
tle more than scientific names—waiting
for contributions from scientists and ama-
teurs alike. The aim is to give every species
an on-line profile within 10 years. 

Pellegrino University Professor emeri-
tus E.O. Wilson (see Open Book, page 26,
and “Of Ants and Earth,” March-April
2003, page 36) first called for the Encyclo-
pedia of Life in a 2003 article in the schol-
arly journal Trends in Ecology & Evolution

(fondly known in the field as TREE). “I
even encountered a bit of skepticism,” he
recalls, when “a British scientist,…a former
adviser to the prime minister and a friend,
called me to ask if I were out of my mind.”
In 2003, he concedes, the idea was far-
fetched. But now, aided by the Biodiver-
sity Heritage Library—10 libraries (in-
cluding two at Harvard) that are in the
process of digitizing 300 million pages of
literature on comparative biology—it is
possible to aggregate everything written
about a particular species into a rough
draft of its Web page.

Harvard is only one of what Hanken
calls the encyclopedia’s “cornerstones.”
Also involved, in contributing entries or
managing the site itself, are the Smithson-

ian Institution, the Field Museum in Chi-
cago, the Marine Biological Laboratory in
Woods Hole, Massachusetts, and the Mis-
souri Botanical Garden in St. Louis. (Han-
ken chairs the EOL’s overall steering com-
mittee.)

But even the combined strength of the
world’s finest scientific institutions, Han-
ken believes, would fail to corral the
planet’s astonishing biodiversity. Early

next year, the EOL
will begin emulat-
ing Wikipedia and
allow ecology bu≠s

to upload informa-
tion about their fa-
vorite species. “The
only way the Encyclopedia of Life can suc-
ceed is with the contributions of tens of
thousands, hundreds of thousands, of am-
ateurs,” says Jesse Ausubel ’73, a senior re-
search associate at Rockefeller University
in New York City who helped the encyclo-
pedia obtain $50 million in grants from
the MacArthur and Sloan Foundations.

It won’t be a complete free-for-all. “To
maintain the support and participation of
the professional community,” says Han-
ken, “we have to exert some kind of con-
trol.” Each page will have a curator who
checks and authenticates user contribu-
tions. Fortunately, he says, certain ama-

teurs are judged knowledgeable enough
to curate their own pages. He also notes
that because so little information exists
about most species (typically the only
paper on a species is the one in which it is
named), amateur naturalists will be as ca-
pable as professionals at keystroking sci-
entific literature into first-rate Web en-
tries. 

Hanken envisions the encyclopedia in
the tradition of Carolus Linnaeus, who in-
vented the modern taxonomic system, and
Louis and Alexander Agassiz, who
founded the MCZ and revolutionized the

way natural-history museums display
their collections (by separating public ex-
hibits from scientific labs). “I think the En-
cyclopedia of Life is the equivalent in our
age,” he says, “putting information about
biodiversity on line, making it accessible to
people, displaying it, constantly updating
it.” Already, visitors to its website can
learn about more than a dozen of Hanken’s
salamanders: modern technology helping
to foster stewardship of life on earth.

�paul gleason

encyclopedia of life website:
http://www.eol.org
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In 1890, Harvard psychology profes-
sor William James sought to redefine
the “self,” which, he wrote in The Prin-
ciples of Psychology, includes not only

our bodies and “psychic powers,” but
the clothes we wear, the house we live in,
the horses we own, and the money we
keep in the bank. How we feel, he said,

is invariably tied to these belongings. 
Today, this may sound obvious—yet

during the century that followed James’s
assertion, economic theories on spending
largely ignored emotion. Someone buying
shoes, so traditional economics teaches,
approaches the purchase with purpose, ra-
tionally weighing a pair’s pros and cons—

will they last through the season? will they
match my clothes?—before calmly making
a choice. The grief the purchaser happens
to feel about a recent death in the family
should have no bearing on what is spent.
But Jennifer Lerner says it does.

“Emotions have a way of taking hold
and directing behavior and carrying over

W O E F U L  W A S T E R S

The Financial Cost of Feeling

Above: A white tip reef shark. Right: A long-billed dowitcher
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to influence judgments
and decisions, even when
they shouldn’t,” says
Lerner, a professor of
public policy and man-
agement at the Harvard
Kennedy School who
also holds a secondary
appointment in the psy-
chology department of
the Faculty of Arts and
Sciences. Lerner’s re-
search on emotion and
decision-making lies at
the intersection of psy-
chology and economics,
in the field of decision
science. Drawing on
James’s ideas of the self,
her most recent study
shows that when people
feel sad and self-focused,
they’re willing to spend
more money, perhaps in
an e≠ort to bolster who
they are by acquiring
more possessions. The
paper, “Misery Is Not
Miserly” (co-written with
graduate student Cynthia
Cryder of Carnegie Mel-
lon and faculty members
Ronald Dahl of the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh and
James Gross of Stanford),
appeared in the June issue of the journal
Psychological Science.

In one of their typical studies, 33 par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to
watch either a sad film clip (a four-
minute scene from the 1979 film The
Champ, in which then child actor Ricky
Schroder cries at the side of his dying
father, a former boxing champion) or a
neutral one (in this case, an excerpt from
a National Geographic special about the
Great Barrier Reef ). Afterwards, the
Champ viewers wrote briefly about how
they’d feel in a similar situation, as a way
to help them personalize their emotions.
The control-group members wrote about
their daily activities. As the participants
finished writing, they were shown, indi-
vidually, a water bottle and told to com-
plete a form indicating whether they
would or wouldn’t buy it at 20 predeter-
mined price points (increasing in 50-cent
increments from 50 cents to $10). If their
price choice matched the bottle’s as-

signed value, they were told, they would
buy it with a portion of their payment for
participating. Sad participants who were
particularly self-focused—as measured
quantitatively by what they wrote in
their essays—were willing to pay 300 per-
cent more for the water bottle than their
control-group peers.

What’s very important “is that people
are unaware they’re doing this,” says
Lerner, who has conducted similar stud-
ies using objects ranging from high-
lighters to co≠ee mugs. When research-
ers asked participants if their feelings in
any way influenced the price they chose,
“They said, ‘No, are you kidding?’” she re-
ports. “They acted like, ‘Why would that
happen?’”

Even within the fields of psychology and
behavioral economics, Lerner’s ideas are
unorthodox. Prevailing theory says that
people devalue things in their lives when
they feel any negative emotion. Lerner’s re-
search suggests that someone’s valuation

of something depends
on what exactly those
negative feelings are: in
her research on risk
perception, for exam-
ple, she has found that
fear generates pessi-
mism, but anger leads
to optimism. 

Outside academia, a
popular link between
sadness and shopping
already exists: a link
both anecdotal and
concrete, given that
compulsive shoppers

are sometimes treat-
ed with antidepres-
sants. But Lerner says
her group’s findings
may not relate to the
same issue, in part
because her study
participants have no
idea they’re paying
more when they’re
sad. “The full picture
of what we think is
going on is the apho-

rism ‘Out with the
old, in with the new,’”
she says. “When people
are sad, there’s a meta
sense of wanting to
change circumstances.”

Lerner is now conducting a similar study
with participants whose spouses have re-
cently died; it involves looking at the eco-
nomic choices the survivors make. She
also wants to explore sadness e≠ects
among adolescents. In the long term, she’s
interested in how emotions a≠ect eco-
nomic judgments and decisions, and
whether consumer-spending indexes
ought to include emotion. 

There are some troubling implications
of this work: advertisers and others al-
ready prey on people’s insecurities and
pain to induce them to spend money.
Lerner says she and her colleagues worry
about this, and their many media appear-
ances since the study was announced are
in part an e≠ort to help make consumers
more aware. That way, says Lerner, when
people shop, “they aren’t victims of their
sad moods.” �katharine dunn

jennifer lerner laboratory website:
http://content.ksg.harvard.edu/lernerlab
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When people feel sad and self-focused,

they’re willing to spend more money...
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