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In a psychological experiment, researchers investigated the balance between work and leisure. They placed participants at
computer terminals with headsets on. The experiment consists of two consecutive* phases, each lasting 5 minutes. In Phase I,
participants could listen to pleasing music (“leisure”) or choose to have blasts of harsh noise (“work”) interrupt the music.
Listening to the harsh noise 20 times earned one group (high earners) a chocolate; the other group of participants (low earners)
had to hear the noise 120 times to earn their chocolate. The participant can only earn (not eat) the chocolates in Phase I and
can only eat (and not earn more of) the chocolates in Phase II. The participant does not need to eat all of the earned
chocolates in Phase II, but if any remain, they must be left on the table at the end of the study. Participants learn about these
conditions in advance and are informed that they can decide how many chocolates to earn in Phase I and how many to eat in
Phase II, and that their only objective is to make themselves as happy as possible during the experiment. This study simulates a
microcosmic** life with a fixed life span. First you choose between leisure and work, then you consume what you've earned. As
in real life, you can’t take it with you.

Surprisingly, the participants didn’t just earn as much chocolate as they could enjoy and then go back to listening to music.
Instead, the high earners collected 10.74 chocolates on average but ate only 4.26, leaving most of what they’d suffered for on
the table. The low earners also brought in more chocolates than they could eat and heard harsh sounds about as many times as
the high earners. It appears that both groups weren’t considering the optimal results, but rather how much work they could
bear. Instead of trying to create the most enjoyable experience, they unthinkingly worked as much as possible, stockpiling useless
treasure. The researchers called this phenomenon “mindless accumulation” and compared overearning to overeating. They
described both as specifically modern problems, brought on by the material overabundance of contemporary life. Indeed, in
today’s world, work seems to trump all other values. Work nearly monopolizes human attention and, along with its by-product,
money, almost becomes the only value.

*consecutive: ¢1¢]-%, **microcosmic: 4-9-5%
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