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Why we're right to trust our
gut instincts: Scientists
discover first decision IS
the right one
By LEON WATSON

Last updated at 7:05 PM on 30th August 2011

Go on your gut feeling when setting goals - because more often than not
it'll be right, researchers have revealed.

According to a study by Canada's University of Alberta, when it comes to
working out where the future lies your unconscious mind is both smarter
than you think and can be a great motivator.

Alberta School of Business researcher Sarah Moore and colleagues from
Duke and Cornell universities say unconscious feelings about objects in
the environment influence the pursuit of long-term goals.
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Go with your instinct: Researchers say our first thought is often our
best

Their study explores how the unconscious mind responds to objects in
relation to an individual's goals - and how the unconscious continues to
influence feelings about these objects once the goals are reached,
whether or not the outcome has been successful.

'In the past few years, we recognised that some of [Sigmund] Freud's
ideas on the unconscious mind were, in fact, correct and that a lot of our
decision-making and a lot of our feelings are based on things that we're
not really aware of,' said Moore, who is an assistant professor in the
Alberta School of Business.
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When bacteria attack! Scientists make breakthrough in studying
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'In our study, we looked at how our unconscious feelings about objects in
the environment influence how we pursue goals.'

Moore notes previous studies have shown when it comes to short-term,
finite goals, such as responding to basic needs like thirst or hunger, the
unconscious will evaluate objects and form preferences based on whether
the object will help an individual achieve the goal.

She says in the case of thirst, items such as a water fountain or a bottle of
Coke will be seen favourably, while a chocolate bar or KFC sign would not.

However, she explains that, once
the goal is reached, those same
objects will be evaluated differently.

'Once your thirst is quenched, you
don't evaluate the water fountain
positively anymore because you've
accomplished the goal,' she said.
'But there are differences when we
look at long-term goals.'

Moore's research focused on
longer-term goals, such as getting
in shape or undertaking educational
pursuits.

For both types of goals, she says,
the process is similar in that the
unconscious identifies and
responds to positively to objects
and triggers in the environment that
support the goal.

However, the unconscious deals
differently with these objects during
progress towards long-term goals.

Moore says, unlike with short-term
finite goals, the unconscious will
continue to positively value objects
related to the long-term goals even
after a level of success has been
achieved.

She says this phenomenon points
to the indeterminate nature of the
goal.

'In some sense, we're never
"finished" long-term goals,' said
Moore.

'If we successfully finish the small steps toward our long-term goals, it
becomes a cycle: we take a small step, we succeed, we feel good about it;
therefore, we continue to feel good about the long-term goal.

'This process makes us more likely to take the next small step toward
achieving that goal.'

What was surprising for the researchers was how participants in their study
reacted to objects after a failure.

While the researchers expected the participants who failed to react
negatively or express dislike for objects related to their test goal, Moore
and her colleagues found that failure resulted in a neutral view of the
objects.

'You don't hate the objects related to the goal because that goal is very
important to you in the long run,' said Moore.

'Your unconscious is telling you 'now is not the time to pursue the goal.
You just failed, let's leave it alone for a while.

'We're not going to pursue these objects in the environment; we're going to
switch to some other goal.'
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Comments (41)
Here's what readers have had to say so far. Why not add your thoughts below, or
debate this issue live on our message boards.

The comments below have not been moderated.

Facebook Twitter Digg it Newsvine

Delicious MySpace Nowpublic Reddit

Ads by Google:

Add your comments

Newest Oldest Best rated Worst rated

Click to rate      Rating  (0)Report abuse

My gut reaction is not to believe this study. According to the study I should follow my
gut. Which means I shouldn't believe this story, which means I shouldn't follow my
gut, which means I should believe the study, which means i should not believe the
study and on and on :) yeh

- jonathan, surrey, 31/8/2011 15:08
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My gut reaction is not to believe this study. According to the study I should follow my
gut. Which means I shouldn't believe this story, which means I shouldn't follow my
gut, which means I should believe the study, which means i should not believe the
study and on and on :)

- Noname, Usa, 31/8/2011 14:13

Click to rate      Rating    2Report abuse

So water fountains and Coke look better to us when we are thirsty, how much did it
cost to come to that conclusion?

- Ian, New Orleans, USA, 31/8/2011
13:57

Click to rate      Rating    1Report abuse

well i had a gut feeling the other day to nick a tele in the riots -- look where its got me
-- in jail.

- jonathan, surrey, 31/8/2011 13:44

Click to rate      Rating    3Report abuse

When asked what his gut feeling was about the existance of extra-terrestrial life, the
late Carl Sagan replied "I try not to think with my gut".

- Nigel, London, 31/8/2011 13:23

The Enteric brain (second brain) is an independent brain that is not controlled by the
CNS brain (Central Nervous System) in our head. The Enteric brain sends
information to the CNS brain. The enteric brain is the first and primal sensory organ
of the human body since it can sense information before it reaches the physical
body. You may have a gut feeling about a person, event, or possibility, for example.
You may trust your instincts, which means trusting your gut. The enteric brain
processes or digests information about your world communicated to it through the
quantum field. It can respond to that information by sending impulses to the physical
body independent of and prior to any response from the cranial brain.

- John Wolf, La Jolla & United States
of America, 31/8/2011 12:22
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