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Praise for Rolf Dobelli

‘I don’t just read Rolf Dobelli’s books; I savour every word.” Frank Elstner, German TV host

‘One of Europe’s finest minds.” Matt Ridley, bestselling author

‘Rolf Dobelli is a virtuosic synthesizer of ideas. With wit, grace and precision, he melds science and

art in his joyful pursuit of wisdom.” Joshua Greene, Professor of Psychology, Harvard University,

and author of Moral Tribes

‘Rolf Dobelli has a gift for identifying the best ideas in the world and then putting them together in
ways that make the whole even more valuable than the sum of the parts. He’s done it for the art of

thinking. Now he does it for the art of living.” Jonathan Haidt, Professor of Ethical Leadership, NYU
Stern School of Business, and the New York Times-bestselling author of The Righteous Mind

‘Rolf Dobelli is brilliant at converting evidence from scientific research into practical steps that

improve personal outcomes.” Robert B. Cialdini, author of bestsellers Influence and Pre-Suasion

‘Rolf Dobelli has done it again! Not only does he open our eyes, now he wakes us up. Because of his
rigorous scientific analysis combined with his shattering philosophical approach, he is never satisfied

with the superficial. So, grab Rolf’s book and don’t let it go!” Tenley E. Albright, Director, MIT

Collaborative Initiatives, and Professor Emeritus, Harvard Medical School

‘Rolf Dobelli gives us as valuable advice about how to live as he did about how to think.” James R.

Flynn, Professor Emeritus, University of Otago, and discoverer of the Flynn Effect
‘Rolf Dobelli possesses the fascinating knack to present modern scientific insights in an inspiring and

thrilling way.” Bruno S. Frey, Professor of Economics, University of Basel, and founder of the field of

economic happiness research

‘Three pages in, and you’ve already learned something else.” Franz Himpsel, Stiddeutsche Zeitung



‘This book will change the way you think.” Professor Dan Goldstein, London Business School

‘This book provides a truly fresh perspective. It is intelligent, informative and witty. Rolf Dobelli’s

clear prose illuminates how we think.” Dr Christoph Franz, former CEO, Lufthansa; Global

Chairman, Roche

‘Do you have to read this book? Definitely. It’s extremely entertaining and offers a fundamentally

sound introduction to the nature of human thought.” Professor Dr (h. c.) Roland Berger, Founder and

Honorary Chairman of Roland Berger Strategy Consultants

‘Brimming with insights! Anybody who’s sick of constantly stumbling into mental traps has got to

read this book.” Professor Iris Bohnet, Harvard Kennedy School



Also by Rolf Dobelli

The Art of Thinking Clearly

The Art of the Good Life

Stop Reading the News






The

Not-
To - D o
List &=

ROLF DOBELLI

Translated from the German by Isabel Adey

)
%

ALLEN&UNWIN






Originally published in Germany in 2024 by Piper Verlag GmbH, Miinchen / Berlin.

First published in hardback and trade paperback in Great Britain in 2025 by Allen & Unwin, an
imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd.

Copyright © Rolf Dobelli, 2025

Translation copyright © Isabel Adey, 2025

The moral right of Rolf Dobelli to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in
accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or
otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this
book.

No part of this book may be used in any manner in the learning, training or development of
generative artificial intelligence technologies (including but not limited to machine learning models
and large language models (LLMs)), whether by data scraping, data mining or use in any way to
create or form a part of data sets or in any other way.

Every effort has been made to trace or contact all copyright holders. The publishers will be pleased to
make good any omissions or rectify any mistakes brought to their attention at the earliest opportunity.

10987654321

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Hardback ISBN: 978 1 80546 328 3
Trade Paperback ISBN: 978 1 80546 422 8
E-book ISBN: 978 1 80546 329 0

Printed in Great Britain

Allen & Unwin
An imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd



Ormond House
2627 Boswell Street
London

WCIN 3JZ

www.atlantic-books.co.uk


http://www.atlantic-books.co.uk/

CONTENTS

Foreword

Let Things Fall Apart
Feed Your Weaker Self
Be Unreliable

Be an Asshole

Have High Expectations
Drift Through the Day
Mess Up Your Marriage
Be a Quitter

© 00 N OO o b~ O DN -

Be Hypocritical

10 Cling to Your Bad Habits

11 Set the Wrong Goals

12 Drink Yourself Miserable

13 Get Involved in Other People’s Drama
14 Only Learn from Your Own Experience
15 Be Hyperactive on Social Media

16 Indulge in Road Rage

17 Surround Yourself with Negative People
18 Micromanage Your Neighbours

19 Say Yes to Drugs

20 Get Stuck in Your Career

21 Never Be Playful

22 Feel Guilty

23 Practise Ingratitude



24 Trust Your Banker

25 Be Paranoid

26 Make Other People Feel Unimportant
27 Live in the Past

28 Listen to Your Inner Voice

29 Expect Rationality

30 Get Nihilistic

31 Catastrophize

32 Consider Money Unimportant

33 Cultivate a Victim Mentality

34 Become a Lapdog

35 Get Rich Quick, Get Smart Quick
36 Ruminate

37 Trade Your Reputation for Money
38 Never Suffer

39 Let Your Emotions Define You

40 Try to End It All

41 Marry the Wrong Person — and Stay with Them
42 Celebrate Your Resentment

43 Join a Cult

44 Try to Change People

45 Say Everything You Think

46 Spin Multiple Plates

47 Do Only Shallow Work

48 Invite Bad People into Your Life

49 Go Where the Competition is Strong
50 Say Yes to Everything

51 Crowd Your Life with Gadgets

52 Fall into the Content Trap

Epilogue

Acknowledgements



The Dobelli-Disclaimer

Appendix



For my wife Clara Maria Bagus and our sons



FOREWORD

Some people collect vinyl, video game consoles or vintage clothes. For years, [’ve
been accumulating stories of failure — botched attempts at work, family life,
marriage and life in general.

Leo Tolstoy’s monumental novel Anna Karenina opens with the line ‘Happy
families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” Meaning:
unadulterated joy makes for a dull read. Happiness is bland and one-dimensional,
smooth like Teflon. Unhappiness, on the other hand, tells us more about the world.
Misery is textured. And it teaches us lessons. That’s why I’m an avid collector of
woe and misfortune.

On graduation day, colleges and universities invite a guest speaker to share their
insights and wisdom with the fledglings being released into the world of work.
These speakers are usually former students of the institution who have excelled in
their chosen career. This was the case on 13 June 1986, when Charlie Munger, then
aged 62, was invited to deliver the commencement speech at the Harvard School in
Los Angeles. The American investor, together with Warren Buffett, had built
arguably the most successful holding company in history: Berkshire Hathaway.
Munger’s speech was most extraordinary. Even the title had a bizarre ring to it:
‘How to Guarantee a Life of Misery’. Instead of imparting insights to help his
audience achieve better personal outcomes, he shared four failsafe ways to achieve
zero success in life. He simply flipped the whole thing on its head. It was a brilliant
stroke of inspiration; after all, negative rules are more powerful than their positive
counterparts, more concrete and memorable. Despite all the research into happiness,
for example, we still don’t know exactly what makes us happy. We certainly know
what destroys happiness, though. We can’t pinpoint what leads to success, but we
know for sure what makes it an impossibility. The key is to keep the killer in your
sights and give him the slip, then the right path will automatically open up ahead.



Munger’s idea was by no means new. The Prussian mathematician Carl Gustav
Jacobi applied this approach back in the nineteenth century. Sometimes, he realized,
the only way to solve an academic problem is to turn it around completely. The
technical term is ‘inversion’. This is what led Einstein to adapt Newton’s theory of
gravity to Maxwell’s electromagnetism, instead of approaching the problem the
other way round like everyone else had done before him. Long-term investors ask
themselves how best to run a company into the ground, then they invest in
indestructible prospects. Munger’s witty one-liner sums up this approach perfectly:
‘All I want to know is where I’'m going to die, so I’'ll never go there.” In addition to
being a brilliant investor, Charlie Munger was an equally ingenious thinker who was
never one to hold back. As the source of so many incisive remarks, he is someone I
quote often. He sadly passed away at the age of 99 while I was writing this book.

Back to the subject at hand: inversion. We tend to dissect successes, but not
failures, in our own life or in the media. There is an additional bias here: in the case
of success, we systematically overestimate the role of skills, decisions and actions,
and underestimate the role of chance, luck, randomness. Why? Because we hear
about successful companies, projects and people in the media. Flops, on the other
hand — no one wants to know about them. Deadbeats don’t usually write
autobiographies. And in the rare event that they do, they fail to find a publisher, let
alone an audience. So we study these shining examples and delude ourselves into
thinking that achievements are the result of a series of carefully orchestrated success
factors, when really what matters is steering clear of common pitfalls. Tip: visit the
graveyards of failed companies, projects, people, marriages and families. That’s
where you’ll learn the most — namely, what to avoid.

Of the twelve books I’ve written, three were major successes and a handful were
veritable flops. I have no idea what made The Art of Thinking Clearly an
international bestseller, but I know exactly where the others went wrong. If you
view the world from a negative perspective, you bring light into the darkness.

My previous books employed the same approach as the conventional graduation
speech. They offer advice on how to think clearly, act wisely and live a better life.
But in this book, I’'m turning the tables. I give you a whole catalogue of habits,
behaviours and thought patterns that are best avoided — a ‘not-to-do list’, if you will,
a sort of encyclopaedia of foolishness. Some of them may even remind you of
advice you’ve encountered from celebrity life coaches, self-help gurus or online
influencers. If you know what they are, you can also steer clear of them. Each
chapter then offers, as an antidote, a gentle word from the quiet voice of reason.



