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Scarcity: Not Having Enough of Something 

 
1 This is not surprising: If you go on a diet, 

you might lose weight. 

 

2 This is surprising: If you go on a diet, you 

might lose some mental abilities.  In other 

words, dieting can make you more stupid. 

 

3 Similarily, if you don’t have enough time to 

do something, or not enough money, or 

even not enough friends, your mental 

abilities might decrease. 

 

4 In their book, Scarcity, the authors Shafir 

and Mullainathan say that when we don’t 

have enough of something, our mental 

abilities can be negatively affected.   

 

5 Scarcity means having less than you feel 

that you need.  In other words, you feel that 

you lack something.  College students often 

are affected by scarcity, and a student 

named Randy was an example of this.  He 

was putting himself through college with the 

help of scholarships, loans and part-time 

work.  Unfortunately, the organization which 

had been giving him a scholarship told him 

that they could no longer do this, so he 

became very concerned about how he was 

going to be able to pay his next-term tuition 

and fees.  At this same time, he had an 

important exam coming up, but because of 

his worries about money, it was difficult for 

him to focus on his school work.  In fact, he 

was so preoccupied by his scarcity of 

money that he missed an important pre-

exam, study-group meeting.  During the 

exam, he tried to focus his attention, but his 

mind was elsewhere.  As a result, he 

missed some easy questions and failed the 

test. 

 

6 Shafir and Mullainathan use the term 

“bandwidth” to explain what happens to 

people like Randy, who are experiencing 

scarcity.  “Bandwidth” is our mental 

capacity.  When it is filled with thoughts 

about our problems, we don’t have any 

leftover bandwidth to think about other 

aspects of our lives. 

 

7 Imagine that you are sitting in front of your 

computer, but you are unable to do any 

work on it because it is extremely slow.  You 

think something is wrong with it until you 

suddenly realize that the computer is 

working very hard downloading an 

enormous video.  Actually, there is nothing 

wrong with the computer; it’s doing a lot of 

work, but it seems slow to you.  We could 

say that the computer’s bandwidth is 

overloaded, so it cannot perform other 

tasks.  

 

8 This is similar to what was happening to 

Randy.  His bandwidth was so overloaded 

with thoughts about money that he didn’t 
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have enough mental capacity to think about 

his school work. 

 

9 When we see a poor person, we might 

think that the reason why they are poor is 

because they are less intelligent than 

others, so they waste their money, or they 

didn’t study hard enough in school, so they 

can’t find a job.  The authors of Scarcity do 

not believe that poor people are less 

intelligent.  Instead, poor people are likely to 

suffer overloaded mental bandwidth.  These 

people are constantly thinking about money 

challenges such as these: “Can I afford to 

buy food for my family?”  “Will I be able to 

pay the rent?”  “What will happen if I lose 

my job?”  “What will I do if my kids get sick 

or if my car breaks down?”  With all these 

concerns on their minds, they have less 

mental capacity to think about other things.  

In fact, researchers have found that a 

person who is preoccupied with money 

problems can lose the ability to think in a 

way that is similar to a 13-point drop in their 

IQ. 

 
10 Researchers studied sugar-cane farmers 

in India, who will feel either rich or poor, 

depending on what season it is.  Once a 

year right after they have harvested and 

sold their crops, they feel rich.  However, 

after a few months, their money runs out 

and their experience of being poor returns. 

 

11 To find out what effect feeling poor had 

on these farmers mental abilities, the 

researchers gave them an intelligence test 

(IQ test) one month before harvest, when 

they were feeling very poor, and one month 

after the harvest, when they were feeling 

rich.  The test that they gave the farmers did 

not involve reading, writing or language 

skills.  Instead, they gave them a “Raven's 

Matrices” test, in which all of the questions 

involve geometric forms like this: 

 
 
 

 
 
 

12 They found that their pre-harvest IQ, 

when they were feeling poor, was about 10 

points lower than it was after the harvest 

(when they were feeling richer).  To give 

you a perspective about what “10 points” 

means, if you stayed awake for 24 hours 

and then took this test, your IQ would 

probably be 10 points lower than it usually is 

after you have had a good night’s sleep.   

 

13 These poor farmers were not less 

intelligent.  The reason their IQs dropped 

when they were feeling poor was because 
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they were experiencing overloads in their 

bandwidths; they were so concerned about 

not having enough money that, in general, 

their thinking skills dropped. 

 

14 In the examples of Randy and of the 

Indian farmers, a problem they had was 

focusing on what they needed to do.  When 

we focus on only one thing, it means 

neglecting other things.  For example, when 

we are focusing very hard on a very exciting 

movie or video game, if someone who is 

sitting next to us asks us a question, we 

might not even hear it. 

 

15 Similarly, students who are extremely 

focused on studying for an important exam 

might make bad decisions in other areas of 

their life.  For example, they might neglect 

their health; they might not eat properly, 

might not get enough physical exercise, or 

might ignore their friends and family.  In 

other words, studying for the exam 

consumes their mental bandwidth. 

 

16 Lonely people can feel a scarcity in their 

lives too: a lack of friendships.  Alex is a 26-

year-old man who recently moved from his 

hometown, where he had many friends, to a 

new city, where he knew nobody.  After a 

few days, he starts to feel a strong need to 

talk to someone.  He calls his friends back 

home, but it doesn’t help his loneliness.  

Every day, he eats by himself while 

watching TV because he feels embarrassed 

about going to a restaurant alone.  How can 

he meet friends?  He decides to try an 

online dating site and after exchanging 

some emails, he sets up a date.  But as the 

day approaches, he becomes very nervous, 

more than he has ever been before a date.  

He very much wants this dating experience 

to be successful.  Unfortunately, it goes 

badly.  He tries to make jokes, but he 

doesn’t tell them naturally, so the girl only 

smiles.  He is trying so hard to think of what 

he should say next that he doesn’t pay 

attention to what she is saying to him.  He 

realizes that he is trying too hard to be a 

good “conversation partner.”  In the end, the 

evening is a disaster.   

 

17 Studies have shown that lonely people 

tend to focus too much on trying to be liked.  

In the first of two studies, researchers found 

people who rated themselves as “lonely” on 

a questionnaire, and the researchers then 

asked these “lonely” people to record 

themselves.  The people could talk about 

any topic that they chose, for example, just 

describe themselves or talk about 

something interesting.  They were told that 

someone would later listen to their recording 

and rate it.  The researchers were not 

surprised to find that, generally, the 

information that the lonely people had said 

on their recordings was not very interesting.   

The researchers thought, “That’s the reason 
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why they don’t have many friends, and it is 

probably the reason why they are lonely 

too.” 

 

18 In the second study, everything was the 

same, except that this time, the lonely 

people were told that probably nobody 

would listen to their recordings and judge 

them.  However, some assistants did listen 

to and did judge them.  They rated this 

second group of recordings by the lonely 

people to be just as interesting as 

recordings by (other) non-lonely people.  

The problem for lonely people is not that 

they are boring or not likeable.  The problem 

is that when they are trying too hard, in 

other words, when their bandwidth is 

overloaded, they do not use those skills that 

they, in fact, truly have that can make them 

interesting. 

 

19 As we saw in the example of Randy, the 

college student who was worried about the 

fact that he lost his scholarship, when 

people’s bandwidth is overloaded, they tend 

to make bad decisions.  A person who is 

worrying about having enough money to 

pay his rent might smoke more.  People on 

a diet may think about food so much that 

they actually make poorer choices about 

what they eat.  In fact this happened in a 

study.  A group of dieters were given a 

choice about whether to eat some fruit or 

some cake.  But before choosing, half of 

them were asked to remember a seven-digit 

number (e.g. “9647305”) and the other half 

were asked to remember a two-digit number 

(e.g. “81”).  Those who used more 

bandwidth trying to remember the seven 

digits were 50% more likely to choose the 

cake. 

 

 

  

 


