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No one Makes you Shop at Wal-Mart: The 
Surprising Deceptions of Individual Choice
Tom Slee
Between the Lines
240 pages, softcover
isbn 189707106x

It is dusk on a remote stretch of highway in 
the California desert. As the heat rises and 
the shadows lengthen, two muscle cars face 

each other, their engines roaring. At a signal, 
the drivers, blond, tanned young men wearing 
dark sunglasses and brave grins, explode their 
cars from their starting points and race head-
long toward each other. Dust rises; the scattered 
spectators hold their breath. Perhaps good sense 
will prevail and both drivers will swerve before 
impact; perhaps one will swerve and suffer the 
humiliation of defeat; perhaps both will die.

This is, of course, chicken, one of many 
scenarios used to illustrate and predict human 
behaviour in the science of game theory, a field 
pioneered by mathematical giants such as John 
von Neumann and John Nash (of the book and 
movie A Beautiful Mind). Game theorists specify 
a scenario or “game” and attach a payoff for each 
player to each of the possible outcomes. If the 
players act rationally, each will select the strat-
egy that provides the greatest personal payoff. 
This modelling technique has been applied to 
everything from nuclear proliferation to grocery 
shopping and can provide useful, if occasionally 
pessimistic, insights about human behaviour.

The prisoner’s dilemma, for example, is a game 
theory classic. In this scenario, the police interview 
two burglars in separate rooms and press them to 
rat on each other. If only one cooperates, he goes 
free while the other gets an eight-year sentence; if 
both keep quiet, they each receive a lesser three-
year term; and if they both betray each other, each 
gets five years. The dilemma for each prisoner is 
whether to rat on his comrade; the paradox is that 
they do, and both go to jail for five years. By act-
ing in their individual interests, they achieve the 
worst possible collective result.

In No One Makes You Shop at Wal-Mart: 
The Surprising Deceptions of Individual Choice, 
game theory is the basis of Tom Slee’s argument 
that individual choice is not all it’s cracked up 
to be. He describes free-market economies as 
driven by “Marketthink,” a mindset that wor-

ships unrestricted individual choice. For Slee, 
however, game theoretic scenarios like the pris-
oner’s dilemma demonstrate that people, acting 
individually and rationally, make bad choices. 
Using Marketthink as a straw man, he argues 
that such games serve as an indictment of unfet-
tered individual choice, which should therefore 
be restricted through “collective action,” govern-
ment incentives and regulation.

To build his case, Slee makes an assertion early 
in the book that underpins much of what follows: 
that what we choose does not necessarily indicate 
what we prefer. He contends that we are often not 
happy with the consequences of our choices, such 
as when we shop at Wal-Mart and the neighbour-
hood store goes out of business.

Fair enough—but this is different from saying 
that choices do not indicate preferences. Within 
the available options, we choose the one we like 
best, or dislike least. We may not be satisfied with 
the ultimate outcome, but we made our choice 
according to our preference between the avail-
able alternatives. To argue, as Slee does, that we 
would prefer to have someone else choose for 
us is something of a 
stretch.

The idea that people 
make bad choices is not 
particularly controver-
sial, and game theory 
is not really needed to 
make the point. People 
smoke although they 
know it will eventually 
kill them, and pollute 
the environment even 
though they love trees. 
But Slee’s agenda is to 
demonstrate the evils 
of too much choice, 
and game theory is his chosen method.

Although game theory provides insights about 
human behaviour, however, it is very sensitive 
to what you assume, from the basic premise 
that people act rationally to further assump-
tions about their ends. Like other games, the 
prisoner’s dilemma is an artificial situation: its 
dismal outcome only happens when the payoffs 
are carefully structured so that each player is 
better off betraying the other. But in the real 
world, human beings make choices based on a 
wide range of factors, some quantifiable, some 
not, some observable, some hidden, some logi-
cal, some emotional, some apparently senseless. 
Extrapolations from game theory to reality run 
the risk of oversimplification and need to be 
handled with care.

In Slee’s view, for example, unrestricted indi-
vidual choice leads to unwanted consequences, 
such as the demise of the neighbourhood store. 
But he conveniently ignores those who found 
the proprietor of the neighbourhood store 
rude, the service poor or the prices too high. The 
survival of the neighbourhood store may not be 
so important to you if you are on welfare, the 
kids need winter boots and Wal-Mart is having 
a blowout sale. Slee’s obsession with the politics 
of Marketthink blinds him to the reality of con-
sumer choice.

Slee also turns his sights on brands, con-
tending that we often do not choose the brand 
that offers the best value for money. We choose 
brands for a wide variety of reasons, of which 
value is only one. Some brands make a statement 
to the world about our attitudes and values, such 
as when Harley-Davidson riders (or wannabes) 
tattoo the logo on their bodies. To understand 
brands is to understand that people make choices 
for reasons that may seem illogical, unreasonable 
or plain stupid.

Zeroing in on fast food, Slee laments that 
“companies like McDonald’s may be successful 
even if people don’t like their food all that much 
… a food environment based on predictable 
franchise operations may win out over an envi-
ronment based on independent businesses, even 
if those independent businesses may be able to 
provide better value on average.”

But this misses the point. In fast food restau-
rants, predictability is a virtue. There are many 
restaurants that offer good value, but many peo-
ple—especially families—want to know before 
they pass through the doors that what they are 
buying will taste good, will be clean and will not 
cost too much. The golden arches are not there to 
signal gourmet fare or even value for money, but 
predictability.

No One Makes You Shop at Wal-Mart is clearly 
written and, in a highly technical field, Slee does 

a commendable job of 
making game theory 
accessible to the aver-
age reader. He debunks 
conspiracy theories 
that bad results come 
f r o m  m a n i p u l a -
tive corporate play-
ers, showing instead 
the aggregate con-
sequences of choices 
made by indiv id-
ual consumers and 
 corporations.

But he wears his 
ideology all too bla-

tantly. This book is not a search for truth about 
human behaviour, but a search for evidence that 
confirms his existing bias for collective action 
and regulation. In standing on the shoulders of 
giants like von Neumann and Nash, Slee chooses 
not to admire the view but to look downward. 
What might have been an interesting analysis of 
human behaviour is reduced to a simplistic dia-
tribe based on half-truths.

Let’s return to our two drivers, racing toward 
each other on a dusty desert road. Unlike the 
prisoner’s dilemma, the game of chicken has 
a happy outcome: one of the two drivers will 
swerve. Perhaps we would prefer it if they had 
not engaged in the exercise at all. But they did, 
and left to their own devices they chose well. 
Individual choice can be a good thing, too.m

Loaded Assumptions
A new polemic uses game theory to score 

points against consumer choice.
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