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“Michael Nicholas has produced a fascinating piece of work. This book
will challenge you in many ways – particularly in how you make
decisions in all parts of your life, not just in daily business. It takes the
reader through a logical, data-rich and scientifically proven journey
that will cause you to pause and reflect on numerous occasions. If you
only read one book this year, I would highly recommend you make it
this one – you will not be disappointed.”
Stephen Murphy, President International Business, DJO Global
“I never normally get too excited about another decision making model
or how to book, however this is an excellent read from Michael
Nicholas. The book articulates as thorough a history and
neuro-scientific explanation of decision-making through the ages of
evolution as I have ever read, illustrated through great and at times
tragically powerful examples and insights. It then concludes rather
compellingly that the new way, despite the power of emerging artificial
intelligence-based solutions, must nonetheless revolve around a human
rather than machine outcome and contain a mindful approach at its
core. I particularly loved ‘The Inside-Out Challenge’.”
Ben Bengougam, Senior Vice President Human Resources EMEA,
Hilton
“Over the last few years, mindfulness has become part of the
mainstream business dialogue. To have meaningful impact on
performance though, we need it brought to life in such a way that it
entices us to really change our thinking and behaviours, not dissimilar
to the impact of a great school teacher on his or her pupils. Michael
achieves this in his new book, creating a convincing argument that
mindfulness can be a key driver in improving one of the most critical
leadership capabilities – decision making. It is fresh, thought provoking
and very stimulating. Definitely a book that I’ll be recommending to
others.”
Robbie Feather, Commercial Director, Argos
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“Rational decision making has long been the natural approach adopted
by strategists and business leaders alike. But this book demonstrates
that as the clock speed of business speeds up and business
environments become more complex, this approach will become less
and less reliable. Future business landscapes will place the emphasis
onto learning how to develop aspects of mindset and judgment, rather
than simply the empirical skills of old. Crucially, this book will show you
how.”
Rob Woodward, Chief Executive Officer, STV Group plc
“The word ‘little’ in the title of this book is deceiving. The book is
jam-packed with thoughts and insights that will transform your
understanding of decision making, demonstrating that there is a lot
more to it than: doing it on a whim, with gut instinct or as some kind of
knee-jerk reaction, but that a purely rational approach won’t get you
there either. Michael diligently covers the whole bandwidth – from
learning from mistakes and breaking the rules, all the way to how
mindfulness awareness can reshape decision-making abilities. Enjoy it!”
Kai Boschmann, Chief Marketing and Communications Officer,
International SOS
“There can be no doubt that the number of decisions we are asked to
make, and the amount of information available to consider in the
process, are in exponential growth. So how can we synthesise and deal
with such complexity quickly and confidently? This book will provide
you with a completely new understanding of how to use your brain
differently to make better and faster decisions. What’s more, unlike
many business books which I find to be quite turgid and uninspiring,
this one manages to address a complex subject in depth, while
remaining readable, digestible and stimulating. A brilliant book!”
Rhian Bartlett, Senior Director, Multinational eCommerce
Corporation
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“The Little Black Book of Decision Making teaches you how to train for
success by dramatically improving your self-awareness, remaining in
the moment, and focusing attention in a much more conscious and
deliberate way. As I can attest from my own experience, as you do so
you will become progressively more able to respond rather than
reacting, enabling you to make decisions that are more flexible, creative,
and appropriate to the challenges being faced. Like all things that are
worthwhile, the application of the ideas in this book will require some
effort, particularly at a mental level, but the results – including more
consistent judgment and better relationships, both at work and in your
life in general – will be well worth it.”
Richard Crampton, Managing Director, Retail Trading & Services,
Coop
“This book may surprise you if you have never looked in depth at the
impact that our internal world can have on how we perceive and
evaluate external events. It is one of the finest books that I’ve read
dealing not only with the ‘what’ but also the ‘how’ of decision making,
presenting a powerful case that improvements must start from within.
This book will help you to do just that.”
Aidan Neill, Chief Executive Officer, Bitposter
“Learn how you can develop to assure your success in today’s ever
changing environment… If you have read any of the many books on
cognitive biases, but still found yourself wanting an answer to ‘how’ to
improve your decision making, your interactions and ultimately your
results, this book may be just what you have been waiting for. It draws
on recent scientific discoveries to both explain why knowledge of these
biases rarely allows them to be addressed effectively and what we can
do to develop the mental capability and focus required. This is not a
book that you can just expect to breeze through – it will force you to
think. To me, that is a very good thing. I loved it. Michael is a true
inspiration both as a coach and an author.”
Michelle Burton, HR Director, Poundland
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“If you want to progress beyond the standard, and well understood,
approaches to decision making to which we have all become
accustomed, to the highest levels necessary for leadership, read this
book. It offers an in-depth explanation of why and when changes are
necessary, and will show you how to turn that understanding into
results that extend far beyond the norm.”
Paul Sagoo, Chief Executive Officer, Lemon Group
“The Little Black Book of Decision Making provides a detailed exploration
of the internal and external factors that drive decisions. Did you
consider yourself to be a rational decision-maker? Read this book – it
will give you pause for thought that definitely has the potential to
improve your judgment. It shows how, by directing attention internally,
towards our motivations and thoughts, we can increase self-awareness
and thereby produce improvements in our external results. An engaging
and insightful read.”
Jat Sahota, Head of Commercial – Retail, Land Securities
“Michael offers a different level of insight as to why we make decisions
in the way that we do, how the ‘rules of the game’ are changing and,
more importantly, how we can improve our decision making. I doubt
whether this is a book that you will want to breeze through in an
evening, as taking the time for deeper reflection could deliver huge
benefits in terms of your own self-awareness, the value of which is just
one of the many principles that the book addresses. Great stuff, and
it works!”
Darren Sinclair, Zone Managing Director, Sainsbury’s
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“Decisions are vital to the way we navigate our daily lives both within
the workplace and outside of it. We make hundreds, perhaps thousands,
of decisions of varying significance every day, and yet how many of us
genuinely pause to think about how we can improve our decisionmaking and the underlying judgment that results in these decisions?
Michael Nicholas’ book challenges us all to think about what’s at the
heart of the decision-making process and understand how we can
improve the quality of our decisions through mindful awareness of the
role of the conscious and sub-conscious in our thought processes.
Simply put, the key to good decision-making starts from the inside-out
and being willing to understand, and change, ourselves.”
Gareth Campbell, Senior Partner, International Consulting Firm
“This book is an incredibly enjoyable and thought-provoking read –
exploring and developing an approach for attacking challenges that
most of us are only just beginning to recognise or comprehend. Of
course it is more than just a ‘management’ book for the workplace, with
deep insights into thinking styles and emotional de-railers that can help
outside of work too. In particular, it has reminded me of the vital
importance of ensuring that I am always learning, while giving me the
confidence to continue to grow and develop, and providing the
direction to ensure that I do so efficiently.”
Chris Green, Chief Executive Officer, Arcus
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INTRODUCTION
“As to methods there may be a million and then some, but principles are few. The man who grasps principles can successfully select
his own methods. The man who tries methods, ignoring principles,
is sure to have trouble.”
—Ralph Waldo Emerson

Decisions are of considerable importance in practically every
aspect of life. Professionally, they are arguably the thing that
makes the difference to the level of success we achieve, because
they determine how well every other talent or capability that we
have can be applied. Our decision-making capability also determines the size and type of problem we can solve, and is therefore
strongly related to how far we can progress and how much we
will thrive.
There is no reason to think that the importance of decision making
will reduce any time soon either. While I was writing this book, the
World Economic Forum released its list of the top 10 skills they
believe we will need in the workplace by 2020.1 The top three were
“complex problem solving”, “critical thinking” and “creativity”, all
of which are vital elements of the mental capabilities necessary to
make effective decisions (don’t worry, if you don’t recognise that
creativity is a fundamental aspect of decision making, you will by
the end of Part 1 of this book). Meanwhile, “judgment and decision
making” was on the list explicitly at number six, and “cognitive
flexibility”, without which there can be no creativity, was in at
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number 10. So, the indicators are that if you want to be successful
you’d better make sure you are a good decision maker. Let’s take
a quick look at what that might involve.
Although the decision itself occurs at a particular moment in time,
to break down and understand the challenges involved we need
to consider the whole process. This is a pretty standard approach:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Understand the problem.
Gather relevant information.
Analyse that information.
Draw implications from the results.
Identify options.
Decide which option to implement.
Take action.

Historically, experts have been sought out for their ability to go
through this process quickly and reliably. Their previous experience would enable them to efficiently complete the first three
tasks, because they would know what to look for. They would
instinctively understand the implications of the data and be able
to come up with range of scenarios for how to proceed without needing to go far beyond the bounds of what they had seen
before, somewhere else. That is the nature of understanding “best
practice”, and it has been highly valued, for good reason. They
would have a deep appreciation of how to implement the plan.
Whether the skill involved was as a lawyer, engineer, scientist,
medic, architect, consultant, entrepreneur or business leader, it
has been pretty much essential, if we sought to progress, that we
could demonstrate this decision-making capability. This was the
route to recognition and respect, and a huge factor in determining a person’s value in the marketplace.
Right now, we are at the leading edge of a transformation that
will profoundly change all of that. I know, the term “transformation” is so overused, with many of the situations that it is
2
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supposed to describe, particularly corporate transformations,
being little more than a bit of reinvention around the edges. Genuine transformation is what happens when a piece of paper is
put in a fire – there is no going back. I use the word transformation deliberately, because there will be no going back from what
is taking place right now. It has already started, and by the time
it is over (to the degree it can be considered fully over), it will
have fundamentally restructured the basis of how we, as human
beings, will create value. The question is, will you keep up?
In 1987, as a junior officer in the Royal Air Force, responsible for
the communications and navigation aids on an airbase, I had been
updating our contingency plans for dealing with damage that
might be caused by an enemy air attack. On completion of each
section, it was sent to the typing pool; then, when it was returned,
I’d proofread it for errors and send back any pages which had any
so they could be re-typed. It was time-consuming, inefficient and
pretty boring, but I didn’t recognise that back then – I was just
doing my job.
That was about the time I was offered my first computer, to which
my response was, “What would I want that for?” I was relatively
tech savvy having done a degree in engineering, with my finalyear project involving writing computer code so that I could control part of a flexible manufacturing system, yet I still couldn’t
envisage how I could use a computer at work, much less how
computing power might change the world of work (I’ll be talking about this challenge to our decision making, which is called
bounded awareness, later in the book). But lack of awareness in
such circumstances doesn’t shield us from the outcomes, and it
wasn’t long before all of us in that process, especially those typists, were forced to change.
Since then, while computing has revolutionised manufacturing
processes and replaced many jobs in those industries with robots,
INTRODUCTION
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for professionals and people in service industries, its impact has
been relatively minor. Not many have lost their jobs, nor had to
change the basic nature of what they do very much – they now
just do it somewhat more quickly through a computer interface.
Sure, we now have access to vastly more data at stage two in
the process above, and we have computers to assist with stage
three, but the underlying approach is the same, the way we think
is the same, and so is our basic approach to adding value. But
unless current forecasts are very wrong, this is all about to change
in a way that will make what has happened so far look like little more than a ripple on the ocean, because artificial intelligence (AI) is coming, and soon, and with its arrival many jobs
will go.
Just think what smart machines will do to decision making.
Already, they can outperform experts in stages two and three of
the decision process above, covering the two areas that have most
enabled experts to differentiate themselves. They can learn more
quickly and accurately, they don’t run out of capacity, they have
perfect recall, and the best of them can even outsmart us in critical thinking tasks, such as medical diagnoses. What’s more, they
aren’t subject to the well-known biases that can affect human
beings (some of which I’ll introduce you to in this book). How long
before even complex business problems are being diagnosed, and
actions recommended, by a machine?
If that were the whole story, we’d be in big trouble. The reduction
in our ability to add value would be all but inevitable – a question
of when, not if. However, there are things that we are uniquely
capable of doing; skills and capabilities which look as though they
will be beyond machines for some time yet, perhaps indefinitely.
These include our ability to understand novel concepts and situations, to connect with human beings at emotional levels, and to
create, innovate and invent. We need to play to these strengths,
and the interesting thing is that as the pace of change in the world
4
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increases, led by advanced technology such as AI systems, so does
the demand for these human capabilities.
One area where this is especially true is in decision making, where
success in meeting the needs and challenges of the new world will
no longer be about the size of the problem you can handle, but
more to do with the type of problem that you can solve. This is
not just a response to smart machines – it is happening anyway,
because of the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity
that have been such popular topics for leadership and business
articles in general over the last few years. I’ll show you in this
book why the challenges created by a highly unpredictable environment can’t be met with the form of decision making that uses
a process like the one outlined above, and what you’ll need to do
instead. We’ll look at some of the capabilities that will enable you
to stay relevant and to continue to add value, whatever technology delivers.
What I hope to demonstrate is that your ability to perceive or
think differently, which is within everyone’s grasp, is going to be
more important to decision making than any specific knowledge
you may have gathered to date.
That’s the good news. The bad news is that not many people have
yet put much effort into developing the capabilities needed in
this new world, or even know how to go about doing so. To be
successful, you’ll need a different focus to the one that you’ve
been taught ever since you went to school, and which society has
typically acknowledged and rewarded. You’ll also need a different
approach to the learning that is needed from that which we’ve
always been taught. It’s not really about “methods” or “techniques” – that approach would need an encyclopedia to cover all
of the angles, and there would still be gaps. It is going to be about
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integrating a set of solid principles, based on sound understanding about how our minds and brains work, which can equip you
both for what is happening and what is to come.
That is what I’ve sought to address in this book. Each chapter
will introduce one principle, each of which I believe to be critical to developing the decision-making capabilities needed for the
future. They are presented within a structured framework that will
help you to gain a deep understanding of the relevance of each
one. As this understanding grows, so you know what to do and
why, the “how” that I’ll describe in Part 3 will get easier.
I hope you will enjoy the book, find it interesting and that it will
challenge some of your established beliefs, because that is how
learning takes place. But even more than that, this is a time when
knowing is not enough – we must take action – so I hope it will
inspire you to do the personal work necessary to put the principles
I’ll be covering into practice. Know that if you do nothing, that is
still a decision – it’s a decision in favour of the status quo. It’s
a decision not to change. It’s a decision to put comfort ahead
of opportunity. And, as you will see, it’s a decision that risks you
waking up one day and realising that the world has changed and
that you didn’t take advantage of it. Or, alternatively, you could
take the decision to get ahead of the curve, so that you will start
to accrue benefits in advance and be ready when the full force of
the coming transformation hits us.

Note
1. www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/the-10-skills-you-need-tothrive-in-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/.
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Part One
No Place for Old
Dogs: New Tricks
Required
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1
LET’S GET REAL: WE ALL
MAKE MISTAKES
At 11.38 a.m. on 28 January 1986, the NASA space shuttle Challenger took off from Kennedy Space Centre at Cape Canaveral,
Florida. Seventy-three seconds later, as it broke up, the liquid
hydrogen and oxygen that was by then streaming from its ruptured fuel tanks explosively caught fire and enveloped the rapidly
disintegrating spacecraft. The deaths of its seven crew members – including Christa McAuliffe, who would have been the first
teacher into space – in such a catastrophic and shockingly visible
way may well be the reason why this disaster, despite it having no
real impact on the lives of the vast majority of those observing it,
became the third fastest spreading news story ever.
Following the accident, U.S. President Reagan rapidly set up a
special commission (known as the Rogers Commission, after its
chairman) to investigate it. The consensus of its members was
that the disintegration of the vehicle began after the failure of a
seal between two segments of the right solid rocket booster (SRB).
Specifically, two rubber O-rings designed to prevent hot gases
from leaking through the joint during the rocket motor’s propellant burn failed due to cold temperatures on the morning of the
launch. One of the commission’s members, theoretical physicist
Richard Feynman, even demonstrated during a televised hearing
how the O-rings became less resilient and subject to failure at the
temperatures that were experienced on the day by immersing a
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sample of the material in a glass of iced water. There is no evidence that any other component of the space shuttle contributed
to the failure.
I’ve found, from years of asking participants in my decisionmaking workshops, that most people’s memory of that day aligns
with the summary in the paragraphs above. Though relatively few
are aware of the precise name of the actual component involved,
they consistently remember only the seal failure. This root cause
appears unambiguous. So why would the Rogers Commission
have concluded, as they did, that the key factors contributing to
the accident were NASA’s organisational culture and decisionmaking processes, not the technical fault? We need to take a
deeper look.

First Appearances are Often Deceptive
Full details of the events leading up to the Challenger disaster are
a matter of public record,1 so I won’t recount them in detail here.
Bear in mind as you read the string of glaring errors below that
this was the same organisation that achieved the incredible feat
of landing men on the moon and returning them home safely, and
which resolutely refused to succumb to the enormous challenges
it faced in getting the stricken Apollo 13 crew back home safely
when that mission suffered an oxygen tank explosion over two
hundred thousand miles from Earth.
Let’s return to that ill-fated Tuesday morning in January 1986.
Several key facts shed light on the finding of the Rogers Commission that decision-making errors were at the heart of the
catastrophe:
r The O-rings had not been designed for use at the
unusually cold conditions of the morning of the launch,
which was approximately -2◦ C. They had never been tested
below 10◦ C, and there was no test data to indicate that they
10
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would be safe at those temperatures (which were around
14◦ C lower than the coldest previous launch).
r NASA managers had known for almost a decade, since
1977, that the design of the shuttle’s SRB’s joints contained a
potentially catastrophic flaw. Engineers at the Marshall Space
Flight Centre had written to the manufacturer on several
occasions suggesting that the design was unacceptable, but
the letters were not forwarded to Morton Thiokol, the
contractor responsible for construction and maintenance of
the SRBs.
r Engineers raised specific warnings about the dangers
posed by the low temperatures right up to the morning of
the launch, recommending a launch postponement; but their
concerns did not reach senior decision makers. The night
before the launch, Bob Ebeling, one of four engineers at
Morton Thiokol who had tried to stop the launch, told his
wife that Challenger would blow up.2
r In 1985, the problem with the joints was finally
acknowledged to be so potentially catastrophic that work
began on a redesign, yet even then there was no call for a
suspension of shuttle flights. Launch constraints were issued
and waived for six consecutive flights and Morton Thiokol
persuaded NASA to declare the O-ring problem “closed”.
r While the O-rings naturally attracted much attention,
many other critical components on the aircraft had also
never been tested at the low temperatures that existed on
the morning of the flight. Quite simply, the space shuttle was
not certified to operate in temperatures that low.
r It seems that one of the most important reasons why
NASA staff opposed the delay may have been that the launch
had already been delayed six times. Two of its managers have
been quoted as saying, “I am appalled. I am appalled by your
recommendation”, and “My God, Thiokol, when do you want
me to launch?”3
LET’S GET REAL: WE ALL MAKE MISTAKES
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With this broader awareness it is easy to recognise that the technical, and obvious, “cause” of the accident – the O-ring failure – was really just an outcome of the complex structural problems arising from the relationships between the parties involved.
Now, I expect that the Commission’s conclusion seems completely
unsurprising:
Failures in communication … resulted in a decision to launch 51L based on incomplete and sometimes misleading information, a
conflict between engineering data and management judgments,
and a NASA management structure that permitted the internal
flight safety problems to bypass key Shuttle managers.4

A report by the U.S. House Committee on Science and Technology went further. It agreed with the Rogers Commission on the
technical causes of the accident, but was more specific about the
contributing causes:
The Committee feels that the underlying problem which led to
the Challenger accident was not poor communication or underlying procedures as implied by the Rogers Commission conclusion.
Rather, the fundamental problem was poor technical decisionmaking over a period of several years by top NASA and contractor personnel, who failed to act decisively to solve the increasingly
serious anomalies in the Solid Rocket Booster joints.5

The Problem with Hindsight
In examining the events leading up to the Challenger accident,
it would be completely understandable to have the urge to
scratch your head and wonder how so many obviously intelligent
people (we are talking about rocket science, after all) could
have displayed such apparent ineptitude. How did NASA, an
organisation that places such importance on safety, end up so
flagrantly violating its own rules and appear to have so little
regard for human life?
12
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“Our comforting conviction that the world makes sense rests on a
secure foundation: our almost unlimited ability to ignore our ignorance.”
—Daniel Kahneman, Nobel Prize-winning Professor of
Psychology and international best-selling author on
judgment and decision making

When a decision has gone badly, the benefit of hindsight often
makes the correct decision look as though it should have been
blindingly obvious. But once you are aware of this bias, you’ll
see it everywhere – from the immediate aftermath of the horrendous terrorist atrocities in Paris in November 2015, where the
press began questioning how intelligence services had failed to
anticipate the attacks as soon as the “facts” leading up to them
began to emerge, to football supporters who believe they have
far greater expertise at picking the team than the manager, to the
times when we second-guess our own decisions: “I should have
known not to take that job”, “I knew the housing market would
collapse/go up”, “I should have known that he was being unfaithful to me”, “I knew that if I trusted her she’d hurt me”, “I should
have listened to my intuition”, and on it goes …
This “hindsight bias” refers to the tendency for uncertain outcomes to seem more likely once we know the outcome that has
occurred. Because of it, we are prone to view what has already
happened as relatively inevitable and obvious, not realising how
the information about the outcome has affected us.
One of the first psychologists to investigate hindsight bias was
Baruch Fischoff who, together with Ruth Beyth, used President
Richard Nixon’s historically important 1972 diplomatic visits to
China and Russia as the focus for a study. Before the visits took
place, participants were asked to assign probabilities to 15 possible outcomes, such as whether the U.S. would establish a diplomatic mission in Peking or establish a joint space programme with
LET’S GET REAL: WE ALL MAKE MISTAKES
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Russia. Two weeks to six months after the visits had taken place,
the same people were asked to recall what their earlier predictions had been. The results were clear. The majority of participants
inflated their estimates for the outcomes that had occurred while
remembering having assigned lower probabilities to those that
had not. This bias also became stronger as the time between the
initial prediction and the recall task increased. Many other events
that captured public attention have since been studied, with similar results.
The heart of the problem seems to be that once we adopt a new
understanding of the world, we immediately find it difficult to
reconstruct past beliefs with any accuracy. This inevitably causes
us to underestimate our own level of surprise at past events and,
on the flip side of the coin, explains why it is so easy to be surprised when others overlook the obvious, as NASA did in the runup to the Challenger accident.
Hindsight, because it is always 20:20, ensures that we feel on safe
ground when criticising others’ irrationality or lack of foresight;
moreover, it simultaneously reduces our ability to evaluate past
decisions objectively (our own or those of others). It can have an
extremely detrimental impact on both decision making and decision makers:
r Decisions that don’t work out can often be punished,
because the variety of factors that were outside the control of
the decision maker are difficult to recognise after the event.
r If decision makers come to expect that their decisions will
be scrutinised with hindsight, they are much more likely to
seek risk-averse and bureaucratic solutions.
r Irresponsible risk seekers can be undeservedly rewarded
when their decisions work out because it is hard to recognise
their gamble, so they don’t get punished for taking too much
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risk. Meanwhile, anyone who doubted them may get branded
as conventional, over-cautious, or plain weak.
r Perhaps most importantly, hindsight severely reduces our
ability to learn from past decisions. We’ll look at why this is
so important in the next couple of chapters.
We are all susceptible to hindsight bias, but it can be very difficult
to recognise what is happening.

Running on Instinct
Psychologists use the term heuristics to describe the unconscious
mental shortcuts that we take to arrive at judgments or solve
problems. To date, dozens of them have been identified; hindsight bias being just one example. When we are faced with difficult questions, high complexity or ambiguity, or a need for high
speed, heuristics can help us to find answers or solutions that
would otherwise be beyond conscious reach. However, because
they evolved to enable us to cope with an evolutionary past
when we were living on the plains, hunting and gathering, the
biases they introduce are often imperfect and may lead to terrible
mistakes.
Mental shortcuts can even lead to inappropriate biases in life or
death situations, as demonstrated by a study by Amos Tversky
which looked at how the way that data is presented can affect
doctors’ choices. All of the participants received the same data on
the effectiveness of two interventions for lung cancer: surgery
and radiation treatment. It indicated that radiation offered a
much better chance of survival in the short term, but a lower life
expectancy over the next few years.
For half of the participants the data was presented in relation to
survival rates, whilst for the others it was provided in terms of
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death rates; for example, the statistics for the surgical treatment
of 100 patients were as follows:
Time Period

Survival Rate

Death Rate

Immediately
After 1 Year
After 5 Years

90
68
34

10
32
66

Clearly, from a mathematical/logical point of view, the two
columns of data are exactly the same, yet 82% of the doctors presented with the survival data recommended surgery versus only 56% of those who were given the opposite perspective. Studies like this demonstrate the enormous influence that
heuristics can have on our decision making; in particular, how
difficult it is for us to divorce decisions from their emotional
components.
Heuristics can be considered to be much like instincts. Animal
instincts are easy to recognise; indeed, we assume that this is
how animals do pretty much everything. As human beings, however, we generally prefer to think of ourselves as rational. We like
to hang on to the evidence of our conscious experience, which
suggests that our experience of the world is “accurate” and that
we form beliefs and opinions based on the facts of the situation.
Social psychologist Lee Ross called this conviction “naı̈ve realism” – the conviction that we have the ability to experience events
as they are. It enables us to justify any opinion as reasonable,
because if it wasn’t we wouldn’t hold it! Sounds great, doesn’t it?
And it is completely wrong. The logic of this kind of thinking does
not bear scrutiny, but that’s okay because it’s an easy choice not
to investigate …
Throughout this book I’ll be encouraging you to take up this
challenge: to investigate the activity of your mind and to make
16
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a habit of doing so. It is a vital element in making substantial
improvements to your own decision-making capabilities. Let’s
start right now.
As you ponder the following questions, I’d like you to consider
the idea that conscious awareness only provides access to the tip
of the iceberg of what goes on in our mind, and that we have
instinctive capabilities that go much deeper:
r When you see a breed of dog that you’ve never seen
before, would you know that you are looking at a dog? If so,
how? Check whether your descriptions could also apply to,
for example, a cat or any other animal.
r When you see a caricature of someone you know well,
would you recognise them? What gives you this
capability?
r Would you be able to tell the difference between, say, a
Scottish and an Irish accent (or any other two accents)? Just
try for a moment to put a conscious description to the
differences.
r If you walk into a room where two people have just been
arguing, would you tend to be able to sense the tension in
the room? When this happens, is it an instant feeling, or
something that you have to think about? How can you
tell?
r If you are like most people, you probably have little ability
to describe the rules of grammar. So how is it that you, like
almost everyone else, can probably use a wide range of these
rules effectively most of the time in both speech and
writing?
In each of these cases, and many others like them, the subtle distinctions that shape our awareness can be seen to occur automatically and virtually effortlessly. Almost any adult would readily recognise, for example, “dog” from “not-dog”, even though any
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verbal explanation of how such a feat can be achieved would be
highly incomplete.
The capacity to handle situations like those above stems from the
enormous power of the unconscious mind, which can process
rich and detailed information far beyond the limits of the conscious. Because of this unconscious capacity, we have the ability
to solve many problems for which the conscious mind is completely unequipped. Even your capacity to read this text is enabled
by your subconscious doing the hard work; hence, no thinking is
required.

Accessing More of Our Potential
While heuristics are natural and automatic, awareness of them
raises the questions:
r Could we learn to deliberately tap into this enormous
unconscious capability in a more deliberate manner?
r Would doing so make a meaningful difference to our
decision making?
The answer to the second of these questions is an emphatic “yes”,
which leaves us to address the critical question of how to achieve
it. Doing so will require that you deliberately access a different
type of learning to the one which has most likely dominated your
professional development to date; one that trains the unconscious to do the heavy mental lifting.
When I was doing my officer training with the Royal Air Force,
one of the other members of my team was an expert in aircraft
recognition. Derek could somehow identify precise aircraft types
from the tiny, fuzzy blobs in the photographs, and he was almost
always right. But he couldn’t explain how he knew!
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Because enemy bombings could be significantly reduced by
quickly and accurately identifying approaching aircraft, the same
capability was highly valued in Britain during World War II. Several
aircraft enthusiasts were found to be very good at this task, and
efforts were soon started to enlist others. The problem was that,
because there weren’t many of them around, the only option was
to train novices, but no matter how hard the “spotters” tried to
explain their strategies, no one learnt to mimic their success. Like
Derek, although the experts knew what they were looking at, they
didn’t know how they knew and therefore couldn’t teach others
what to do in the normal way. The information necessary to do so
was not accessible to their conscious minds.
The solution was deceptively simple: trial and error combined with
high quality feedback. The novices made guesses, and each time
an expert would let them know whether they were correct. With
each repetition, the novices’ unconscous minds learnt just a little
more until, eventually, they achieved mastery.6
It turns out that trial and error, with feedback, is the process by
which we must learn to become proficient at any complex undertaking. We learnt to walk this way (with gravity and the floor as
the feedback mechanism), to ride our bike (getting feedback from
the corrective pressure of the hand on the back of the saddle, our
stabilisers and, hopefully not too often, the ground), to read, play a
musical instrument, touch type, or hit a tennis ball. Even activities
such as running a meeting effectively or delivering a presentation
require that the majority of the competencies involved are taken
care of unconsciously. This is because the limited conscious mind
is soon overwhelmed by the full burden of the various elements
involved in even seemingly routine tasks.
In Chapter 8, I’ll demonstrate that this type of learning is also
vital if we are to make a non-linear improvement in our decisionmaking capabilities.
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Great Power, but No Warning Bells
So we’ve seen that both heuristics and learned skills are essential
to our capability to function effectively, particularly to achieve
mastery. Each can come to feel effortless and natural, despite the
complexity of the mental computations involved.
Because of the ease with which intuitive answers or solutions
come to us, we feel confident of them, irrespective of their source.
But when things that are hard seem easy, it is because a huge
amount of brain capacity has been allocated to them, which
results in an important paradox: the times when we have access
to our greatest mental capabilities are also the times when our
ability to recognise any errors that occur is at its lowest. This is
because:
We have no direct access to the mental processes of the
unconscious mind, and …
both heuristics and learned intuitive responses are the
preserve of the unconscious, so …
the more quickly we can do something, the more difficult it
will be to recognise any errors that arise.
This feature of mental activity presents one of the most challenging obstacles to better decision making. Overcoming it will require
that you learn to:
r consciously recognise the sorts of situations in which you
are most likely to make cognitive errors
r slow yourself down enough to get yourself into an
empowering mindset so that you can access the mental
resources needed for effective decision making
r respond instead of reacting so that you can examine
alternative perspectives and, hopefully, create new
alternatives.
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The bad news is that the times when you are going to need this
capability the most will be those when it will be the most difficult
for you to interrupt the way you normally do things. No mental “warning bell” will ring when you are running on automatic
and on the brink of a serious error. This means that your progress
is almost certain to be limited until you improve your ability to
notice your own reactivity.
The good news is that it is quite possible to reduce reactivity and
increase responsiveness – and if you do so you can be virtually
assured that your decision making will improve. I’ll explain in
detail how to do this later in the book. Alongside that, if we
can enhance awareness, so that you can observe events with
what might be described as a higher level of “truth”, perhaps we
can even unlock the possibility of a non-linear change in your
capability.

Multiple Levels of “Truth”
Picking up on that last sentence, you might be wondering how
“truth” can vary. Our case study of the Challenger shuttle disaster
and the subsequent discussion about how mental biases occur
illustrates this point:
r Level 1: the disintegration of the spacecraft began
following the failure of the O-rings in one of the joints
of the right SRB. This is the most superficial explanation of
how the accident happened – true, but also highly
incomplete.
r Level 2: the O-rings would not have had the opportunity
to fail had NASA’s safety procedures been effective. The
reason no solution was found was to do with the culture of
the organisations involved, which resulted in years of poor
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decision making. Since fixing this problem would have
resolved the first as well, logically this must represent a
higher-order conclusion.
r Level 3: a large number of intelligent and highly
professional people made a string of incredibly poor
decisions over an extended period of time. No doubt, the
environment they were working in was extremely
complicated, but it was also well understood by the experts
involved. Nevertheless, as we saw above with the doctors
choosing between life-saving treatments, emotions tend to
trigger our human psychological biases and traps, this being
the most fundamental explanation for the failures leading up
to the disaster.
These three different explanations can be true at the same time
because they hinge on perception. Thus, this example demonstrates the fundamental impact our minds can have when we are
making decisions. It is quite obvious that solving the second-level
problem would be of higher utility than solving the first because,
having done so, Level 1 would take care of itself. Likewise, solving the Level 3 problem would be of more value than either of
the other two, because by overcoming the psychological biases
we would remove the root cause behind Levels 1 and 2.
Efforts to solve problems at too low a level, without getting to
the primary factors involved, will tend to have limited results as,
unfortunately, NASA highlighted through their lack of success in
solving their problems post-Challenger. In the aftermath of the
Columbia shuttle disaster in 2003, the investigation board that
was set up to look into this accident concluded that “the causes of
the institutional failure responsible for Challenger have not been
fixed”, and that “flawed decision-making” had resulted in this second accident as well.7 Although NASA did make changes after
Challenger, it appears that they were neither deep nor enduring
enough.
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The value in learning to perceive or think differently stems from
the fact that this is the only way to solve new problems and
thereby advance in life. We need a shift in awareness that brings
potential new solutions into our consciousness. This is what I
believe Einstein was referring to when he said: “We cannot solve a
problem from the level of consciousness that created it.” Perhaps
NASA simply started at the wrong level.
In this chapter we’ve only scratched the surface of the many
insights offered by the Challenger accident. Because of its depth,
it has become a widely used case study into all manner of
organisational issues, such as engineering safety, group decisionmaking, the ethics of whistle-blowing, and effective communications. However, important though the decision-making errors
it highlights may be, the lessons that it provides fall far short of
solving many of the most difficult challenges that are endemic in
business today. There is another class of problem that has been
gaining in importance since the end of the industrial age. During
the last few decades we have been experiencing the emergence
of a fundamentally different operating environment – one that
dramatically increases the demands on decision makers. It is this
shift, and its implications, that we must look at next.

Decision-Making Principle #1
We can access much more of our potential by learning to
harness, in a deliberate way, the power of our unconscious
mind.

Notes
1. For the full account on Wikipedia: https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Space_Shuttle_Challenger_disaster#Liftoff_and_initial_ascent.
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2. This information did not emerge until 30 years after the event:
www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2016/01/28/464744781/30years-after-disaster-challenger-engineer-still-blames-himself.
3. Howard Berkes, “Remembering Roger Boisjoly: He tried to stop Shuttle
Challenger launch”, 6 February 2012, www.npr.org/sections/thetwoway/2012/02/06/146490064/remembering-roger-boisjoly-he-triedto-stop-shuttle-challenger-launch.
4. Rogers Commission (6 June 1986), Report of the Presidential Commission on the Space Shuttle Challenger Accident, Chapter V: The Contributing Cause of The Accident.
5. U.S. House Committee on Science and Technology (29 October 1986),
“Investigation of the Challenger Accident; Report of the Committee
on Science and Technology, House of Representatives.”
6. M. D. Allan, “Learning perceptual skills: The Sargeant system of recognition training” (1958) Occupational Psychology, 32: 245–252.
7. Columbia Accident Investigation Board (2003). Report of Columbia
Accident Investigation Board, Vol. I, ch. 8, p. 195.
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