
[transcript: How to Fool Yourself Less Often: Medical Decision making for Regular People] 

 [intro] 

Disclaimer: this podcast is not intended for medical advice or in place of medical advice of a 
physician. 

Dr. Alisa Minkin is a general pediatrician who is interviewing Dr. Jonathan Howard, a neurologist 
and psychiatrist. Dr. Howard wrote a book about the way we make decisions and how all 
humans are prone to error. There are a lot of cognitive falsies and biases that can lead to errors. 
Dr. Howard explains similarly that these are the things that cause us to not make good 
decisions. Biases are not necessarily negative, and help us have shorter decision processes, 
which save us time. Emotions are not necessarily wrong, and that part of our brain is more 
closely linked with our rational brain than we think. We tend to think that we are the one thinking 
rationally, and anyone else thinking differently than us is being “emotional”. 

Analogy for flu shot- you can go on the firing squad and have zero protection, or you can wear a 
protective vest that will protect you half the time. Even though it isn’t 100% protective, if it 
spares you partially, why wouldn’t you use it? 

What are thought processes people fall into that cause them not to get the flu shot, and how to 
present their biases to them? 

Hasty Generalization-Our own personal experience is the hardest to overcome. You take 
something that happened to you and assume that it’s a universal truth. We don’t make decisions 
in medicine based on one person. 

False Causation- “The year I got the flu vaccine, is the year I met my wife.” They are not 
connected, and you can’t decide that because you got the flu one year when you got the flu 
shot, that the shot is completely ineffective. People assume they get the flu from the flu shot. 

Side note: The flu is not a cold. The flu knocks people OUT or even puts them in the hospital. 

Error of commission- People always feel guiltier if there is a bad outcome from something they 
did, than something they failed to do. The flu shot is seen as an active intervention, so people 
feel guiltier if there’s a negative outcome of intervention than if they just don’t get the shot at all. 
Even though you can really see that not doing something in this case is passively doing 
something! 

“I read or heard a doctor say that you should not get the flu shot” 

A small number of doctors are anti-vaccine. Look closely at their credentials. Have they 
published anything on vaccines or done any actual research? Does this doctor still work with 
patients? Most doctors who are anti-vaccine are very good with technology or good at speaking, 
you won’t find them in the ER at Bellevue Hospital. 

When doctors become anti-vaccine, they are entrenched in their beliefs and you cannot change 
their minds. It is like trying to convince an ice cream lover than ice cream tastes bad, and the 
argument with them is largely like that. 



“I won’t get any vaccine because of big-pharma, and you doctors are just cashing in for 
vaccinating.” 

There is a lot of money behind the anti-vaccine industry, there is not a lot of money for doctors 
who actually vaccinate. That is why you don’t see the drug company spending money on the flu 
shot advertisements because it is not a money-making drug. One minute of time in the ICU 
costs more than the flu shot. 

How can we make better decisions knowing that when there is uncertainty, we tend to be more 
fearful and not think as clearly? 

1.       Respond with reason and not out of fear. 

2.       Be positive. 

3.       Trust is important between you and your doctor, just like you trust your bike mechanic with 
your bike. 

Nothing has been studied more than vaccines. They have been used around the world and are 
the oldest form of medicine still studied and still used. The idea that there is some sort of 
GLOBAL conspiracy, is far-fetched. 

There is a larger group of people who are scared when it comes to vaccines, and there is a 
strong desire to be in control, so it is important to embrace that which we can’t control. 
Physicians are just the messengers of G-d. 

[Outro] 

 


