	paid	for	my	college	
education.	It	didn’t	pay	for	much	else,	but	it	did	pay	for	tuition.”

“I	shared	my	brother’s	hippie	attitudes	about	capitalism	and	the	need	for	
money.	Perhaps,	my	attitude	about	money	would	have	remained	throughout	
my	 life,	 but	my	 family’s	 situation	 changed	my	mind.	My	 family	was	 being	
held	by	the	Khmer Rouge in Cambodia	during	the	days	of	the	Killing	Fields.	
There was a growing refugee community in Virginia and sometimes I would 
hear	reports	that	some	of	my	family	members	had	been	seen	alive.	Then	I	
heard	stories	that	there	were	“guides”	who	could	bring	whole	families	out	of	
Cambodia	for	a	price.	The	price	was	generally	more	than	a	hundred	thousand	
dollars—and	it	had	to	be	delivered	in	gold.”

“I	was	nearing	graduation	and	I	looked	for	the	job	that	would	give	me	as	
much	money	as	quickly	as	possible.	I	went	to	work	for	the	finance	group	in	
GE	Capital.	This	was	the	high	growth	period	of	that	organization.	Soon,	I	was	
travelling	around	the	world	as	an	auditor	for	them.	My	salary	was	high,	but	
my	yearly	bonuses	were	more	than	I	had	thought	one	person	could	earn	in	
a	whole	lifetime.	My	official	address	was	still	that	little	apartment	with	my	
brother,	but	I	was	travelling	constantly	so	my	usual	home	was	hotel	rooms	
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around	the	world.	I	had	no	living	expenses,	so	it	didn’t	take	me	long	to	earn	
the	money	needed	to	get	my	family	out.”		

“On	one	of	my	trips	to	Thailand,	I	delivered	a	pouch	full	of	gold	bricks	to	a	
man	in	the	refugee	camps	on	the	border	of	Cambodia.	A	friend	of	my	family	
vouched	 for	 this	man,	 but	 I	 could	 only	 hope	 that	 I	would	 ever	 hear	 from	
him—or	my	family	members—again.”	

“Six	months	later,	my	whole	family	was	with	me	in	Virginia.	They	all	lived	
in	the	one	room	apartment	with	my	brother	for	a	while	until	I	was	able	to	
find	a	three	bedroom	place.	I	was	never	there	because	I	was	travelling.	They	
couldn’t	 speak	 English	 so	 they	 couldn’t	 find	work.	 I	 supported	 the	whole	
family	financially	for	years.”

“Without	money,	my	family	would	have	died	an	awful	death	in	Cambodia.	
Without	money,	they	would	have	suffered	in	terrible	poverty	in	the	US.	My	
whole	life	has	been	in	finance	and	in	economic	development	in	government;	
I’ve	 seen	 the	 importance	 of	 money	 in	 building	 companies,	 nations	 and	
personal	lives.	My	family	would	not	have	the	chances	that	they’ve	had	without	
the	money	I	was	able	to	earn.”

Chanthol—tall,	handsome,	and	impeccably	dressed—glances	over	a	family	
portrait	with	his	strikingly	beautiful	wife	and	three	daughters.	His	oldest	two	
daughters	have	made	it	into	Ivy	League	universities	and	his	youngest	is	still	
only	in	elementary	school.	All	have	very	bright	futures.	

“If	I	hadn’t	earned	so	much	early	in	my	career,	I	couldn’t	have	turned	my	
attention	 to	 government	 service—with	 an	 almost	 negligible	 salary.	 It	 is	
wrong	to	say	out	loud,	but	many	people	think	it:	Without	money,	life	can	be	
almost	impossible.	I	probably	do	have	more	money	than	I	really	need	now.	
But	I’m	glad	to	continue	doing	government	work	for	little	pay	and	giving	to	
charities and villages in Cambodia.	I	can	help	a	lot	of	people	with	the	good	
fortune	that	I’ve	been	given.”

Relationships:

“There	is	nothing	in	the	world	that	is	as	important	to	me	as	my	family.		I	
believe	that	family	will	last	forever	and	that	kinship	bonds	that	we	create	on	
this	earth	will	last	with	us	forever	throughout	the	eternities.”	



 Good vs Good 5

“It	would	be	wrong	for	me	to	say	that	my	Heavenly	Father	isn’t	the	most	
important	being	in	my	life…	of	course	He	is.	But	I	don’t	know	where	I’d	be	
without	my	husband	and	my	family	and	friends	that	have	become	like	family.”

“Family	has	 always	been	good	 to	me.	 	Better	 in	 fact	 than	 I	was	 to	 it.	As	
the	oldest	of	6	children,	I	was	supposed	to	help	with	the	smaller	kids.		And,	
usually	I	did,	but	not	always.	I	was	a	little	selfish	when	I	was	a	girl.		Then	when	
I	got	into	high	school,	I	wanted	to	sing	and	dance	and	spend	time	with	my	
friends.	I	loved	all	of	those	things.		I	probably	spent	too	much	time	working	
on	my	dresses	and	doing	my	hair.”		

“Before	I	knew	it	I	was	pregnant	with	my	own	child.”		

Here	Faye	pauses.	 	 She	never	 tears	up.	 	But	 just	 a	hint	 of	pink	 emerges	
around her eyelids.

“Of	course,	that	baby	didn’t	survive.”

“That	was	one	of	the	saddest	moments	of	my	life.		But	because	of	that	little	
baby,	one	of	the	happiest	things	in	my	life	happened—Jay	and	I	got	married.		
Jay	was	two	years	older;	he	was	graduating	and	going	off	to	summer	jobs	and	
college;	I	probably	wouldn’t	have	stayed	in	touch	with	him	after	high	school.		
But	because	of	that	baby,	Jay	and	I	were	married	just	a	week	after	high	school	
graduation.”

“His	family	disowned	him	for	a	while.		My	family	was	busy	caring	for	me	and	
preparing a good home for the new child.  It was the middle of the depression 
and	Jay	was	lucky	enough	to	have	found	a	summer	job	in	the	mines	in	Nevada.		
When	he	returned,	his	parents	barely	talked	to	him.		So	he	moved	into	our	
small	 home	with	 all	 of	 my	 brothers	 and	 sisters.	 	 He	 immediately	 started	
commuting	to	college—the	first	person	in	his	family	to	go	to	college.	He	was	
up	before	sunrise	and	home	well	after	dark.		I	didn’t	see	much	of	him,	but	I	
had	plenty	to	do	taking	care	of	my	brothers	and	sisters	and	helping	with	the	
family	business.	 I	 took	 care	of	my	 family,	but	 really	we	were	helping	each	
other.”

“We	had	two	beautiful	little	girls	while	Jay	was	in	college	and	then	our	third	
came	along	right	after	he	graduated.		It	was	well	into	the	Depression	by	then	
and	jobs	were	impossible	to	find.		He	got	a	quarter-time	high	school	teaching	
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job.		I	was	about	as	busy	and	as	tired	as	I’ve	ever	been	in	my	life.		One	summer,	
the	girls	and	I	survived	mostly	on	vegetables	that	we	grew	in	the	backyard.		
We	really	didn’t	have	any	money	to	use	at	the	market.”

“At	our	lowest	point	that	year,	our	neighbor—a	widow	who	was	no	better	
off	then	we	were–	brought	us	a	small	box	of	canned	meat.		I	knew	those	were	
probably	her	last	cans	of	food,	but	she	was	sacrificing	for	us.		Her	kindness,	
allowed	me	to	take	care	of	my	family.	I	never	ate	anything	in	those	cans,	and	
stretched	one	can	over	two	days	of	meals	for	the	girls.”

“Then,	out	of	 the	blue,	 through	one	of	his	professor’s	recommendations,	
Jay	was	offered	a	position	as	a	research	assistant	in	a	lab	at	Berkeley.	 	The	
job	would	pay	enough	to	keep	us	alive.	 	They	sent	some	money	to	help	us	
with	the	move.		I	took	some	of	that,	without	telling	Jay,	and	bought	a	carton	
of	canned	meat	and	left	it	on	our	neighbor’s	front	porch	the	day	we	moved.”

“Jay	and	I	weathered	all	of	those	tough	times.		My	kids	grew	up	and	moved	
away,	and	I	found	a	new	family	in	neighbors	and	friends	who	were	there	to	
help	and	encourage	me.		My	community	has	become	my	family—people	are	
the	most	important	thing	to	me.		When	you	get	older,	you	realize	that	houses,	
and	cars,	and	clothing	matter	very	 little.	 	People	you	care	 for	are	 the	only	
things	that	really	matter	in	the	end.”

Joy:

“Why	 would	 I	 go	 to	 work	 every	 day	 if	 I	 wasn’t	 having	 fun	 on	 the	 job?		
Wouldn’t	I	look	for	something	else	to	do?		I’m	even	busier	now	that	I’m	retired	
than	I	ever	was	when	I	was	working,	so	I	need	to	make	sure	what	I’m	doing	is	
more	fun	than	ever.	Why	wouldn’t	I	do	that?”

Sometimes	Roy’s	questions	sound	like	the	careful	rhetoric	of	a	preacher.	
At	other	 times,	 they	come	across	slightly	defensive.	But	 there	 is	never	any	
question	of	Roy’s	resolve	and	unwavering	belief	in	his	philosophy	toward	life.	
He	doesn’t	know	any	other	way	to	live.

“Right	out	of	college,	I	couldn’t	imagine	doing	a	boring	corporate	job.	My	
friends	and	I	knew	there	was	a	lot	of	money	in	company	jobs;	we	had	a	whole	
career	of	office	work	ahead	of	us.	When	we	heard	about	the	chance	to	build	
some miniature golf courses in Southern California,	we	asked	ourselves	what	
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could	be	better	than	that?		We	started	a	company	and	spent	our	days	outside	
in the California	sun	while	playing	golf—something	we’d	choose	to	do	for	fun	
anyway.”

“But	a	good	thing	can’t	last	forever,	can	it?	We	got	tired	of	that.	It	started	
to	 feel	 like	a	 real	 job.	 I	 knew	 that	 the	next	 thing	 I	wanted	 to	do	would	be	
interesting	and	varied	and	exciting.	So,	I	got	into	investments.”

“What	could	be	more	fun	than	working	in	a	new	industry	every	few	weeks?		
Meeting	new	people?	 	Convincing	myself,	and	them,	about	our	really	good	
ideas?	 	 It	was	 the	 dream	 job	 for	most	 of	my	 life.	 I	 got	 involved	when	 the	
company	was	young	and	we	were	all	idealistic.	We	rode	the	big	waves	in	the	
stock market rises through the 1980s and 1990s and made a lot of money in 
the process. Life	was	good,	wouldn’t	you	say?”

“But	just	in	case	there	wasn’t	enough	excitement	in	my	work	life,	I	started	
taking	in	study	abroad	students	to	live	with	my	teenage	kids.	From	morning	
until	night,	I	was	involved	in	constant,	new	exploration.	I	was	always	learning	
new things. We would cook foods from their countries at home. My kids 
learned	so	much	and	we	all	had	more	enriched,	happy	 lives	because	of	 it.	
That’s	not	what	the	average	investment	advisor	does	when	he	goes	home	at	
night,	is	it?”		

Roy	pauses,	and	then	shifts	the	conversation	back	to	that	preacher	rhetoric.	
However,	his	tone	is	anything	but	defensive	now.

“Why	should	all	the	fun	end	with	retirement?		I’m	on	three	or	four	Boards	
now.	 I	 invest	 in	Central	Asian	high	 tech	 companies.	 I’ve	 travelled	with	 the	
Uzbekistan	Olympic	Committee	Officials.	I	do	my	best	to	help	the	development	
of	villages	in	Africa,	Asia,	and	Latin	America.		That	is	all	just	plain	fun	for	me.”

“But	when	the	sun	goes	down	and	the	work	day	is	over	for	me	now,	I	do	get	
a little retirement. Nothing makes me happier than walking down the street 
from our apartment in Buenos	Aires	to	have	an	early	evening	latte,	or	sitting	
on	our	balcony	overlooking	the	Pacific	Ocean	in	Baja	sipping	on	a	margarita,	
or	 being	 surrounded	 by	my	 family—my	wife,	my	 kids,	 and	my	 “adopted”	
exchange	students,	and	all	of	my	friends.”

“How	can	you	find	more	happiness	in	your	life	than	doing	all	of	that?”
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Individuality:

“I	fought	against	my	mother	my	entire	life.	I	did	not	want	to	be—could	not	
be—who	she	wanted	me	to	be.	She	was	a	stunning	woman—Miss	Kingston	
Jamaica—and was accustomed to getting her way. Almost any man would do 
her	bidding.	Any	man,	except	me.		She	had	two	problems	on	that	front	with	
me.	First,	I	was	her	son—thus,	fairly	resistant	to	her	charms.	Second,	I	was	
gay—thus,	fairly	resistant	to	all	women’s	charms.”

“My	mother	knew	I	was	probably	gay	from	a	pretty	young	age—she	did	not	
want	to	accept	it—but	deep	down,	she	knew	it.	She	constantly	pressured	me	
to	be	‘more	of	a	man.’		To	her,	I	was	soft,	and	she	worried	that	people	would	
take	advantage	of	me.	She	always	pushed	me	very	hard.”

“So	hard,	 in	 fact,	 she	 finally	pushed	me	 right	out	of	 the	house.	 I	was	17	
years old—when I left my childhood home to move into my own apartment 
with	my	19-year-old	boyfriend.“	

“My	mother	was	still	very	young	when	she	died	an	agonizing	death	and	my	
reason	for	being	seemed	to	go	with	her.	Who	was	I	now?”

“Sure,	I	tried	to	be	a	good	son.	As	I	look	back	on	it	now,	I	did	more	than	my	
fair	share	of	tending	the	younger	kids—being	home	after	school	to	watch	out	
for	them	while	she	was	at	work.	But	growing	up,	it	felt	like	I	was	rebelling	
constantly.	It	seems	I	was	constantly	saying	’no’	and	trying	to	make	my	own	
space.”

“I	lived	with	that	boyfriend	for	five	years,	but	an	old	theme	returned—I	felt	
like	I	was	losing	too	much	of	myself	to	him.	Finally,	I	ended	it	and	for	the	next	
13	years,	I	dated	constantly	but,	could	never	settle	down	for	very	long.	I	was	
afraid	of	letting	an	attachment	define	me.	I	was	afraid	of	losing	that	part	of	
me	that	makes	me	Roger.”

	“After	my	mother	died,	I	quit	my	job	in	the	fashion	business.	I	needed	a	
profession that was more meaningful and one that would allow me to help 
other	people,	but	I	wanted	to	be	my	own	boss.	I	wanted	to	be	able	to	help	
them	in	my	own,	unique	way.	I	didn’t	want	to	be	part	of	a	big	organization.	
I needed the freedom to grieve and to help others at the same time—in my 
own	time.”
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Roger	is	47,	but	most	people	would	guess	he	is	in	his	late	20s.	Perhaps	part	
of	his	need	for	autonomy	is	the	fact	that	he	has	been	treated	much	younger	
than	his	age	for	his	entire	life.	He	was	well	into	his	30s	before	people	assumed	
he	had	even	graduated	 from	college.	 In	American	society,	most	men	aren’t	
taken	terribly	seriously	until	 they	are	at	 least	out	of	college.	Maybe	 this	 is	
why	he	was	into	his	mid-30s	before	he	was	finally	able	to	settle	down	in	a	
long-term relationship again. 

“I	think	I’m	beginning	to	accept	that	I	can	make	compromises	finally.	It	took	
half	my	life	to	get	here.	But,	then,	I’m	lucky.	Living	in	Phoenix	just	accentuates	
my	freedom:	wide-open	skies,	a	wild-west	culture,	and	neighbors	who	never	
interfere.	And	I	have	a	partner	who	gives	me	lots	of	space.	I	can	be	with	him	
and	not	be	controlled	by	him.	I	can	finally	be	me.”

Stability:

“Running	a	farm	is	a	constant	cycle	of	financial	ups	and	downs—fertilizer,	
equipment	 and	 better	 bulls	 are	 very	 expensive—everything	 depends	 on	
weather	 and	 markets.	 Overlay	 that	 with	 my	 parents’	 natural	 emotional	
mood	swings	and	you	can	understand	how	I	never	knew,	when	I	woke	up	
in	 the	morning	as	a	child,	 if	 it	was	going	 to	be	a	good	day	or	a	bad	day.	 It	
all	culminated	when	my	father	and	brother	died	within	four	months	of	each	
other	bracketing	my	21st	birthday.	That	sent	my	mother	into	inpatient	care.	
My	boyfriend	and	I	left	college,	moved	into	the	family	home	and	had	to	take	
over	much	of	the	responsibility	for	the	farm.”

“That	 boyfriend—now	 my	 husband—had	 been	 through	 a	 similarly	
disruptive childhood. His parents divorced when he was only 5. He was the 
oldest	of	 five	kids	and	really	bore	 the	brunt	of	keeping	them	together	and	
focused.	They’d	spend	summers	with	his	dad	wherever	his	dad	happened	to	
be	(he	moved	a	lot)	and	the	rest	of	the	year	in	the	mid-West	with	his	mom.	It	
was	less	than	desirable	for	instilling	a	sense	of	predictability	and	calm	in	his	
life.”

“So	I	suppose	we	ended	up	dating	and	spending	time	together	because	we	
were	both	seeking	some	kind	of	stability.	When	my	husband	went	off	to	one	
college	and	I	went	to	another,	both	of	our	lives	were	even	more	chaotic.	After	
my	mother	got	out	of	the	hospital,	I	finally	transferred	to	his	school	and	life	
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calmed	down	considerably.	A	year	after	that	we	were	married—but	we	didn’t	
tell	our	families	because	we	just	didn’t	want	the	uproar	that	would	ensue.”

Sally	 is	 the	 definition	 of	 calm	 nestled	 between	 two	 dogs	 on	 the	 couch.	
You	might	 think	 she	 has	 nothing	more	 to	 do	 than	 sit	 and	 chat	 about	 her	
psychological	past,	but	this	is	not	a	topic	that	comes	easily	to	her.	In	the	30	
years	I’ve	known	her,	I	still	know	so	little.	She	looks	behind	her,	past	the	turn-
of-the 20th-century	original	wood	floors	toward	the	magnificent	hand-carved	
oak	staircase	that	leads	to	the	sturdily	built	kids’	rooms	upstairs.	

“I	hope	that	is	what	we’ve	been	able	to	give	to	the	children.	A	sense	that	
we	are	there	for	them	and	that	life	is	now—and	in	the	future	still	can	be—
predictable	and	safe	and	good.	We	can’t	do	that	if	we	don’t	feel	that	in	our	
own	lives.	So	we	work	hard	to	be	different	people	than	we	were	raised	to	be.	
It	is	better	for	the	kids	and	it	is	better	for	us	as	well.”

“I	had	to	start	my	own	consulting	company.	I	was	tired	of	the	roller	coaster	
of	politics	and	lay	offs.	I	knew	I	had	a	skill	that	was	very	important,	but	until	
I	ran	my	own	company,	my	job	was	dependent	on	someone	else	being	able	
to	sell	my	skills	to	clients.	Now	I	do	that	myself	and	the	income	flow	is	more	
consistent	and	predictable—partly	because	I	know	what	 is	going	on.	 I	 feel	
like	I’m	in	control.”

“And	when	I	feel	like	I	have	some	control	in	my	life,	the	kids,	my	husband	
and	people	around	me	are	probably	happier—because	I’m	happier.”

Equality:

“My	mother	was	never	allowed	to	take	the	exams	to	go	to	college.		She	never	
got	over	that.	I’m	sure	I	bore	the	brunt	of	her	disappointment.		I	would	have	
never	received	a	scholarship	to	Oxford	without	her.		Many	parents	push	their	
kids.	But	with	her,	there	was	a	kind	of	desperation	in	the	pressure.		Everyday	
I	felt	that	if	I	didn’t	study	harder,	life	would	never	be	fair	to	me.	That	if	I	didn’t	
struggle	against	it,	life	was	going	to	get	me.	”		

“Oddly,	by	going	to	Oxford,	I	came	to	believe	in	the	unfairness	of	life	even	
more.		Sure,	I	got	into	a	great	school	and	could,	in	some	ways	write	my	own	
ticket in life.  But I was reminded everyday in Britain,	in	a	thousand	small	ways	
that	I	was	not	as	good	as	everyone	else	around	me.		When	I	was	a	student,	
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Britain	was	very	class	conscious—it	probably	still	is	today,	but	I	haven’t	lived	
there	for	so	long	that	I	really	can’t	comment	on	it.	“	

“In	 that	 British	 consciousness,	 my	 Chinese	 face	 translated	 immediately	
to	 ‘less	 important,’	 ‘unintelligent,’	 ‘dismissible.’	 	 Even	 fellow	 students	 and	
professors—and	almost	anyone	else	who	knew	I	was	an	Oxford	student—
treated me almost as if I was an interloper in the tight knit group.  I was 
doomed	to	forever	being	an	outsider	inside	my	own	university.		If	I’d	stayed	
in	Asia,	 I	might	have	psychologically	dealt	with	 the	 inequality	dealt	 to	my	
mother.		I	might	have	come	to	believe	in	my	own	self.	I	might	even	have	come	
to	believe	that	one	could		overcome	life’s	natural	inequities.		But	my	stay	in	
Britain	just	confirmed	my	learned	biases.”

“It	 is	 probably	 not	 surprising	 that	 I	 took	 a	 job	 with	 MTV	 right	 out	 of	
college.		It	was	an	organization	full	of	people	obsessed	with	proving	that	they	
“as	young	people”	could	be	every	bit	as	successful	as	their	older	and	more	
experienced	 counterparts.	 	 I	 had	 dealt	with	 class,	 educational,	 racial,	 and	
then	in	my	first	job,	age	discrimination.		

But	I	will	say,	that	here	in	New	York	City	for	the	first	time	in	my	life,	I	have	
come	to	believe	that	my	race	is	not	an	obstacle	to	be	overcome.		I	am	a	young,	
upwardly	mobile	Oxford	grad	in	a	good	company	and	China	is	seen	by	many	
in	New	York	as	the	future	of	all	economic	growth.”		

Boon	Li	glanced	at	the	elegant	wooden	clock	on	the	wall	of	his	small	but	
beautifully	appointed	apartment.	 	He	had	made	time	to	talk	with	me,	but	I	
knew he had to leave soon to attend a fund-raising event for his latest cause. 
His	eyes	swept	around	the	room	and	then	focused	back	on	me.

“I	guess,	according	to	most	people,	I’ve	made	it	in	life.		They	would	say	that	
I have no reason to struggle any more. But the psychological patterns are so 
deeply	ingrained	that	I	will	never	lose	them.		I	will	probably	spend	a	part	of	
everyday	of	the	rest	of	my	life	fighting	against	inequality	and	unfairness.		It	is	
a	fundamental	part	of	me	now.”

Belief:

“I	suppose	all	of	my	priorities	in	life	are	actually	based	on	my	belief	in	God.	
I	make	my	decisions	based	on	what	my	religion	teaches	me.	WWJD—“what	
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would	Jesus	do?”	is	my	guiding	principle	in	life.	It	is	the	basis	of	everything.”

“Sure,	I	was	in	the	business	world	for	30	years	and	you	can	get	sidetracked	
a	lot	during	your	career.	I	was	a	salesman,	and	a	darn	good	one.	In	my	line	of	
work,	it	is	easy	to	get	drawn	into	some	pretty	unethical	behavior.	Most	of	my	
colleagues	have	done	something	stupid	at	one	point	or	another.	 I	can’t	say	
I was completely immune to it during my whole career. But I will say that I 
tried	to	be	as	ethical	as	I	possibly	could.”

“I	pride	myself	on	doing	 the	 right	 things	and	 the	 things	 that	God	would	
want	me	to	do.	I’ve	tried	to	raise	my	kids	that	way.	And	my	relationship	with	
my	wife	has	been	made	so	much	better	because	of	the	teachings	I	believe	in.”

Dave	 is	62	years	old	and	has	been	able	to	take	an	early	retirement.	He’s	
working	with	his	oldest	son	on	some	business	deals	now.	But	mostly	he	can	
take	it	easy	and	just	do	the	occasional	consulting	to	bring	in	a	little	extra	cash.	
His	home	and	life	appear	relaxed	and	comfortable,	but	without	a	lot	of	showy	
extras.	Pictures	of	his	family	adorn	the	walls	of	his	living	room,	but	the	most	
prominent spaces are devoted to pictures of Christ.

“I	was	drafted	into	the	Vietnam War. I think that is when I found Christ. I 
was	afraid,	and	needed	something	to	rely	on.	Most	of	my	friends	at	the	time	
were	very	anti-war,	so	I	couldn’t	even	talk	to	them.	My	parents	didn’t	need	to	
hear	my	fears,	it	just	made	them	scared	and	unhappy.	I	needed	someone	to	
talk	to,	someone	to	confide	in;	someone	who	I	could	trust	with	my	inner-most	
feelings. Turned out that someone was God. I prayed all the time. When some 
of	my	platoon-mates	would	see	my	lips	moving,	I	know	that	they	thought	I	
was	talking	to	myself,	but	I	was	just	praying	to	get	through	the	maneuver	or	
through	the	exercise	or	through	the	day.”		

“So	when	 I	have	a	major	decision	 to	make,	 I	pray	 first.	 I	 try	not	 to	have	
anything	else	in	mind.	I	just	pray.	My	only	real	priority	is	what	God	wants	me	
to	do.”		

“I	know	some	people	believe	 that	 I	 just	use	God	as	my	excuse	 for	doing	
what	 I	want	 to	do	anyway.	But	 I	 really	 try	 to	 listen	when	 I’m	praying	and	
sometimes	 I	make	decisions	 and	give	 advice	 that	 I	wouldn’t	 normally.	 For	
instance,	a	friend	came	to	me	to	ask	about	his	young	teenage	daughter	who	
was	pregnant.	Now,	I	believe	that	abortion	is	an	awful	sin.	I	would	never	tell	
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anyone	it	is	right.	But	before	I	talked	to	my	friend	about	the	situation	with	his	
daughter,	I	prayed	really	hard.	I	got	an	answer	that	I	didn’t	like.	I	prayed	some	
more. Still I had the same feeling. So I prayed some more. It never changed. 
So	I	finally	told	my	friend	that	maybe	in	his	daughter’s	case	an	abortion	was	
the right thing. I never thought those words would come out of my mouth. 
But	I	advised	him	and	his	wife	and	daughter	to	pray	long	and	hard	about	it	
because	it	 is	their	issue—not	mine—and	maybe	my	divine	communication	
wires	were	crossed.”		

“My	friend	didn’t	talk	to	me	for	months.	Finally,	he	told	me	that	his	daughter	
was	going	to	have	the	baby.	And	a	few	weeks	later,	there	was	a	blessed	event.	
It	seemed	I	had	been	wrong		and	everything	was	going	to	be	fine.	Baby	and	
mother	seemed	happy	and	well.	But	then	a	terrible	tragedy.	Before	the	baby	
turned	a	year	old,	her	very	depressed	young	mother	took	the	life	of	the	baby	
and	her	own	life.”

“I	didn’t	hear	anything	from	my	friend	for	almost	a	year.	Then	one	night,	he	
rings	my	doorbell.	He	tells	me	that	I	had	it	right	all	along	and	that	he	and	his	
wife should have listened to their daughter and to their own prayers more. 
He	told	me	that	he	really	got	the	same	answer	that	I	had	given	him,	but	he	
couldn’t	believe	it.”		

“If	you	put	God	first—before	other	people,	before	doctrine,	and	even	before	
laws—I	believe	you’ll	always	be	blessed.	And	you’ll	make	the	right	decisions.”

* * *

These	eight	people	are	all	admirable.	They	are	all	wonderful	people.	These	
are	my	mother,	sister,	partner	and	many	of	my	closest	friends.		I	get	along	with	
all	of	them—even	if	our	priorities	of	what	we	believe	is	“the	greatest	good”	
are different.  They have all done a tremendous amount with their lives. They 
have loved and they are loved. These are the kinds of people that you would 
want	to	have	over	for	a	dinner	party—there	would	be	great	conversations.	

If	they	told	each	other	their	stories,	each	one	of	them	would	be	moved	by	
the	others’	stories.	They	would	see	the	importance	of	the	different	priorities	
that each individual has developed over the years. If you asked them their 
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values,	they	would	all	give	a	similar	list.

But	 if	 you	 put	 them	 on	 a	 business	 or	 government	 committee	 to	 work	
together,	there	would	be	inevitable	conflict.		They	would	see	the	world	with	
different—and sometimes competing—priorities.  

At	 first,	 they	would	 not	 know	why	 they	were	 not	 agreeing.	 They	might	
decide	 that	 the	 problem	 was	 too	 complex.	 They	 might	 decide	 that	 they	
needed	more	data.	They	might	try	to	convince	each	other	based	on	the	issues	
that they value most in the world.

But,	when	all	the	data	collection,	analysis,	and	debate	came	to	an	end,	these	
eight	people	would	still	probably	disagree	with	each	other.	And	during	the	
contentious	process,	they	may	have	come	to	hate	each	other—an	unnecessary	
outcome	if	there	had	just	been	a	little	more	understanding.

This	whole	 book	 is	 about	 our	 understanding	 individual	 rankings	 of	 the	
8	Great	Goods	and	our	ability	to	still	cooperate	with	others	who	may	have	
completely different priorities.  But it all starts in our individual heads.



 Good vs Good 15

Chapter Two:  Attention and Mental Models

Our	brains	are	limited;	the	world	is	vast;	yet,	we	as	humans	have	done	a	
pretty	good	job	of	using	our	small	brains	to	do	some	pretty	amazing	things.	
We,	surprisingly,	don’t	get	completely	overwhelmed	by	all	 the	 information	
available.	 And	 we’ve	 managed	 to	 make	 correct—or	 at	 least	 sufficing—
decisions with a fair amount of regularity on our way to greatness.

We	can’t	pay	attention	to	much.	Despite	what	teenagers	tell	you,	no	one	can	
really multitask	very	well.	Our	brains	like	to	focus	on	one	thing	at	a	time—in	
fact,	it	is	not	just	a	preference.	Our	brains	can	ONLY	focus	on	one	thing	at	a	
time.	And	we	can	only	hold	about	seven	or	eight	pieces	of	data	in	our	mind	
at a time. The reason AT&T	made	phone	numbers	7	digits	 is	because	 that	
is	what	psychologists	in	the	1940s	said	was	the	maximum	number	of	items	
that	 could	be	held	 in	 the	brain	 simultaneously.	And	even	with	all	 the	new	
informational	 requirements	 placed	 on	 our	 brains	 in	 the	 last	 century,	 that	
number	doesn’t	seem	to	have	increased	much.	Basically,	we	are	significantly	
limited	by	our	small,	slow	brains.

One Thing at a Time

One	study	that	illustrates	this	is	impressive	not	only	in	that	it	demonstrates	
how	 restricted	 our	 processing	 power	 really	 is,	 but	 also	 because	 it	 was	
conducted	in	the	first	place—sometimes	you	really	do	have	to	wonder	how	
much free time psychologists have on their hands!  Baba	 Shiv	 at	Stanford 
University	gave	one	group	of	students	a	two-digit	number	to	remember	and	
another	 group	was	 given	 a	 seven-digit	 number	 to	memorize.	Both	 groups	
were	offered	the	choice	of	a	piece	of	chocolate	cake	or	a	fruit	bowl	as	they	
walked	down	a	hall.	Oddly,	members	of	the	seven-digit	group	were	two	times	
more	likely	than	the	two-digit	subjects	to	choose	the	cake.	Shiv’s	explanation	
is	that	those	having	to	memorize	five	extra	numbers	were	overtaxing	their	
prefrontal	cortex—which	is	in	charge	of	short-term	memory,	focus,	abstract	
problem	solving	AND	willpower—making	it	much	harder	to	resist	chocolatey	
goodness.	(Shiv	&	Fedorikhin,	1999)

Basically,	 if	 our	brains	 are	busy	 trying	 to	 remember	numbers,	 they	 lose	


