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Preface

Although my formal training was in clinical psychology, an early
turn in my academic life led me in an unexpected direction. My first
teaching assignment required me to delve into child development,
a field somewhat outside my primary specialization. Preparing for
that course, I returned to the writings of Jean Piaget. Reading Piaget
anew, | came to appreciate more fully his vision of the mind as ac-
tive and evolving, always constructing, revising, and adapting its
understanding of the world.

Gradually, I came to see that Piaget’s insights extended well
beyond childhood. They helped me understand psychotherapy not
simply as the relief of distress but as a developmental process in
which people revise their assumptions, make fuller sense of experi-
ence, and discover more effective ways of engaging with life.
Around the same time, I was increasingly influenced by George
Kelly’s view that human beings are active interpreters of reality,
continually construing and reconstruing the world in an effort to
anticipate events and make life more manageable.

As an undergraduate, I had the privilege of studying with
Daniel Kahneman, who later received the Nobel Prize. His work
added a further, humbling lesson: much of what shapes our judg-
ments and preferences lies outside awareness, hidden from the
very introspection we so readily trust. That insight led me to the
broader question that animates this book: if we do not always know
what will satisfy us, what kinds of experiences do we actually seek?

The idea at the center of this book is that, in many areas of life,
we flourish not under conditions of maximum stimulation or min-
imum strain but within an optimal middle range. My thinking
about this idea has been shaped by psychologists such as Daniel
Berlyne, James Mancuso, Daniel Kahneman, Jean Piaget, Theodore
Sarbin, and Viktor Frankl. Some advanced this idea directly; others
offered concepts that deepened and supported it. I am especially
indebted to their writings, which are referenced throughout this
volume and have deeply informed my thinking.
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14  JUST RIGHT

Together, these thinkers helped me arrive at the question that
lies at the heart of this book: why do we like what we like? Our
preferences are not arbitrary, but neither are they fully transparent
to us. They arise from the mind’s ongoing effort to interpret expe-
rience and organize it into forms that are neither too chaotic nor too
bland, neither too demanding nor too dull. What we like is shaped,
in part, by what feels manageable rather than baffling, engaging ra-
ther than empty. This book grew from my effort to understand
those hidden processes and the “just right” conditions under which
the mind seems most fully alive.
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Introduction

We all like to think we know ourselves. Who else could have better
access to our wants, needs, and desires than we do?

That sense of familiarity feels comforting. It gives us confi-
dence that we can steer our lives by following what we like and
avoiding what we do not. If we trust our instincts, surely we will
make the right choices and find what makes us happy.

Yet it does not always work out that neatly. Time and again,
our intuitions betray us, and our confidence proves unjustified. We
pursue what we are sure will fulfill us, only to find disappointment
waiting on the other side. We get what we wanted, and somehow,
we no longer want it. Gadgets that once thrilled me now sit in a
corner of the basement collecting dust. Many readers, I suspect,
could identify a similar relic somewhere at home.

Why does that happen? Why are we so often mistaken about
what we will actually enjoy? How can we be so sure in the moment,
only to discover later that we misunderstood ourselves entirely?

These are not new questions; they are as old as philosophy it-
self. Even Aristotle was puzzled by how people can follow their
best judgment and still end up unhappy, or even harmed.! He con-
cluded that when people fail to choose what is best for them, igno-
rance or weakness in reasoning must be to blame.

But ignorance of what, exactly? Why is it so easy to fool our-
selves about our own desires? Our story begins with that mystery:
how we lose our way even when we think we are being true to our-
selves.

My interest in this enigma intensified during my undergrad-
uate years at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, when I studied
under Daniel Kahneman. He summed up this problem in the fol-
lowing concise statement: “You know far less about yourself than
you feel you do.”? Kahneman’s work on cognitive biases and the
limits of introspection reinforced a troubling conclusion: people

1 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book VII: Symposium Aristotelicum.
2 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011), 52.

17



18 JUST RIGHT

have far less access to the unconscious workings of their minds than
they believe.

Consistent with Kahneman'’s view, both therapists and aca-
demic psychologists assume that much of human behavior is
shaped by unconscious processes that are not readily accessible to
straightforward introspection. People follow psychological “rules”
without realizing it, much like they follow grammar rules in speech
without necessarily being able to state them explicitly. Across fields
ranging from perception and cognition to social and clinical psy-
chology, researchers seek to illuminate the hidden processes that
shape our choices and preferences. Psychotherapists pursue a par-
allel task: helping people recognize the forces that guide their pri-
orities, decisions, and self-understandings.

My academic and clinical interests gravitated toward the “hid-
den rules” that shape our likes, dislikes, and intuitive choices. This
curiosity led me to the central claim of this book: much of human
experience is governed by a “Goldilocks Principle,” according to
which we are drawn to conditions that activate the mind neither too
much nor too little, but just right.

For me, the psychologist who brought this question into the
clearest focus was Daniel Berlyne. Drawing on research across sev-
eral areas of psychology, he identified a fundamental principle un-
derlying our choices and priorities: the drive to maintain an optimal
level of activation. We tend to resist both understimulation, which
leaves us dull and restless, and overstimulation, which produces
strain and confusion.

The book explores the idea that human beings seek and func-
tion best within a “just right” range of activation, and that this ten-
dency shapes our preferences and decisions across many domains
of life. Drawing on experimental findings, clinical insight, and eve-
ryday examples, it examines how this process operates and why it
matters.

In developing this idea, I found it useful to look beyond psy-
chology. Across many fields, scientists have observed that systems
tend to function best not at extremes but within optimal ranges. In
physiology, body temperature and blood pressure must remain
within narrow limits; in ecology, the balance of population size,
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predation, and available resources is crucial; in medicine, drug dos-
ages are effective only within a limited therapeutic window. Again
and again, stability and effectiveness depend on a “just right” bal-
ance. This book asks whether something similar governs the mind.

The book focuses on two major contributors to activation: nov-
elty and complexity. It argues that experiences that are too novel or
too complex can overwhelm us, while those that are too familiar or
too simple can leave us bored and disengaged. By examining how
we respond to and regulate these forces, the book aims to illuminate
the hidden processes that shape perception, narrative, well-being,
psychotherapy, and public life.

The chapters that follow develop this argument step by step.
The book begins with the problem of misjudging what we want,
then introduces the Goldilocks Principle as a hidden regulator of
both preference and performance. It next examines novelty and
complexity as two central forces that raise or lower activation, be-
fore turning to perception and narrative as two of the mind’s prin-
cipal ways of organizing experience. The final chapters consider
how we regulate activation in everyday life, how psychotherapy
can be understood through this lens, and how similar dynamics ap-
pear in public and economic life.

If you have ever wondered why your choices do not always
bring satisfaction, or why some experiences leave you overstimu-
lated while others leave you flat, this book may offer useful an-
swers. It is not a conventional self-help manual, but an attempt to
illuminate the hidden processes that guide our preferences and de-
cisions. I hope that the book will help explain why we so often mis-
judge what will satisfy us, and what it means to live closer to that
“just right” range in which experience becomes more satisfying, co-
herent, and sustaining.



