INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS

Prioritize maintaining interpersonal relationships without appearing like a phony schmoozer

My parents always drilled into me the importance of maintaining a good social network, but it took me many years to adapt their high-level advice into my own life. While growing up, I used to think they simply meant that it was vital to schmooze, fawn, 'network', and do other 'business-like' things that one learns from cheesy people who give overpriced seminars with garish animated PowerPoint slides. I always found the thought of going through these motions to be artificial and lame, especially considering that I'm not currently in a sales or business job (however, if these tactics are an implicit part of your job description, then you gotta do what you gotta do).

What I think my parents truly meant was something that's far easier to accomplish without acting like a total douchebag --- take every chance to have fun engaging in genuine interpersonal interactions, but don't go out of your way or be phony about it. Just take the initiative to hang out with people you know rather than sitting at home watching YouTube and eating Doritos chips all day. Prioritize people over material things. Do what feels natural without the explicit intention of 'building up your social network' in your mind, and chances are that (unless you're totally introverted or socially awkward) you will organically develop and maintain a genuine network of friends and acquaintances.

Avoid developing the reputation of being a schmoozer or a 'fair-weathered friend'

Don't force social interactions when it's out of place for you to do so, because people are really good at sniffing out phonies. If you ever get the reputation of being a 'social butterfly' or a 'schmoozer', people will lose some respect for you. It's better to know 50 people and have them all like you than to know 500 people and have them all think that you're a shallow schmoozer.

A related tip is to never suck up to somebody right near when you want a favor from them. That's the oldest trick in the book, and anyone with half a brain will sniff you out and brand you with a 'MAJOR DOUCHE' seal. (One exception is if you're a moderately attractive girl and you're seducing a guy, but that's a whole other game altogether ...)

A tarnished reputation can be difficult to mend, especially after people gossip about you to your mutual friends, so try to avoid giving them fodder for negative gossip in the first place.

Maintain positive relationships, because you never know who is going to be there for you later in life

Life is wonderful because it's unpredictable. I've lost touch with people whom I thought I'd be best friends with for life, and I sometimes get pleasantly surprised by people whom I only knew casually from throughout my childhood. If you maintain positive relationships with people (even casually), then there's a greater chance that somebody will be there to offer you advice, support, housing, or even a job when you are in your time of need ... and the cool part is that it's probably not who you would expect it to be!

That's why it's somewhat useless to 'socially engineer' your relationships by befriending people whom you feel will be 'useful' to you later in life. Besides likely tripping off people's phoniness detectors, you probably won't be able to predict how 'useful' certain individuals will be to you years down the line. So the best way to go is also the easiest --- just chill and be nice to people so that you naturally develop a good reputation, and then good fortunes are more likely to unexpectedly befall you in the future.

Casual acquaintances remember very little about you, so make sure that the memories they do remember are positive ones

From reading my previous tips in this section, it might seem like it could take a lot of work to maintain positive relationships with people. But in reality, it's much less work than you think, because the vast majority of your social network will consist of casual friends and acquaintances, not close friends (see my Types of Friends article).

Your close friends will remember a lot about you, but the vast majority of people you come across in life won't. Think about what you remember about your casual acquaintances ... not much, right? At the coarsest level, you only remember the high-order bit: whether they left a POSITIVE or NEGATIVE impression in your mind. At some more detail, you might remember selected aspects of their personality, interests, and areas of expertise.

Now flip the question around: What do your casual acquaintances remember about you? That part you can control! By definition, you don't interact with your casual acquaintances very often, so they don't have much evidence on which to base their judgements of you. So if you act pleasant, polite, and interesting, then they'll be more likely to associate you with positive memories. It doesn't take much effort after all!

Casual acquaintances are important because they are more likely than your close friends to be unexpectedly helpful to you in the future

Why is it so important to have your casual acquaintances think positively about you? (After all, they don't know you that well.) Because they will likely be the people who will unexpectedly help you out in the future when you least expect it. Your good friends will be there for you no matter what, but they are limited in the ways they can help because, paradoxically, they have so much in common with you: They are probably in the same profession, live in the same area, and of the same socioeconomic class as you are, so if you need something outside of your own 'comfort zone', it's probably out of theirs as well.

On the other hand, your acquaintances are probably a much more diverse group from a variety of locations and backgrounds, so it's more likely that a given individual will be able to help you in ways that your close friends cannot. If you are traveling abroad and need a place to stay, chances are that you will have to rely on a casual acquaintance. If you want to inquire about job openings in a field that you don't know well, chances are that you will have to rely on a casual acquaintance. Your so-called 'weak links' to acquaintances can actually be more valuable at times than the 'strong links' you have to your close friends, because they often cross geographical and social boundaries. (For more information about types of links in social networks, read the excellent short book Nexus: Small Worlds and the Groundbreaking Science of Networks.)

Remember a few up-to-date, concrete details about people you know

If you're having coffee with a friend whom you haven't seen for months or even years, nothing impresses him more than you remembering something concrete about his life. You can instantly build rapport by showing him that you care enough to actually remember what he's been up to lately.

It's always best to remember precise details, but when your memory is fuzzy, you can still appear to be more knowledgeable than you actually are by asking general questions, eliciting responses, and making educated guesses based on what you actually remember. For example, if you remember that his son plays some team sport but not which one, you could say something like, "So, how's your kid's little league team doing?" This vague statement applies most directly if your friend's son plays baseball, but even if he plays football, basketball, or another sport, your guess was close enough that your friend will be impressed.

Even if your guesses aren't accurate, it's better to attempt to start the conversation based on whatever you do remember about your friend than simply flat-out asking him a boring generic question like, "So, what have you been up to lately?" This sort of question demonstrates that you probably don't remember much of anything about him. A more warm-sounding opener would be something like, "So I remember from last year that you were interested in getting into international marketing ... have you taken your career down that path?" Chances are, this will incite your friend to talk about his interest (and be impressed that you remembered), but even if he totally switched careers, he will still appreciate that you remembered his former interest.

If you have a particularly bad memory, then you can even resort to taking notes in an address book in the memo spot associated with your friends' respective contact information. Fortunately, my memory is still good enough so that I don't have to do that yet, but everyone's memory will eventually deteriorate with age :(

SOCIAL GATHERINGS

When planning a social event, remember the positive feedback effect when striving to achieve critical mass

If you are coordinating a social event and want enough people to attend to make it fun (it doesn't have to be a 100-person extravaganza, it could just be a half dozen friends on a day trip), the hardest part is getting the first few people committed to attending. As more people sign up, it becomes easier to convince even more people to sign up, thus creating a positive feedback effect. If you ask your friend whether she would like to go to your event, she will probably immediately think, "Hmmm, I dunno, who else is going? I'll go if other people I know go." But if everyone thinks that way, then nobody will sign up in the first place!

One effective way to bootstrap the invitation process is to first probe for interest amongst a few close friends who can dedicate themselves to going, and once they agree, make that knowledge public. That's why email coordination where people 'Reply-to-All' or online coordination websites are so useful --- people can see who else have already decided to go. I usually get a few close friends interested first and then send a mass email out to a larger group saying something like "Joe, Jane, Jack, and I are planning a hiking trip next weekend ..." to show that at least several people have already signed up.

Once several of your friends are on-board, then their other friends are more likely to sign up, then their friends, and so forth until you achieve the all-important critical mass of people needed to make the event really fun. The number of people required for critical mass depends on the event; it's the threshold when an event goes from being kinda lame to being super fun. This is especially evident in parties: When there are only a few people there (even cool people), it seems kinda lame, but when it gets more crowded, all of a sudden it becomes super fun. Regardless of the number of people involved, positive feedback is the key to achieving critical mass.

Sequels are almost never as good as the originals, and people get tired of repetition very quickly, so allow for adequate time between gatherings

When you've had a lot of fun hanging out with someone or at a social event, it might be tempting to try to replicate that experience again in the near future. Chances are, if you try to do that, the second time won't be nearly as much fun as the first. Sequels are almost never as good as the originals. Why? Because of elevated expectations. The first time was really fun probably because you had no prior expectations, but if you try to purposely plan the second time to be super fun, then your elevated expectations might lead to disappointment.

My advice is to just cherish the good memory, move on with your life, and just give it some time. If you have a lot of fun with someone today, don't be overeager to ask her to hang out tomorrow to do exactly the same thing. Wait a week or two so that you've both had time to be busy with other things and can actually look forward to seeing one another again. Even the most exciting activities become routine and mundane when they're repeated too frequently.

How long to wait really depends on the nature of the events and the people involved, so there's no clear-cut formula. One way to judge whether you haven't waited for long enough is if you feel somewhat bored and tired of the people you're hanging out with, like you've seen them too frequently in recent times.

Time is rarely the primary constraint, enthusiasm and effort are

If someone really wants to hang out with you, then he will make the time and effort to do so. This is especially true for one-on-one interactions between peers (rather than, say, family members acting out of obligation or responsibility). Make a clear offer and give your friend time to respond, but don't be pushy or repetitive. If he is genuinely interested in seeing you (i.e., the fun/benefits of hanging out with you outweigh the perceived costs), then he will make the time to do so. Otherwise, it's an implicit hint of lack of interest (unless he has dire circumstances like a work-related deadline or a personal emergency).

If your friend is truly busy but is still interested in hanging out with you, then he will respond with a request for a 'rain check' to re-schedule for a later time. People naturally have a hard time flat-out saying no, so they will usually make excuses like "I'm pretty busy nowadays", which is an implicit No. However, if they say something like "I'm pretty busy in the next few weeks, but let's really try to do something next month", then that's more of an indicator of interest.

Try to resist the temptation of being pushy and eagerly following-up by asking "have you received my messages?" or "did you get around to my email yet?" because if your friend hasn't gotten around to it yet, then he is prioritizing your request lower than the other stuff he needs to do right now. Being pushy will only make him want to hang out with you less, not more :)

Adjust your expectations of people according to their behavior towards you

If you really want to hang out with somebody but he doesn't seem to be as enthusiastic as you are, then make a mental note and adjust your expectations of him accordingly. He probably has higher-priority tasks at the moment, so don't take it as a personal affront. If you have certain expectations of someone and he doesn't meet them, one response is to become angry or frustrated, which doesn't help to improve your relationship.

I've found that a better response is to lower your expectations for that person and move onto your other priorities (e.g., your other friends). This way, you won't get angry and will appear more likeable since people will think that you're more of an easy-going laid-back person who doesn't hold grudges.

I'm definitely not advocating simply giving up and breaking off contact with people who don't match your every expectation. People's attitudes are in constant flux, and sometimes if you take enough of an initiative, their attitudes about you can change. Just because a person isn't feeling enthusiastic about you at the moment doesn't mean that she will always feel that way. It's up to you to find the right balance of assertiveness versus patience when dealing with people, though.

When you enter a social situation, make sure you know a bit about everyone around you in order to minimize the chances of offending someone

If you aren't absolutely sure that nobody will be offended by something you say, then don't risk it. This applies most strongly to potentially divisive topics such as politics, religion, and cultural values. Note that this means that you will need to be more careful when directly engaging larger groups, since there are probably greater numbers of taboo topics (unless the group is fairly homogeneous). All it takes is for one sensitive person to be offended to make you look like an asshole. Of course, you shouldn't have a stick up your butt and remain silent or, even worse, tiptoe like a shrewd politician who doesn't want to offend anyone. You need to ultimately find your own balance of openness versus restraint.

A more difficult feat is not accidentally offending your audience by dishonoring somebody that someone knows. For example, if you remember that someone's mother is dead, then don't make "yo mamma" jokes (unless you want to receive the awkward "oh, my mother is dead" deadpan response). Similarly, if you know that someone's relatives went to community college, then don't make fun of community colleges! Obviously, you can't know everything about everyone's relatives and friends, so the best way to stay out of trouble is to tread lightly in the first place at informal social events.

THE VALUE OF EXPERT ADVICE

When you want to find out more information about a topic, the best starting point is asking a friend/acquaintance who is an expert on it

Whether it's what new digital camera to buy or how to do your taxes properly, the best starting point for information lies in people you know. In the current Internet age, there is a temptation to simply Google a bunch of key terms and try to gain some expertise yourself. While this is certainly better than doing nothing, an undirected search can lead you down unpromising paths, waste your time, and at worse, provide you with misleading information (not necessarily because the websites are untrustworthy, but merely because their contents might not be exactly the optimal information source for what you are seeking). Instead, I think that a far better starting point is to think about which one of your friends or acquaintances is knowledgeable in digital cameras, tax laws, or whatever you want to learn and then politely ask him for advice.

Depending on how well you know this person, how much he knows about this subject, and how deeply you care, you could solicit advice through email, phone, or an in-person chat over coffee. At worse, even if your friend doesn't have the time or know-how to give you a fully satisfactory answer to your queries, he can at least point you in the right direction by telling you about what books or websites are worthwhile to read, thus allowing you to begin your search at a more advantageous starting location. Email is an extremely powerful medium for soliciting this type of quick advice because your friend can simply send you links to promising websites or books on Amazon whenever he has a bit of free time.

However, the best-case scenario results in a productive hour-long chat where your friend teaches you enough for you to be satisfied. This isn't actually very hard to achieve if you are genuinely interested in the subject matter and your teacher has some leisure time because people often love talking about topics in which they are experts. This is one of the aspects of human nature that my father has taught me to recognize ever since I was young. He showed me that even the shyest, quietest, most introverted person will open up and be exuberant when she is talking about something that she knows better than others.

My dad repeatedly told me that truly smart people capitalize on the smartness of others and reciprocate with genuine appreciation and gratitude, which makes it a win-win situation for both teacher and learner. Not only are you learning something valuable, but you are also strengthening your relationship with a friend. Doubly nice!

Get several independent expert opinions by sending each person individualized but identical emails

For concrete questions like the trade-offs between purchasing a PC or a Mac or what kind of car to choose, a good way to solicit advice is to email a bunch of your friends with the same question. Email is great because it allows you to craft your message precisely and also allows your friends to respond at their leisure (rather than, say, putting them on the spot with an intrusive phone call). Keep the email terse but polite in order to maximize the chances of a response.

One effective trick is to email everyone individually (with identical or near-identical emails) rather than as a group in order to maximize the chances of response. If you email an entire group, then each individual might suffer from the bystander effect, not bothering to respond because he thinks that someone else probably already plans to respond before he does. On the other hand, the advantage of a group email is that people can discuss and debate back-and-forth on the thread. In that case, make sure to encourage people to 'Reply-to-All' instead of just replying to you.

When you are learning something from an expert, assume the role of a student and don't try to act like a smart-ass quasi-expert

If someone is teaching you something, then don't try to be a smart-ass. You'd be surprised at how often people who are trying to learn something want to show off their knowledge by interjecting. Perhaps it's an innate desire of not wanting to appear ignorant, but remember that if your friend made time to discuss digital cameras or computers with you over coffee, then she understands that you're not an expert in that area and won't think that you're a moron if you don't know much about it.

Of course, I'm not saying that you should remain silent the whole time and just nod and smile; asking questions, clarifying your assumptions, and learning interactively will benefit both parties, but try to avoid the urge to 'sound smart'.

The smartest people I know aren't afraid to say things like 'wait, I don't understand this' or 'please clarify for me' because they are confident that nobody will think they are dumb for asking for clarifications.

KNOWLEDGE AND EXPERTISE

Being super smart is no excuse for being a super asshole

My friends and I have at times found ourselves in the presence of people who are super smart but also super assholes. Perhaps these symptoms are due to personality traits that are correlated with extreme intelligence, but we've come to a consensus that being super smart doesn't give you an automatic free pass to douchiness. Being a douche that other people refer to as "that guy is an ass, but we need him because he's really smart" might be fine when you are so valuable at your local organization that you are irreplaceable, but when you are no longer a big fish in a little pond, you will soon be kicked aside and replaced by equally smart people who aren't douches.

Somewhat counter-intuitively, one of the greatest benefits of being around lots of super smart people is that less of them tend to be arrogant douchebags. That's because everyone knows that everyone else is super smart as well (and nobody has anything to prove), so if a person acts like an ass, then she is strictly less respected than everyone else. Problems often arise when there is a handful of smart people in a group of more mediocre people ('big fishes in a little pond'); then the select group can have the leverage to act like douches and everyone else has no choice but to grudgingly accept it.

Everyone has something in which he is better at than you are, so don't consider yourself superior to other people; instead, consider yourself different

In recent years, I've mostly interacted with people like myself: highly-educated men and women in science, engineering, and business fields with degrees from top-ranked universities. I admit that I'm not so great at interacting with people from different backgrounds (I could probably never be a public servant). When I was a child, though, I witnessed my parents interacting with a wide variety of people from different socioeconomic classes. Something that my father always emphasized to me was that I shouldn't look down on people just because they didn't take the same academic path in life as my family did, even if we were 'better off' by some metrics of educational achievement, financial status, or social class.

As I grew older, I began to realize that unless you are one of those rare people who is ridiculously wealthy and/or is changing the world (if you are, then you have much better and more important things to do than reading my article!!!), you aren't much different than most people in your society --- you are all working to make a living to support yourself and your family and finding pleasure in recreation during your free time. Regardless of whether you are a mechanic, prison guard, chef, teacher, or research scientist, you are still using your own specialized skills to work for a paycheck.

Coming from top-ranked universities and always interacting with really smart people, I've witnessed a fair share of arrogance (and even been guilty of some myself) regarding our positions as the so-called 'academic elite'. In reality, the academic path is only one of many options that young people take in life, and while educated white-collar society regards it with more respect than, say, opening a local auto body shop, my parents taught me to regard it as different, not necessarily better. (The plumber who fixes your toilets doesn't give a crap about your Ivy League degree.)

Certain life paths are better for certain people depending on their strengths, abilities, and circumstances. More importantly, not all knowledge is of the academic kind; people who work in different areas have tons of knowledge that I don't have, and by all means they are way better than I am at what they do. They can teach me a lot that I don't know, and vice versa. My father was always particularly adept at making conversations with many different types of people by asking them about subjects in which they were experts; both parties benefit from the shared rapport --- my father can learn something new, and his conversation partners can get to enthusiastically discuss something in their respective domains of expertise.

STATUS AND POWER

Recognize the power/status differential when you are dealing with others, and act accordingly

This 'know your place' tip is probably a no-brainer to most people, except those with little to no social sensitivity (see Asperger's syndrome). You wouldn't talk to your boss in the same way that you talk to your little brother.

When you are the one with the superior status/power, act assertive and decisive to command respect so that you don't appear weak (people expect you to take charge), but not to the point of being an intimidating bully. And when you are in a subservient role, be polite, humble, and inquisitive, presenting yourself as someone who wants to observe and learn from those who are more experienced.

You will need to grow comfortable in both the dominant and subservient roles because, chances are, unless you're the king of the world, you will never always be the boss all the time to everyone :)

When you are someone of high status/power, recognize that you might appear intimidating just by your mere presence

People in positions of high status/power are often intimidating simply because of who they are, despite their best efforts at easing the minds of everyone else around them. It's not really anyone's fault, just a consequence of the imbalance of power.

For example, let's say that you're the head of a company and call a meeting to try to gauge your employees' opinions on how things are going. You act friendly and receptive and encourage people to present their views, but for some reason everyone seems reluctant to freely speak their minds. They seem to be holding back a bit because they're afraid of your disagreement or criticism. You grow frustrated because you're not purposely grilling anybody or trying to be mean; actually, you're trying your best to be friendly to everyone, but people are still afraid of you.

Or let's say that your colleagues are all chatting around the water cooler sharing laughs and having fun. As soon as you join them, they quiet down and talk in a much more reserved way. Just by your mere presence, you've instilled some degree of fear even though that wasn't your intention at all. 

There's no easy solution to this problem, but merely being aware of it can help you to at least realize why people act differently around you, despite your desires that they act more naturally.

Don't disregard people with less experience and status than you, because they won't remain newbies forever

In any professional or social environment, there are always newbies, n00bs, underclassmen, fresh recruits, or new kids that are at the bottom of the local status hierarchy. Most people don't prioritize reaching out to and helping n00bs, not because they are mean-spirited, but simply because they are busy with higher-priority tasks like doing their own work, advancing their own careers, and impressing people of higher status. Plus, there's the bystander effect that alleviates one's guilt of not reaching out to newbies due to the thought that someone else probably will.

If it's not too much hassle, try to offer help to newbies. They are likely to appreciate somebody of higher status reaching out to them in their time of need. They might grow to respect and to look up to you, which provides you with a positive feeling and is mutually beneficial to both parties. But the really awesome consequence is long-term: In the future, the newbie that you helped out will no longer be a newbie; she will likely have significantly higher status and power, and she might remember you for your generosity way back when she was a beginner. You never know when you can benefit from such a connection. Sometime in the future, you might have a high-status connection, but you would have formed it when the person was still of low status. Think about how much easier, less intimidating, and more fun it is to mentor a newbie than trying to form a high-status connection at the present with one of your superiors.

Of course, I'm not saying that you should be artificially nice to newbies with the sole purpose of reaping the rewards years later. It's unhealthy and disingenuous to treat people like commodities or investments --- I hope that you strive to build genuine relationships. Plus, most of the time, you won't really reap any direct benefits from any connections that you make, but my philosophy is that if the cost/burden to you is low and the potential benefits are high, then go for it.

Don't risk having people who already think highly of you lose their respect for you

At any given time, you can probably partition the set of people you know into those who don't have strong feelings either way about you, those who don't think that well of you (hopefully there aren't many of these), those who think of you in a moderately positive light, and finally those who genuinely think highly of you. Think about the people who truly respect, look up to, and admire you. Don't risk losing their respect. These people are already your fans, and they will keep on being your fans (out of inertia and their already positive bias towards you) unless you screw something up and lose their respect.

Some people might grow complacent about the respect they receive from their family, friends, and younger peers, feeling that these aren't the 'right kind of people I want to respect me'. They might be tempted by the prospect of gaining the respect of those with more power and higher social status at the cost of disregarding people they already know. The classic case is that of the adolescent who has a comfortable close-knit social group but desires to climb up the social ladder to try to impress the cool kids, and in the process, alienates herself from her own group of friends.

This risk of 'burning bridges' is often not worth it, because chances are, if someone of higher status doesn't already respect you, then it is much harder to gain her respect than to simply maintain the respect of those who already feel positively towards you. If necessary, it's better to sacrifice the opportunity to make gains with people who don't already think highly of you than to risk losing the respect of those who already do. 

GETTING WHAT YOU WANT

Weigh the costs vs. benefits of asking for what you want, and simply politely ask if the cost of doing so is low to none, regardless of the potential benefits

Oftentimes when we want something, we are hesitant to ask because we feel that it might be too much trouble or that the person we are asking might be annoyed at us and hence ruin the chances of us getting what we actually want. Then we play out hypothetical scenarios in our heads, filled with 'what ifs', which nag us into becoming more and more anxious.

One simple solution to this kind of anxiety is to simply think about the costs of asking, and if they're low to none, then just ask for it! Even if the expected benefit is low (i.e., you're probably not gonna get what you want), if there's little to no cost, then it's worth a shot. Even if the person says no, you still have the option of asking 'why not?' and triggering him to justify his response. The worst thing that could happen is that he says no, but at least you might be able to learn a bit more about why you've been rejected.

I'm not suggesting for you to always annoy the hell out of people with questions, but oftentimes one simple question (and possible 'why not?' follow-up) asked in a polite tone won't offend anyone. My mother taught me about the importance of tone and attitude: When you are in a subservient position (e.g., a student), smiling and being ultra polite might do the trick; when you are in a more dominant position (e.g., a client paying for a service), being firmer and more authoritative might work better. The appropriate tone depends on the context and on your relationship with the person to whom you are making the request.

Of course, when the cost of asking is too high (e.g., if you ask your boss something annoying, then she might lose some respect for you and damage your future career prospects), then don't do it unless the perceived benefits are really worth it. But most of the time, especially when facing strangers whom you will likely never see again, the cost of asking politely is zero or nearly zero, so go ahead and do it!

Whenever possible, go get service in-person rather than over the phone because you will likely receive better treatment

I recently went to my bank to inquire about my accounts and, to my pleasant surprise, the customer service representative was super nice to me and helped me optimize my accounts and waive a bunch of fees and other stupid shit that I had to pay because I still had a generic student account that I opened years earlier. I left there extremely satisfied with the awesome service I had received, but then I thought a bit harder and realized that I had been ripped off all of these years since I stuck with the default and never went to the bank in-person to ask to see if I could get anything better.

I think many money-making organizations employ similar tricks --- give the customers something sorta crappy by default and offer to sweeten the deal for the rare few who actually come in-person and talk to a human being. The vast majority of people stick with the defaults, which rakes in more money for these organizations, and they are more than happy to sweeten the deal for the minority who come in-person in return for their gratitude, continued patronage, positive word-of-mouth vibe, and a feeling of receiving 'great customer service'.

Money-making organizations aren't charities, so if they're being nice to you, there must be some (direct or indirect) financial incentive. I'm not saying that they are ill-willed or malicious, but merely that they are looking out for themselves first and foremost, and you need to look out for yourself as well.

MATERIAL POSSESSIONS

When deciding whether to purchase an item, think of its price as being amortized (spread out) over the lifetime of the product

Things are meant to be used. Therefore, you should only buy something if you're going to use it. More specifically, you should only buy something if the amount of use you plan to get out of it exceeds the cost you are willing to pay for each use.

Within reason, don't automatically shy away from purchasing more expensive items when they are made of higher-quality materials (which means they will last longer) and when they are truly useful to you (which means that you will get more use out of them) than their cheaper counterparts. It might be worthwhile to invest a bit more money up-front so that you can reap more benefits over a longer period of time.

For example, my Sonicare electric toothbrush is around $100, but I consider it to be a great purchase because I've used it twice a day for over a year, and it's done a great job of cleaning my teeth and gums. That's only 100 / (365 * 2) = 14 cents per use! Hopefully I'll be able to get at least another few years of use out of that toothbrush, which will lower its amortized cost to less than 5 cents per brushing. Viewed in this light, $100 isn't actually so bad.

Another example of a great purchase I've made in the past was my Bose QuietComfort 2 noise cancelling headphones, which was $300. WHAT??? Three hundred dollars for a pair of headphones??? Am I nuts? Well, I've used those headphones probably at least three times a week for the past four years and they still work to this day! As a conservative estimate, that's only 300 / (52 * 4 * 3) = 48 cents per use. And the more I use it, the lower my price-per-use gets!

Buying a crappy $30 electric toothbrush that will likely break and be uncomfortable to use or buying bad-sounding $20 headphones might seem like ways to save money, but if I don't feel enthusiastic about actually using them, then my price-per-use is way higher than that of buying the more expensive but higher-quality products.

Of course, in real life, we can't really predict how often we will use a particular purchased item. I've certainly bought gadgets that have sat in my closet and collected dust from lack of use. Even if those items were super cheap, they would still not be worthwhile purchases because I've gotten almost no use out of them.

When you purchase a new toy, electronic gadget, or personal item, make sure to use it as often as you can

This is another bit of advice that sounds like it came straight from the mouth of Captain Obvious, but it took me many years to really accept it. When I was younger, I would always be overprotective of my toys, never wanting to get them dirty or risk breaking them. Whenever other kids touched my action figures or video games, I would instantly grow defensive and make sure that they weren't going to break anything. But now I realize that things are meant to be used to provide humans with utility and happiness, so it was silly of me to be so overprotective of my toys and risk alienating my childhood friends.

A new gizmo or gadget is no good if you just leave it in a shiny display case all day and don't take it anywhere with you to use it. You need to accept the fact that your items are going to eventually malfunction or break, probably due to overuse, but trying to delay their inevitable death by being extra careful around them and not using them to their fullest capacity defeats the whole point of buying them in the first place, which is to make yourself and people around you happy. Don't be afraid if your pristine iPod shell gets scratched up --- it still works! Don't be afraid if your laptop gets a bit banged up from you carrying it around everywhere with you --- its job is to serve you, so if you just leave it at home all protected, then it doesn't get a chance to fulfill its role!

In the context of the previous tip, the more frequently you use something, the lower its price-per-use becomes, and the 'cheaper' that item's actual price to you becomes. The most worthless kind of item is one that sits in your room unused and collecting dust.

Of course, I'm not telling you to abuse your possessions and purposely treat them roughly. That's just silly. But don't err in the other direction of being overprotective of your possessions like I did when I was a kid. The best way to show love to a material possession is to use it for all it's got until it no longer serves its duty. Only then should you say your tearful goodbyes as you throw it away; you will be comforted in knowing that it's lived a fulfilling life.

