



Good Advice


Advice and advising are ubiquitous and important elements of our ethical lives. We exchange advice in almost every facet of our lives and those we interact with in advising are often those who are closest to us. There are two important questions about advice that have not received much attention from philosophers. When is it rational to accept advice and what constitutes good advice? My aim in this paper is to answer the second question, which should allow us to have a better grasp on the first. I contend that a piece of advice is good advice if and only if it leads an advisee to do what is in his or her self-interest. This account might seem mundane, but it has at least one surprising consequence. Namely that, truth or honesty has no essential role in the giving of good advice. Good advice can involve the intentional exaggeration or misrepresentation of the possible outcomes of events. Since deception is often taken to be a prototypical moral wrong, an explanation is owed of this fact.


To begin we need some characterization of what advice or advising consists in. I will take advising as primary and understand advice as whatever is produced by advising. Advising is a speech act that requires certain conditions to be met for its performance.
 One essential element is that there is common knowledge between the parties that they are engaged in the activity of advising. The content of this knowledge will be explored below, but all parties must be aware they are engaged in the activity and aware that others involved are aware of this fact. This is because there is no accidental advising. People may heed our words or act in light of the information we convey, but we can rightly say we offered no advice if we had no intention of informing their deliberations. This common knowledge condition can be met in a number of ways and it need not result from explicit expression of intentions. We can expect that there will be hard cases, but those will not detain us here.

The common knowledge condition is surely not enough since it does not rule out manipulation or brow beating. Advising is more cooperative than these activities. We might try to capture this fact by noting that advising involves the consent of the advisee.
 What do they consent to? Here we need to distinguish between two stages of accepting advice. Initially, an advisee merely consents to entertaining the information or judgments offered by the advisor. The advisee consents to hearing his advisor out. This consists in something more that merely allowing her to speak. The advisee must be open to the possibility that the advisor can provide some insight the advisee lacks. Without this the act of advising is pointless.

At a second stage, after the advisee hears the advice, they can decide to act on it or not. This is a second step of consent when the advisee decides to the let advisor’s expertise or judgment serve as a supplement or a proxy for the advisee’s practical reasoning. This need not involve treating the advisor as one’s guru. The advisee simply decides that the advisor’s judgment is better in some sphere of life and acts on the advice. This is the step of consent that raises serious issues about the rationality of accepting advice and we will return to this issue below.

These stages of consent will not rule out manipulation because the advisee’s consent might simply make manipulation easier for the advisor. The advisor must also freely enter into a particular type of relationship for an activity to be advising. As a first gloss we might say the advisor must have the advisee’s interests in view. This seems right, but it does not go far enough. A benevolent manipulator may have the other’s interests at heart. The advisor differs from the manipulator in the attitude they hold towards the other and not necessarily in terms of the outcome they desire. The advisor treats the advisee as a person to be reasoned with, while the manipulator treats the object of his manipulation as a thing to be controlled or managed.
 Typically, an advisor offers the advisee considerations he could act in light of. That is, it should be possible for the advice to issue directly in conscious motivation. Most advice does not have to operate covertly and can be cited by the agent in his practical reasoning. 

We should also note that the advisor might offer two different types of advice. Advice might take the form of an imperative, ‘you ought to X’. I might ask you how I could be happier and you might tell me to be kinder. In these cases the advisor makes a judgment about what the advisee ought to do and this may be based on facts the advisee simply can not appreciate. In other cases, the advisor might simply offer her expertise allowing the advisee to decide the final course of action. For instance, the mechanic might advise me on several options regarding what to do about my car without telling me what I ought to do. While these cases are importantly different, I think most actual cases of personal advice do not clearly fall into one category or the other. So I will largely ignore this distinction.

Advising is an asymmetrical relationship. The advisee entertains the possibility that the advisor is better informed or wiser in some ways. In all cases some measure of authority must be granted to the advisor to make the advising worthwhile. Because of this is natural to wonder when it is rational to accept advice. 
 Since the potential advisee takes himself to be position in need of guidance, he can not always decide whether to accept the advice based on the content of the advice. Some other means of assessment must be used. One might be inclined to think it is rational at accept advice if the advisor is a good or virtuous person. While it might be rational to sometimes follow such people’s advice, no account of the rationality of accepting advice should take these as primary. Such individuals may not always offer good advice. It may be that a courageous person would be a bad advisor for me because I am cowardly and she simply does not know what it is like to be cowardly. Or I may not care to be morally excellent, settling for avoiding moral depravity. More interestingly, some bad people might be good advisors. A chronically weak-willed person may always see what it is best for people to do, even though she rarely musters the force of will to do it in her own case. It may be rational to do as she says, but not as she does. An amoralist may be able to see what is morally required, though he does not care at all about it. Yet, he may be a good advisor for me if I care deeply about morality. 

In place of these accounts we should adopt one according to which it is rational to accept the advice if it comes from a good advisor. A good advisor is understood as someone who typically offers good advice. Ideally, we will have evidence of this from past experience. In cases where we have no such evidence we might have to look for some other property like being a good person. Yet, it seems likely that any such correlation between being a good advisor and a good person is likely to be quite imperfect. If this is right, then offering an account of good advice is the most important task for understanding advice and the rationality of its acceptance. To that we now turn.

Note that in defining good advice we are not looking for an account of what makes advice morally good. We want to know what makes advice good qua advice. Presumably if one has entered into the advice giving relationship one has judged that it is morally appropriate to do so. One should not give advice to agents one believes to be engaged in an immoral enterprise. Indeed, if one has freely entered into an advice giving relationship, it would seem that one is obligated to give the best advice possible. Granted there could be cases where one is morally obligated to give bad advice, but simply because that is the right action it does not turn bad advice into good advice. There are simply two different evaluations to be made. We need to keep this distinction in mind.

As I said, I will be defending a self-interest theory of good advice. It is easiest to see its merits by considering the problems that plague the other contenders. A first thought is that good advice consists in being honest or telling the advisee the truth. This, though, is clearly too simple. Imagine Alan asks Betty for advice about his career prospects and Betty responds with true and detailed economic theory about potential job growth. It seems to me that this does not constitute good advice if the theory is too complicated for Alan to understand. Often what is most needed by the advisee is an advisor’s help in distilling the information. Sorting what is relevant from what is not. Even though what she says is true, Betty fails to offer good advice because she does not help direct Alan’s attention to factors that will better inform his decision.

So one might try to patch up the truth telling account by adding a relevance condition. The relevant truths account of good advice claims that a piece of advice is good advice if and only if it consists of the relevant truths. However, problems arise when one attempts to give an account of relevance. One might try saying that relevant truths are those that matter for the advisee’s deliberation. This can not be right though because Betty’s bad advice deals with issues that clearly matter for deliberation. One might protest that they do not matter in the right way because Alan can not use them in his deliberation. This brings out the point that good advice usually is advice that is particular to an agent. To be a good advisor typically one needs to know a fair amount about one’s advisee. If Alan can not follow technical economic advice it is not relevant for his deliberation. So relevance is determined in large part by what the advisee is like psychologically. There might be some facts that will be relevant for all subjects in some situations, but there will be a good deal of variability as well. Relevance is relative to agents.

Relevance, I contend, is best understood in what promotes an agent’s self-interest. Imagine you are going to give counsel to two students regarding whether graduate school in philosophy is right for them. Carla and David are students of equal talent level. However, Carla lacks a reasonable confidence in her abilities, while David rather overestimates his abilities. Assume that these attributes are so ingrained in their personalities that merely noting this fact to them will not change their assessments of their abilities to sufficiently reflect their actual talent. Because of this it is clear to you that they will make different decisions based on the very same information. I suspect that if you are a good advisor you will not tell these students exactly the same thing. In order to help them make good decisions you might need to emphasize different facts. To both you would undoubtedly emphasize that graduate school is difficult and that landing a tenure-track job after graduate school is even more difficult. However, with Carla you might draw more attention to the fact that if she is admitted to an elite school and makes it through the rigors of the program she has a very good chance of landing a nice job. You might say the same to David, but it seems wiser to dwell on the fact that such programs accept a very small percentage of those who apply and many of those students do not finish the program. 

It seems to me that for the same reasons we ought to tell Carla and David different truths, we might also need to sometimes misrepresent the data. What made some truths relevant for Carla and David were facts about how they were likely to decide. Drawing attention to different truths made it more likely that they would act in their self-interest. There is no reason to think that only truths could serve this purpose. Some false beliefs could play the same role. This is because we might advise people who have a psychology that makes it very difficult for them to respond rationally in some sphere of life. Very jealous people might not be able to clearly evaluate the fact that their spouse is sometimes attracted to other people. In advising such a person it might be best to overstate their spouse’s devotion. If they knew that their spouse had a normal and acceptable level of interest in others that would lead them to destroy the relationship. Assuming this is not in their self-interest, it is something they have good reason to avoid. Getting people to act on beliefs that allow them to do what is in self-interest is good advising. Truth is only a very rough guide to which beliefs will play this role.

Deception might even be in order when advice issues directly in an imperative. Suppose that Fiona, in an advisor’s role, tells Edward ‘you ought to X because of A, B, C’. However, Fiona actually thinks that Edward ought to X because of D, E and F. Fiona judges though that Edward will not X on those grounds, so he must be given other reasons to do what is in his self-interest. One can also imagine cases where Fiona knows that Edward will not do as she advises. He will seek her advice and then spurn it. In order to do what is in his self-interest Fiona advises him to act otherwise because that advice will lead him to act in his self-interest. She tells Edward to Y when she believes he ought to X because that will lead him to X. These cases border on manipulation. Fiona might seem to be causing Edward to act without allowing him to share in the reasons for action.  Yet, Fiona’s hands are tied. She has agreed to advise Edward, but the only way to do so effectively is to mislead him. I tend to think that Fiona is not manipulating Edward because this is a practice he could reasonably accept. I argue for this below. Our verdict in many such cases will depend upon on a fuller specification of the details. I can not offer those details here.
Notice that Edward and our other advisees do not need to be wildly irrational. They are just normal human beings with typical shortcomings. Most agents have some aspects of their personality that sometimes conflict with what’s in their interest to do. Note that this sphere of life is where it is most reasonable for a person to seek counsel. This makes it plausible that some degree of deception could be quite common to good advice. 

One might object to an account that has these implications on two related grounds. It might be argued that this account undermines the rationality of advice. An advisee is consenting to the possibility of being duped, which is surely acting against his best judgment and thereby irrational. Second it might be claimed that deception is always immoral. On a plausible interpretation of at least one aspect of Kant’s moral thought an act is always wrong if it is impossible for an agent to assent to it. In explaining this aspect of Kant, Christine Korsgaard writes that, “Knowledge of what is going on and some power over the proceedings are the conditions of assent”.
 Some philosophers, particularly those sympathetic to moral rationalism, might contend that these objections are two sides of the same coin. The act is immoral because no agent could rationally consent to it. Since there is duty to offer good advice to an advisee, this account must be mistaken.

To rebut this objection we need to be clear about what an advisee consents to. He does not consent to being deceived. One can not willingly and in full knowledge take part in one’s own deception. One might play at being deceived in this way, but that is mere pretense. What the advisee consents to is granting another some degree of authority in his practical reasoning. If the account above is correct, this includes consenting to the possibility of being unwittingly deceived. How can any such decision be rational? It can be rational when the advisee believes he is poorly placed to deliberate effectively and that the other is a good advisor. If one always insists that they make up their own mind, this would cut them off from an important resource in their deliberation. We can see this by also considering the immorality charge. It is not the case that advisees are simply incapable of assenting. They are willing parties in the overall activity. When they decide to trust the advice they give up a measure of their autonomy believing that to be in their best interest. Do the duped advisees have legitimate grounds for compliant? If it is good advice, then they do not. They have done something in their self-interest. It would be unreasonable of them to complain about a practice that they have every reason to want to have.
 It is a practice they could rationally consent to, though they could not always be aware of when it is occurring. For these reasons taking good advice is not irrational and offering a good advice is not immoral, no matter the truth of the advice.

� Edward S. Hinchman gives an informative account of the speech act of giving advice in his “Advising as Inviting to Trust” Canadian Journal of Philosophy (2005), 354-385.


� It is not clear that this is always the case. Court-ordered therapy or drug counseling might reasonably be called a process of advising. These cases might be met by allowing that individuals can give up their right to consent.


� The family of attitudes appropriate for the advisor are something like what P.F. Strawson calls ‘participant’ or ‘reactive’ attitudes in his “Freedom and Resentment” reprinted Free Will ed. by Gary Watson, Oxford UP, 2003, 72-94.


� My work here is informed by Eric Wiland’s “Trusting Advice and Weakness of Will,” Social Theory and Practice 80 (2004), 371-89. The account criticized in this paragraph is close to the one offered by Wiland, but I will not address his view explicitly.


� Page 536 Korsgaard “Kant on Dealing with Evil” reprinted in Ethical Theory Oxford University Press, 530-552


� My inspiration here is T.M. Scanlon’s approach to moral principles in What We Owe to Each Other, but I think any plausible moral theory could accept the claim as well.
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