
[image: cover]


HBR Guide to

Critical Thinking


Harvard Business Review Guides

Arm yourself with the advice you need to succeed on the job, from the most trusted brand in business. Packed with how-to essentials from leading experts, the HBR Guides provide smart answers to your most pressing work challenges.

The titles include:

HBR Guide for Women at Work

HBR Guide to Being a Great Boss

HBR Guide to Being More Productive

HBR Guide to Better Business Writing

HBR Guide to Better Mental Health at Work

HBR Guide to Building Your Business Case

HBR Guide to Buying a Small Business

HBR Guide to Changing Your Career

HBR Guide to Coaching Employees

HBR Guide to Collaborative Teams

HBR Guide to Data Analytics Basics for Managers

HBR Guide to Dealing with Conflict

HBR Guide to Delivering Effective Feedback

HBR Guide to Emotional Intelligence

HBR Guide to Finance Basics for Managers

HBR Guide to Getting the Mentoring You Need

HBR Guide to Getting the Right Job

HBR Guide to Getting the Right Work Done

HBR Guide to Leading Teams

HBR Guide to Making Better Decisions

HBR Guide to Making Every Meeting Matter

HBR Guide to Managing Flexible Work

HBR Guide to Managing Strategic Initiatives

HBR Guide to Managing Stress at Work

HBR Guide to Managing Up and Across

HBR Guide to Motivating People

HBR Guide to Negotiating

HBR Guide to Networking

HBR Guide to Office Politics

HBR Guide to Performance Management

HBR Guide to Persuasive Presentations

HBR Guide to Project Management

HBR Guide to Remote Work

HBR Guide to Setting Your Strategy

HBR Guide to Smarter Networking

HBR Guide to Thinking Strategically

HBR Guide to Work-Life Balance

HBR Guide to Your Professional Growth


HBR Guide to

Critical Thinking

HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW PRESS

Boston, Massachusetts



HBR Press Quantity Sales Discounts

Harvard Business Review Press titles are available at significant quantity discounts when purchased in bulk for client gifts, sales promotions, and premiums. Special editions, including books with corporate logos, customized covers, and letters from the company or CEO printed in the front matter, as well as excerpts of existing books, can also be created in large quantities for special needs.

For details and discount information for both print and ebook formats, contact booksales@harvardbusiness.org, tel. 800-988-0886, or www.hbr.org/bulksales.



Copyright 2023 Harvard Business School Publishing Corporation

All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior permission of the publisher. Requests for permission should be directed to permissions@harvardbusiness.org, or mailed to Permissions, Harvard Business School Publishing, 60 Harvard Way, Boston, Massachusetts 02163.

The web addresses referenced in this book were live and correct at the time of the book’s publication but may be subject to change.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Harvard Business Review Press, issuing body.

Title: HBR guide to critical thinking / Harvard Business Review.

Other titles: Harvard Business Review guide to critical thinking | Harvard business review guides.

Description: Boston, Massachusetts : Harvard Business Review Press, [2023] | Series: HBR guides | Includes index. |

Identifiers: LCCN 2022031122 (print) | LCCN 2022031123 (ebook) | ISBN 9781647824464 (paperback) | ISBN 9781647824471 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Critical thinking. | Problem solving. | Decision making. | Industrial management. | Success in business.

Classification: LCC BF441 .H365 2023 (print) | LCC BF441 (ebook) | DDC 153.4/2—dc23/eng/20220825

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022031122

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022031123

ISBN: 978-1-64782-446-4
eISBN: 978-1-64782-447-1

The paper used in this publication meets the requirements of the American National Standard for Permanence of Paper for Publications and Documents in Libraries and Archives Z39.48-1992.


What You’ll Learn

Do curiosity and logic guide you to innovative solutions at work? Do you seek outside perspectives when solving tough problems? Do you recognize the importance of data in decision-making?

When you’re navigating a complex scenario, critical thinking is an essential skill for exploring potential paths ahead of you. But it’s not always so simple. You must be able to hold your hypotheses loosely, examine all aspects of a situation, keep your mind open to new and contradictory information, and use quantitative and qualitative research to back up your choices.

Fortunately, you can learn critical thinking. This guide will provide you with the advice and tips you need to understand and apply key elements of this important skill—from taking a hard look at the problem and asking the right questions to seeking differing perspectives and analyzing information—so that you can make smarter thinking a habit and reach better outcomes.

You’ll learn to:


	See why critical thinking is essential to your career growth

	Recognize and detach yourself from your assumptions

	Decide quickly with reflective urgency

	Ask questions to better understand the problem

	Think scientifically to avoid unconscious bias

	Assess data carefully to gain an evidence-based perspective

	Remain open-minded when listening to other people’s opinions

	Become an integrative thinker to find creative solutions

	Use the elements of critical thinking to enhance your learning
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Introduction: What Is Critical Thinking?

Knowing how to think critically is essential for professional growth, especially if you aspire to leadership positions. Anyone working in today’s volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous world needs to see a problem in different ways to ensure that the best solutions rise to the top.

But too many of us don’t think carefully about the situation we’re facing. We move forward too quickly, relying on the same behaviors and solutions that helped us succeed in the past. We fall victim to cognitive biases and blind spots, and miss new, potentially better, opportunities.

Organizations are looking for people who bring forth innovative ideas and new ways of thinking. According to the World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report 2020, business leaders across the world see “critical thinking and analysis” as a skill growing in demand.1 An SHRM report finds that critical thinking is one of the most in-demand skills for job candidates, but is also one that is commonly missing.2

What exactly is critical thinking? The concept has been discussed, studied, and debated for decades. Former consultant Helen Lee Bouygues wrote that it is “reasoning through pressing issues, taking the time to evaluate a topic from all sides.”3 She is the founder and president of the Reboot Foundation, which describes it in more detail: “The ultimate goal of critical thinking is to think reflectively, objectively, and analytically about situations and problems. It requires practice differentiating between relevant and irrelevant information, taking into consideration opposing points of view, and having more tolerance of others.”4 More simply, as speaker and author John Coleman states in chapter 8 of this guide, it as “the ability to analyze and effectively break down an issue in order to make a decision or find a solution.”

Ultimately, critical thinking is a skill that allows you to use reasoning and logic to navigate your most challenging issues, whether a difficult problem, a tough decision, or a complex scenario. Critical thinking requires you to look at the situation from multiple perspectives and choose a well-informed and effective path forward.

Fortunately, you can learn critical thinking. Whether you’re just starting your career, are a seasoned executive, or are somewhere in between, this book helps you break down key elements of this leadership skill and offers practical ways to implement each. While these elements are not a start-to-finish process, learning about each one will help you fully understand what critical thinking entails.

Get in the right mindset

Section 1 begins by helping you understand the basics of critical thinking, why this type of thinking is so difficult, and how to start putting it into practice. You’ll discover how to avoid setting yourself up with a false state of urgency—giving yourself the time to think—and how to use the scientific method to think holistically about a problem right from the start.

Observe the situation

We all bring our own assumptions to the decision-making process. The chapters in section 2 help you identify them, break them down, and reach a broader view. They offer strategies for how to change the way you see—to look at the problem in new ways and reframe it. They also provide tips on how to adjust your viewpoints. Are you looking at the problem too granularly? Or missing the details by focusing too broadly? Strategy expert Rosabeth Moss Kanter provides questions to help you identify where you may need to zoom in or zoom out on an issue.

Ask questions

Asking the right questions will supplement your observations and give you additional context to inform your thinking. Section 3 offers ways to shape your queries carefully so that you’re getting the information you need. You’ll learn about the four different types of questions you can ask, as well as how to dig into the details behind your data. You’ll also discover how to word your inquiries—asking “how” instead of “why”—to get the most value out of the answers.

Seek differing perspectives

It’s important to break your own cognitive biases by opening your mind to different perspectives. That means involving other people you may not normally interact with. Section 4 offers tactics for becoming more receptive to views that counter yours and helps you decide who to consult to break out of your routine ways of thinking and reveal your blind spots. You’ll also identify which kinds of questions do and don’t benefit from group discussion. Of course, opening yourself or your ideas up to others’ opinions may feel uncomfortable. This section also helps you to become a less defensive and more empathetic listener.

Analyze the information

Preparation and discussion do very little if they don’t lead to a path forward. Section 5 helps you to analyze the information you have and make a decision. You’ll first understand how to think about data by asking how likely certain events will happen. Renowned management thinker and strategy expert Roger L. Martin discusses integrative thinking, in which you take two opposing ideas and generate a new one that is superior to both. You’ll identify when it is appropriate to draw on your own experience while making your choice. The section also describes when to stop overthinking and trust your gut, and how to make smart decisions while facing uncertainty.

Make critical thinking a habit

Applying these elements is not a one-and-done process. Without training your brain to think this way regularly, you’re more likely to fall back into patterns that lead to suboptimal decisions. The last section offers ways to fold critical thinking into your daily work. You’ll learn how self-reflection can help you think through surprises, failures, and frustrations to inform your future problem-solving. You’ll find ways to handle distractions and information overload. Finally, you’ll learn to apply critical thinking to learning, using what you’ve discovered throughout the book to develop new skills, let go of bad habits, and build on your strengths.

By reading through this guide, you’ll be able to set aside your previous assumptions and more willingly open your mind to new data and fresh points of view you haven’t considered before. You’ll see how thinking differently and more critically about a problem can produce better results, sometimes in less time. And once you have gone through the process enough times, you’ll be able to apply critical thinking to every situation you face.

NOTES

1. World Economic Forum, The Future of Jobs Report 2020, October 2020, https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf.

2. Matt Plummer, “A Short Guide to Building Your Team’s Critical Thinking Skills,” hbr.org, October 11,2019; SHRM, 2019 State of the Workplace: Exploring the Impact of the Skills Gap and Employment-Based Immigration, https://www.shrm.org/about-shrm/Documents/SHRM%20State%20of%20Workplace_Bridging%20the%20Talent%20Gap.pdf.

3. Helen Lee Bouygues, “3 Simple Habits to Improve Your Critical Thinking,” hbr.org, May 6, 2019.

4. “Frequently Asked Questions,” Reboot Foundation, n.d., https://reboot-foundation.org/en/faq/.


SECTION ONE

Get in the Right Mindset


CHAPTER 1

Improve Your Critical Thinking at Work

An interview with Helen Lee Bouygues by Curt Nickisch

When faced with a complex issue, leaders often rely too heavily on their own expertise and then jump to conclusions quickly. But doing so can lead to mistakes, missed opportunities, and even failure. Instead, they should deliberately approach each problem and devote time to thinking through possible solutions.

Helen Lee Bouygues is the founder of the Reboot Foundation, a nonprofit that helps parents, teachers, and employers think more critically about their problems. In this interview, she discusses how anyone—whether they’re at the top of their organization or just starting out in their career—can learn this essential skill.

HBR: You say that many people’s business problems really come down to simple errors in critical thinking. Why?

BOUYGUES: At first glance, people believe that critical thinking is something that we do every day and it comes very naturally to us. But in reality, critical thinking is not only extremely important for success in life but also something that needs to be learned and practiced.

Critical thinking skills are predictive of making positive financial decisions, even more so than raw intelligence, but people forget what that actually means in terms of tools and practices that they need to exercise in order to make the right decisions, or at least better ones.

Based on my 20 years of different turnaround and transformation experience, I have noticed that very often when things go sideways, it’s typically been because the leadership lacked some elements of critical thinking.

Why do you think we lack critical thinking skills?

One of the reasons why it’s more difficult today is that we live in a world of incessant distraction, and technology is often to blame. When we have a question, we want instant gratification getting the information—just typing the question into Google and finding the answer quickly—so we don’t have as much time to stop and think.

Part of the necessity of critical thinking is having that ability to take a step back and think about your own thinking. It’s becoming more and more essential. As businesses and technology evolve, competitive environments change rapidly, and there’s more urgency to make decisions, that’s exactly when we need to do more critical thinking than we used to.

And getting better at critical thinking is something we can learn and cultivate?

Yes. The opposite of critical thinking is selective thinking. Naturally selective thinking is something that you can do relatively quickly because it’s just a reinforcement of your own opinion. People in business can get better at critical thinking if they just do three things: question assumptions, reason through logic, and diversify thought.

How do you do that?

Take a break—that doesn’t mean doing meditation or yoga, but just taking time. It could be going for a run or taking a walk around the block. That alone creates an opportunity for an individual to stop and think. So, that’s one dimension people need to put in their normal practice.

The second element is management of emotions—the times that you can imagine heated discussions or insults across the room, for instance. In that type of situation, it’s very difficult to engage in rational thinking. When it comes to truly important decisions, we need to put aside the feelings and emotions that go awry in a meeting setting.

And the third element is making sure that we have other points of view.

When you talk about looking at things from opposing viewpoints, sometimes it’s helpful to have somebody who plays that role or a diverse team that you can share ideas with and explore. I don’t know that all of us are good at thinking from other perspectives when we’re just in our own thoughts.

That’s why I started off this conversation saying that critical thinking is something that you need to practice and learn. It’s natural and human to stay in your own personal bubble because it’s comfortable. But you can do this from a small scale to a larger scale. If you’re starting small—if you work in accounting, for example—go have lunch with people in marketing in your organization.

I have a good friend, Mathilde Thomas, who’s the fo under of Caudalie, a successful line of skincare products made from grapes. Mathilde grew up spending her time in her family vineyards; her family originally was in the wine business. The idea of the skin-care product came about because one day a friend of the family, a physician, came to visit the vineyard. He was looking at the vat of grape skins that were about to be discarded and said, “Well, that’s a pot of treasure. Why are you just discarding that?” That’s effectively how the business of Caudalie began.

That’s a positive story where people who are not necessarily in the same field can get together and come up with innovation—here, it wasn’t even intended to be an innovation. It just was an idea that sprang from two people from different walks of life coming up with the business idea.

Another point you make is that people need to get better about reasoning through logic. Why is logic a deficit and a prerequisite for the critical thinking we need to see more of?

One story I like to tell is about a company that I encountered a couple of years ago. It’s one of the world’s largest producers of aluminum tubes and has clients ranging from L’Oréal to Procter & Gamble.

The CEO was blindsided by his own fervor and unreasonable optimism about the outlook for the revenue profile of the company. In reality, the company was in relatively dire financial straits, but he was blinded by his hope that his clients would never leave because their switching costs would be too high—that was his hypothesis.

For some business leaders, optimism is a good thing. There wouldn’t be Ubers or eBays if we didn’t have entrepreneurs who have charisma and exuberance. But I often find CEOs with something I call simply WTF: “wishful thinking forever.” Blind optimism can often mask the ability to reason through logic, question your approach, and say, “Well, can my customers decide to change vendors? Is the competitive environment actually shifting? Are there low-cost companies that could take over my business even if that hurdle rate is high?”

You must be able to ask the right questions, look at your business, and say, “Is there a different way of doing things?” It comes back to the argument of having different views from your original assumptions and sentiments. To do that, we need to pay close attention to our own chain of logic.

What should individuals do to get better at critical thinking?

Be curious. Ask questions. What-if questions are great. Constantly challenge yourself by saying, “What if I did something differently than the way I’m doing it now? What if I approached my client differently than the way I’m doing it now? What if I changed the processes? Would there be improvement?” That’s the type of individual who can improve by questioning the assumptions of what they are doing on a daily basis.

Second, be rigid about gathering facts and proof and accumulating data to truly justify why you’re doing what you’re doing. Pay close attention to the chain of your own logic.

Last, expand your horizon by interacting with people who are not in your existing silo. Go have lunch or grab a drink with somebody who’s not in your department. Reach out to somebody who’s in a totally different building or even different division within your group.

Helen, thanks for talking about thinking through how to be a better critical thinker.

Thank you so much. It was a real pleasure.

__________

Helen Lee Bouygues is the president of the Paris-based Reboot Foundation. A former partner at McKinsey & Company, she has served as interim CEO, CFO, or chief operating officer for more than a dozen companies. Curt Nickisch is a senior editor at Harvard Business Review, where he makes podcasts and cohosts HBR IdeaCast. He previously reported for NPR, Marketplace, WBUR, and Fast Company. He speaks ausgezeichnet German and binges history podcasts. Follow him on Twitter @CurtNickisch.



Adapted from “Improve Your Critical Thinking at Work” on HBR IdeaCast (podcast), July 23, 2019.


CHAPTER 2

Beware the Urgency Trap

by Jesse Sostrin

An unbridled urgency can be counterproductive and costly when you are faced with a complicated question or problem. If you’re too quick to react, you can end up with shortsighted decisions or superficial solutions, and neglect underlying causes and create collateral damage in the process. But if you’re too deliberative and slow to respond, you can get caught flat-footed, potentially missing an opportunity or allowing an emergent challenge to consume you.

To balance these two extremes, you need reflective urgency—the ability to bring conscious, rapid reflection to the priorities of the moment—to align your best thinking with the swiftest course of action. In my work developing and coaching leaders at every level through a variety of management dilemmas, I’ve developed three strategies to practice reflective urgency:

Diagnose Your Urgency Trap

To get started, you need to identify what’s limiting your quality thinking time—the habitual, unconscious, and often counterproductive ways in which you push harder to get ahead when you feel the pressure of too many demands.

Common urgency traps include ending a meeting prematurely only to rush to the next one with more unfinished business; multitasking during work that requires your complete presence and full attention, which only diminishes the quality and accuracy of your output; and saying yes to projects that dilute your contribution and burn your energy, when selectively saying no is the wiser choice. Traps like these keep you stuck in triage mode. In this mindset, taking time to reflect on your intentions and actions feels like a luxury you can’t afford.

But if you’re able to spot your trap, then you can stop the self-defeating habits that keep you in a constant state of elevated urgency.

For example, Jenna was a new manager struggling to adjust to the dueling pressures of delivering her own work, while keeping the team accountable for theirs. As she tried to get it all done without any drop in performance, her urgency trap was an involuntary shift to extreme command-and-control. In her words, “Everything felt like an urgent crisis, so I acted like it was.”

This mindset triggered knee-jerk reactions to over-involve herself in delegated work and to communicate harshly by bottom-lining every email, one-on-one conversation, and team discussion. The result was that her team felt increasingly micromanaged and less engaged in their contributions. And because Jenna’s conversations were all rushed and impersonal, she failed to deepen relationships and establish trust within the team.

To stop leading with such an acute sense of urgency, Jenna made two changes. First, she got better at learning from her own experience. When demand spiked and she felt the instinct to control things as a means of staying ahead of the curve, she got out of her own way and followed through on previous delegation. Before sending a note to demand a progress update, she paused to review the timeline and task completion agreement already in place. This helped her avoid micromanaging the team, and it freed up time for her to focus on the big picture.

Second, Jenna implemented a new communication habit to shift her leadership presence from cold and excessively direct to engaging and supportive. Before each conversation or meeting, she quietly considered two questions: What impact do I want to have on my team right now? After this interaction, what words do I want them to use to describe my influence? For Jenna, these two questions were straightforward enough to start applying immediately. The reflective act of pausing, to review delegation agreements and to consider her communication impact, was enough to jolt her out of the autopilot mode fueled by her urgency trap.

Once you diagnose your own urgency trap, you can bring the same thoughtful reflection to your critical moments to disrupt the pattern.

If you’re unaware of what your trap is, answer the following prompt to explore it: “When the demands I face increase and my capacity is stretched thin, a counterproductive habit I have is . . .” Once you pinpoint the initial behavior, the unproductive thinking that holds it in place will be evident.

Bring Focus to the Right Priorities

Another problem is the unconscious tendency to focus on less important work, because we enjoy it or we’re good at it, at the expense of our highest priorities. In his classic Harvard Business Review article “Skilled Incompetence,” Chris Argyris, the influential MIT professor and organizational thinker, described how routine behaviors like this can become accepted norms when we fail to recognize and challenge ourselves to address them.

This was true for Marcus, a senior leader who developed a habit of obsessing over administrative tasks. The busier he got, the more he slipped into tactical mode in order to check things off his to-do list as quickly as possible. It helped him feel productive, but failing to delegate these tasks meant he never had time to focus on longer-term, strategic issues.

To shift this pattern, Marcus applied a quick reality test during pivotal moments of transition throughout his day. The task was to fill in the blanks to complete this sentence: “I’m tempted to work on . . . , but I know I should focus on . . .”

On the surface, this question seems obvious. But for Marcus, it was precisely the simplicity and ease of application that helped him combine reflection with quick action. The thoughtfulness embedded in the statement triggered a deliberative choice, one dictated not by the urgencies of the moment or easy tasks that felt gratifying to accomplish, but by his honest assessment of his highest priorities.

Avoid Extreme Tilts

In a perfect world, you would fluidly pivot from reflection to action, but that’s not the world you inhabit. You cannot reduce the demands you face, nor can you afford to attack them with the reckless abandon of unchecked urgency. But you can recognize that not every issue requires the same approach. Depending on the situation, you can consciously, and subtly, turn down or dial up the required elements of reflection and urgency.

Haruto was the VP of sales for a technology company. In the midst of a major new-product launch, he knew that he had to think very carefully about his team’s strategy, but the pressure of impossible deadlines was constant. As a result, Haruto vacillated between the extremes of thoughtful reflection and urgent action. On some issues he flexed toward too much deliberation, got lost in the details, and became bogged down with analysis paralysis. As a result, he appeared aloof and indifferent to others, and his response to emerging issues was slow and ineffective. But with other issues, he swung toward urgency. With a mindset of “react first, think later,” Haruto spent more time cleaning up his hasty decisions than he did making them.

Haruto recognized that he needed to stop the pendulum swing and focus more on the subtle tilts toward greater urgency in some cases and a reflective stance in others. To do this, he used a 60/40 breakdown as a logic model to increase his situational agility. For each initiative, he assessed whether success relied more on urgent action or thoughtful reflection. If he determined that a 60% focus on action was required (for example, for tactical, routine work), Haruto would shrink the time and attention devoted to the work in order to favor efficiency. But if deliberation mattered more and action was only valued at 40% (for example, for relationship-defining moments, innovation-specific work, and complex problem-solving), he expanded the time and deepened his focus to allow for dynamic thinking.

In some cases, this was as simple as adding 20 minutes to an agenda to avoid the temptation to rush and leave half-considered issues on the table. In other instances it was a matter of scheduling shorter meetings, or setting self-imposed timelines to not get lost in the weeds.

As you evaluate your daily responsibilities, avoid the temptation to treat every initiative the same. Knowing that you need the best of both—and that a perfect 50/50 split is unrealistic—make the subtle tilts toward reflection and action as needed to get the balance right.

Like Jenna, Marcus, and Haruto, you can take these steps, at any time and in any sequence, to increase your capacity for reflective urgency. When you combine these micro-reflections with a heightened sense of urgency, your decisiveness and speed to impact will not be at the mercy of the counterproductive habits and unconscious oversights that occur when you act without your best thinking.

__________

Jesse Sostrin is the global head of people leadership development at Salesforce. The author of The Manager’s Dilemma, Beyond the Job Description, and Re-Making Communication at Work, he writes and speaks at the intersection of individual and organizational success. Follow him on Twitter @jessesostrin.
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CHAPTER 3

Act Like a Scientist

by Stefan Thomke and Gary W. Loveman

Every day, managers make decisions about products, customers, resource allocation, employee pay, and more, basing them on assumptions that have never been critically examined, much less challenged. “I’ve always been successful doing it this way and never thought about doing it another way” is what we often hear when managers are asked why they didn’t question practices that turned out to be faulty. But when skeptics show that ideas underlying practices are wrong, confounding, or even costly, leaders grasp the importance of systematically testing assumptions.

If challenging assumptions is so valuable, why don’t managers make it a standard operating procedure? After decades of studying and practicing innovation and decision-making, we’ve concluded that the fundamental reason is that most business leaders don’t think or act like scientists. This is a huge lost opportunity. Research by one of us, Stefan, has found that rigorous experiments can help managers discover whether a new product, service, or business program will succeed. And in his roles as a chief operating officer, CEO, and president of large entertainment and health care businesses, Gary has seen that investments in data analytics lead to better decisions. But many managers are still reluctant to fund experiments, and despite decades of admonitions about the dangers of gut instinct, continue to overrely on intuition and personal experience in decision-making—even when the evidence contradicts them.

Acting like a scientist is difficult for leaders because it can challenge their legitimacy. Undoubtedly, that’s because someone’s position in the corporate hierarchy is often assumed to be the result of experience and a track record of successful moves and ideas. Senior executives live in a feedback loop of positive reinforcement that makes them unlikely to question the foundations of their decisions. The scientific method, in contrast, requires intellectual humility in the face of difficult problems and relies on an objective, evidence-based process, rather than predominantly personal insight, to frame and address decisions.

When we think scientifically, we recognize that human beings make cognitive and judgmental errors and can drift into a complacency built on flawed assumptions. When we act scientifically, we relentlessly probe our assumptions and change them if evidence shows that they’re wrong. Taking a scientific approach to decisions is critical for today’s organizations.

In this article we’ll discuss five elements of the scientific method that we find to be particularly useful in management practice.

1. Be a Knowledgeable Skeptic

When business leaders adopt this mindset, their biases and errors won’t get in the way of finding the truth. They will employ reason, demand evidence, and be open to new ideas. In scientific practice this means seeking independent confirmation of facts, placing more value on expertise than on authority, and examining competing hypotheses. Above all, skeptics question assumptions. They ask, “Why do we believe this?” or “What is the evidence that this is true?” History is full of examples where such skepticism helped overturn commonly held ideas and led to important scientific advances.

When managers are knowledgeable skeptics, it can transform how a company operates. Consider Sony. When Kazuo Hirai was put in charge of its consumer electronics businesses, in 2011, the company was struggling. Its once-successful TV business had experienced increasingly deeper financial losses for years. That’s because Hirai’s predecessors had a core assumption: To restore profitability, the business needed to increase the number of TVs sold in order to cover Sony’s high cost of doing business. Hirai (who would become Sony’s CEO in 2012) was skeptical and commissioned an analysis. It revealed that the business would need to sell 40 million TV sets a year to be viable. But in 2010 the company had sold only 15 million. More problematic, to achieve volume targets, previous leaders had repeatedly instituted price discounts, which triggered a further cycle of losses.

Hirai ordered Sony’s sales organization to sell fewer TVs and raise prices. The company reduced the number of LCD TVs it sold in developed countries by 40% or so and cut the number of its U.S. models nearly in half. At the same time, it restructured to lower fixed costs, asked engineering to improve picture quality to justify higher prices, and launched a retail model that differentiated its products: a store-within-a-store at Best Buy. In 2015, Sony’s TV business reported the first operating profit in 11 years. The skeptic’s intervention had worked.

2. Investigate Anomalies

In science the study of anomalies has been instrumental in identifying questionable assumptions. Anomalies are things that are unexpected, don’t look right, or seem strange, and they’re noticeable because they don’t cohere, or fit, with sought-after outcomes. Managers should watch for and explore them because they can lead to new business insights.

A famous anomaly, for example, led the scientist Louis Pasteur to make a major discovery while studying the causes of chicken cholera. In 1879, when he returned from a summer vacation, he realized that his cultures of chicken cholera had lost their virulence. He also noticed that when his assistant injected the spoiled cultures in hens, they developed only mild symptoms and fully recovered. When the same birds were injected with fresh, virulent bacteria, they remained healthy. His discovery—that weakened or dead microorganisms that produce mild disease can prevent that same disease in its lethal form—led to one of the biggest breakthroughs in fighting infectious diseases: live attenuated vaccines.

Business leaders who look for and act on anomalies can likewise unearth insights that lead to significant opportunities, as Gary discovered in 1999, after he became COO of Harrah’s Entertainment. One night in the elevator of the company’s hotel in Las Vegas, he overheard one customer telling some other customers, “I can’t win in Vegas. The slot machines are much tighter here than in Atlantic City”—meaning they had lower average payouts. The other customers agreed.

The conversation surprised Gary. First, he knew that slot machines in Las Vegas had more-generous average payouts. (Machines in Las Vegas paid back 94.5% of customers’ money, on average, while those in Atlantic City paid 93%.) Second, the long-held industry assumption was that tighter slot machines drove customers to casinos with more-generous payouts. What if most customers were like those in the elevator and couldn’t tell the difference? Could an entire industry have gotten this wrong? He asked his analytics team to investigate.

The team found that the industry misunderstood how individual customers experienced playing. Customers would never encounter average payouts during a typical visit or even multiple visits; they would have to play the machines 80,000 times to do so. Consequently, they couldn’t possibly detect the difference in average payouts between Vegas and Atlantic City. The elevator conversation ultimately led to a revolution in the casino business. Companies started to hire data scientists to use analytics and experimentation to determine the optimal payouts and locations of slot machines. Over time average payouts have fallen as casinos have become more confident in their ability to lower them without discouraging customers from playing.

Anomalies can also reveal significant problems that are about to hit an organization. One person who ardently believes this is Jørgen Vig Knudstorp, the executive chairman and former CEO of the Lego Group. He told Stefan that even when the percentage of customers complaining about a product is extremely small, a company should “really listen and listen very actively.” He learned that when the company shipped 15,000 units of a particular Lego set without a critical component but heard from fewer than 5% of the customers who had bought them. “This illustrates an important lesson,” he said. “When you hear a complaint from somebody, I think it’s healthy to assume there are a lot more people who are unhappy.”

3. Articulate Testable Hypotheses

To be effectively challenged, assumptions must be framed as hypotheses that can be quantifiably confirmed or disproved. “When you can measure what you are speaking about and express it in numbers, you know something about it,” said Lord Kelvin, a leading figure in 19th-century science and engineering. “But when you cannot measure it, when you cannot express it in numbers, your knowledge is of a meager and unsatisfactory kind.” An experiment that produces evidence contradicting a hypothesis allows us to recognize errors in our thinking and judgment, modify the hypothesis, and then retest it. This iterative process of testing and refining ultimately leads to stronger hypotheses. (See table 3-1.)

Here’s an example from science: For centuries the assumption was that the universe comprised matter called ether, which light traveled through. The ether hypothesis arose because scientists believed that light waves required a medium to propagate in empty space. In 1887 the physicists Albert Michelson and Edward Morley set out to prove this thesis was right. They conducted an experiment that measured the speed of light in perpendicular directions. Any difference in speed would be evidence of ether’s existence. But no such difference was found, undercutting the hypothesis and accelerating the search for a new scientific theory of space and time: special relativity. The experiment opened the door to another way of thinking about how the universe worked.


TABLE 3-1

[image: ]



Businesses can apply a similar approach. At Bank of America it was used by a team tasked with improving customers’ experiences in branch offices. One problem the team sought to address was the irritation customers felt when waiting for service. An internal study involving about 1,000 customers (whose findings were confirmed by two focus groups and an analysis by Gallup) revealed that after a person stands in line for about three minutes, a wide gap opens between actual and perceived wait times. A two-minute wait, for example, usually feels like a two-minute wait, but a five-minute wait may feel like a 10-minute one. Aware of studies suggesting that when you distract a person from a boring chore, time seems to pass much faster, the team articulated a straightforward hypothesis: Putting television monitors above the row of bank tellers will reduce perceived wait times. To test it, the team set up an experiment: It installed televisions tuned to CNN above the tellers in one Atlanta branch and compared the perceptions of waiting customers there with those of customers in a comparable branch without monitors. After allowing a week for the novelty of the TVs to wear off, the team measured customers’ estimates of wait times for two weeks. In the branch with the TVs, the overestimation dropped from 32% prior to the test to 15%; at the control branch it increased from 15% to 26%.

In business, ideas for hypotheses can come from multiple sources. A good starting point is customer insights derived from qualitative research (focus groups, usability labs, and the like) or analytics (data collected from calls to customer support, for example). As we have seen, hypotheses can also be inspired by anomalies, which can be found in everything from overheard conversations to successful practices that deviate from the norm at other companies.

4. Produce Hard Evidence

Explaining the key to science in a lecture at Cornell University in 1964, the theoretical physicist Richard Feynman declared: “It doesn’t make any difference how beautiful your guess is. It doesn’t make any difference how smart you are, who made the guess, or what his name is. If it disagrees with experiment, it’s wrong. That’s all there is to it.” Senior business leaders should take that advice to heart. An endeavor’s underlying assumptions shouldn’t be based solely on the feelings, experiences, guesses, or status of those holding them. They should also stem from conclusive evidence. If such proof doesn’t already exist, disciplined experiments can provide it. This tenet should be a pillar of a company’s culture.

Business settings offer many opportunities to conduct such experiments. Let’s look at another effort that was led by Gary. In late 2009 many Las Vegas hotels and some hospitality companies elsewhere began to impose resort fees, which were single, all-inclusive charges that replaced à la carte charges for Wi-Fi, bottled water in rooms, access to the fitness center, and so on. When customers sought to book a hotel room, they would first be presented with the nightly rates. But once they moved to reserve it, they would see a resort fee added to the total, along with taxes.

At that point Gary had been CEO of the combined Harrah’s and Caesars Entertainment for four years. He and his senior operating team assumed that prospective guests would view the resort fee as a price increase. He worried that it would reduce demand for rooms—especially from price-sensitive customers—and cause the occupancy rates to fall. (In Las Vegas high occupancy is especially critical. Guests who stay at hotels with casinos often spend more on gambling, food and beverages, entertainment, and other resort amenities than they spend on their rooms.) There was anecdotal support for their assumption: Southwest Airlines, for instance, was attracting customers by not charging for checked bags while competitors did. Gary and his team therefore decided not to follow the pack with resort fees. In 2010 the company ran ads and promotions highlighting the fact that its hotels were a “resort fee free zone.”

When the first data on the occupancy rates of the company and its competitors arrived, however, there was no evidence that the decision to forgo fees was working. After about three months, Gary asked his senior operating team to test the initial assumption with an experiment. The company began by imposing a resort fee only on the guests who were expected to react with the least hostility: convention and meeting attendees and customers who weren’t in the upper tiers of a reward program. After three months of testing, it was clear that customers weren’t sensitive enough to resort fees to move their business to other hotels (most of which already charged them). The company continued its experiments by applying fees to its hotels beyond Vegas. Finally, enough hard evidence accumulated to convince Gary and his team that customers were less sensitive to resort fees than they were to room rates.

5. Probe Cause and Effect

Relying on assumptions about cause and effect is dangerous for managers. We humans often see connections between unrelated actions and outcomes—confusing correlation with causation—and respond to irrelevant “noise” factors when making decisions. We also tend to happily accept “good” evidence that confirms our causal assumptions but challenge and investigate “bad” evidence that goes against them.

Scientists probe causality in different ways. In conventional experiments they change one or more variables (the presumed cause) and observe changes in the outcome (the effect) while holding all other variables constant. When they can’t keep all other variables constant, they rely on randomization, which prevents systemic bias, introduced consciously or unconsciously, from affecting the experiment. Randomization evenly spreads any remaining potential causes of the outcome between test and control groups.

In natural experiments the variables are outside the control of the investigator, but they can still reveal insights about causality. (In 2021 the researchers Joshua Angrist and Guido Imbens won a Nobel Prize for showing how. To examine whether unearned income changed people’s incentives to work, for instance, Imbens and his collaborators looked at data on lottery winners in Massachusetts. Because prizes in the state are paid out over many years, they are very similar to guaranteed basic income. By studying people who had won the lottery and comparing them with people who hadn’t, Imbens could infer the causal effect of guaranteed basic income.)

When conventional experiments aren’t feasible—say, because the interplay between the variables can’t be observed—simulations often are useful. Finding evidence for “A causes B” gives scientists confidence that what they’ve observed isn’t just a correlation. But a stronger test of causality is the use of counterfactuals, such as “Would B have occurred if not for A?” For business leaders, that means not just looking for evidence that a 10%-off coupon increased sales but also exploring whether the increase would have occurred even if the company hadn’t offered the discount. Asking what-if questions and thinking about counterfactuals is a powerful way to examine scenarios under different assumptions and arrive at insights about cause and effect.

Leaders should use this approach to test assumptions about the fundamental factors that drive their companies’ success. Knudstorp did just that after he became CEO of Lego, in 2004. When he took the helm, the company was on the ropes, suffering from depressed sales and stagnant growth. Over the next decade he transformed it into a leader in the toy industry. Getting there required overhauling its business systems and constantly asking questions such as “Is this really true?” and “Do we really believe in that?” One of the things the management team reexamined was the company’s decision to outsource its operations to Flextronics. The assumption had been that the move would streamline Lego’s supply chain, reducing costs, but it turned out that it actually led to longer lead times, higher purchasing expenses, and shorter lifetimes for injection molds. Lego’s leadership recognized that bringing manufacturing back in-house would make the company more competitive. For example, by investing in cutting-edge injection-molding technology, Lego was able to provide users a better building experience that competitors couldn’t match. (The connecting forces of bricks had to be strong enough to hold them together but not so strong that they couldn’t be pulled apart by a small child. In addition, the new bricks had to be compatible with those manufactured decades ago. Only very tight molding tolerances could achieve that.)

The probing process also involved listening to the products’ community of fans, which led to the insight that Lego’s building instructions were more important than the company had realized, because they allowed ordinary users to create extraordinary constructions. In response Lego expanded the resources devoted to the creation of instructions, whose quality and style improved. Today many are digital and 3D.

Men and women who have practiced the scientific method have given us amazing medical remedies; a vastly safer and more plentiful food supply; new kinds of energy, transportation, and communication; and so much more. It’s a highly effective way to help businesses increase the likelihood of success, reduce errors in judgment, and find sources of innovation and growth. It should play a central role in their decision-making processes.

__________
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SECTION TWO

Observe the Situation


CHAPTER 4

To Change the Way You Think, Change the Way You See

by Adam Brandenburger

“Think Different,” said the famous Apple advertisement. Excellent advice, obviously, to all creators, innovators, and entrepreneurs.

But, along with thinking differently in order to come up with revolutionary new ideas or products, there is also seeing differently. Great creators, innovators, and entrepreneurs look at the world in ways unlike many of us. This is why they see opportunities that other people miss.

The story of Velcro is well known. A Swiss engineer, George de Mestral, decided to look more closely at the burrs he found clinging to his clothing after a walk in the woods. He took out his microscope and saw that nature had designed hooks on the burrs, which had then attached themselves to looped fibers in his clothing. The famous hook-and-loop alternative to the zipper, under the name Velcro, was born. (Today, there is a whole field, called biomimetics, devoted to imitating nature in order to solve human problems.)

Less well known, but equally deserving of fame, is the story of Softsoap. An American entrepreneur, Robert Taylor, decided to look more closely at how bars of soap actually appeared once unwrapped and used in bathrooms. Zooming in on the soap dish in an otherwise spotless setting, he saw an unpleasant puddle of ooze. He decided that the answer was liquid soap dispensed in a beautiful pump dispenser, and this is how Softsoap, which changed the entire soap industry, was born.

Two brilliant entrepreneurs who looked at things differently. Whether through a microscope or a zoom lens, and whether literally or metaphorically, they took the key step of looking at the familiar in an unfamiliar way. The great French mathematician Blaise Pascal said, “Small minds are concerned with the extraordinary, great minds with the ordinary.” It seems he had in mind something similar: Look at what is right in front of us, but look in a way that escapes most people.

There is a word for this activity: defamiliarization. Working in the early 20th century, Russian literary theorist Viktor Shklovsky pointed out how Tolstoy achieved heightened effect in his writing via techniques such as describing objects from a distorted perspective and refusing to use the customary names for objects, and by generally “making strange” (defamiliarizing) the otherwise familiar.

Later, the great French director Jean-Luc Godard revolutionized cinema with his use of jump cuts in Breathless. Taken for granted today, this innovation must have seemed baffling to many people at the time. Until then, great efforts had gone into creating a smooth continuous flow (“continuity”) on the screen. After all, a continuous flow is how we experience vision, thanks to the workings of our brains. This is the familiar. But Godard decided to break up this flow to force us to step away from our usual assumptions and see his characters as, literally, jumpy and disconnected. Now, we sense the feelings of isolation experienced by his characters and also their efforts—unsuccessful and tragic, in the end—to connect with each other. Godard lifted the technique of defamiliarization from the page to the screen.

The examples of these great artists give everyone some tips on how to stop seeing the world in the familiar way and start seeing it in unfamiliar and generative ways. When we look at the world, we should not just examine, but examine with a deliberately different perspective. Not just name what is around us, but come up with new names. Not just consider the whole, but break things up (or down) into pieces. These techniques can help us see our way to the new and the revolutionary, whether in the arts or in business.

Sherlock Holmes famously said once to Watson: “You see, but you do not observe. The distinction is clear.” More advice on how to break through the familiar and instead observe, truly observe, comes from psychologist and writer Maria Konnikova, in her book Mastermind: How to Think Like Sherlock Holmes. She writes, “To observe, you must learn to separate situation from interpretation, yourself from what you are seeing.” As a technique to improve our ability to operate this way, Konnikova suggests describing a situation of interest out loud or in writing to a companion. As she notes, Holmes used Watson in this way to talk through his observations when investigating a case, and often, it was through this exercise that key points in the case would become evident. This is another technique for aspiring artists and entrepreneurs—and consulting detectives—to try.

Our brains are designed to stop us paying too much attention. This is well demonstrated by the optical illusion called Troxler fading (named after the 19th-century Swiss physician who discovered the effect). If presented with a steady image in the area of our peripheral vision, we actually stop seeing it after a while. This phenomenon—the general neuroscientific term is habituation—probably points to an efficient way in which the brain operates. Neurons stop firing once they have sufficient information about an unchanging stimulus. But this does not mean that habituating is always our friend.

We can think of the effort not just to think differently, but also to see differently, as a way of countering our built-in tendency to habituate, to sink into the familiar way of seeing and experiencing. One way in which great artists, entrepreneurs, and creators of all kinds come up with the insights that enable them to change the world is that, very literally, they do not see the way most of us do. Their methods teach us that by seeing differently, we can notice what no one else has yet. This is how the future is built.

__________
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CHAPTER 5

Are You Solving the Right Problems?

by Thomas Wedell-Wedellsborg

How good is your company at problem-solving? Probably quite good, if your managers are like those at the companies I’ve studied. What they struggle with, it turns out, is not solving problems but figuring out what the problems are. In surveys of 106 C-suite executives who represented 91 private and public-sector companies in 17 countries, I found that a full 85% strongly agreed or agreed that their organizations were bad at problem diagnosis, and 87% strongly agreed or agreed that this flaw carried significant costs. Fewer than one in 10 said they were unaffected by the issue. The pattern is clear: Spurred by a penchant for action, managers tend to switch quickly into solution mode without checking whether they really understand the problem.

It has been 40 years since Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Jacob Getzels empirically demonstrated the central role of problem framing in creativity. Thinkers from Albert Einstein to Peter Drucker have emphasized the importance of properly diagnosing your problems. So why do organizations still struggle to get it right?

Part of the reason is that we tend to overengineer the diagnostic process. Many existing frameworks—TRIZ, Six Sigma, Scrum, and others—are quite comprehensive. When properly applied, they can be tremendously powerful. But their very thoroughness also makes them too complex and time-consuming to fit into a regular workday. The setting in which people most need to be better at problem diagnosis is not the annual strategy seminar but the daily meeting—so we need tools that don’t require the entire organization to undergo weeks-long training programs.

But even when people apply simpler problem-diagnosis frameworks, such as root cause analysis and the related 5 Whys questioning technique, they often find themselves digging deeper into the problem they’ve already defined rather than arriving at another diagnosis. That can be helpful, certainly. But creative solutions nearly always come from an alternative definition of your problem.

Through my research on corporate innovation, much of it conducted with my colleague Paddy Miller, I have spent close to 10 years working with and studying reframing—first in the narrow context of organizational change and then more broadly. In the following pages I offer a new approach to problem diagnosis that can be applied quickly and, I’ve found, frequently leads to creative solutions by unearthing radically different framings of familiar and persistent problems. To put reframing in context, I’ll explain more precisely just what this approach is trying to achieve.

The Slow Elevator Problem

Imagine this: You are the owner of an office building, and your tenants are complaining about the elevator. It’s old and slow, and they have to wait a lot. Several tenants are threatening to break their leases if you don’t fix the problem.1

When asked, most people quickly identify some solutions: replace the lift, install a stronger motor, or perhaps upgrade the algorithm that runs the lift. These suggestions fall into what I call a solution space: a cluster of solutions that share assumptions about what the problem is—in this case, that the elevator is slow. This framing is illustrated in figure 5-1.


FIGURE 5-1
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FIGURE 5-2
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However, when the problem is presented to building managers, they suggest a much more elegant solution: Put up mirrors next to the elevator. This simple measure has proved wonderfully effective in reducing complaints, because people tend to lose track of time when given something utterly fascinating to look at—namely, themselves. (See figure 5-2.)

The mirror solution is particularly interesting because in fact it is not a solution to the stated problem: It doesn’t make the elevator faster. Instead it proposes a different understanding of the problem.

Note that the initial framing of the problem is not necessarily wrong. Installing a new lift would probably work. The point of reframing is not to find the “real” problem but, rather, to see if there is a better one to solve. In fact, the very idea that a single root problem exists may be misleading; problems are typically multicausal and can be addressed in many ways. The elevator issue, for example, could be reframed as a peak demand problem—too many people need the lift at the same time—leading to a solution that focuses on spreading out the demand, such as by staggering people’s lunch breaks.

Identifying a different aspect of the problem can sometimes deliver radical improvements. How might you find an insightful reframing for your problem?

Seven Practices for Effective Reframing

In my experience, reframing is best taught as a quick, iterative process. You might think of it as a cognitive counterpoint to rapid prototyping.

The practices I outline here can be used in one of two ways, depending on how much control you have over the situation. One way is to methodically apply all seven to the problem. That can be done in about 30 minutes, and it has the benefit of familiarizing everyone with the method.

The other way is suitable when you don’t control the situation and have to scale the method according to how much time is available. Perhaps a team member ambushes you in the hallway and you have only five minutes to help him or her rethink a problem. If so, simply select the one or two practices that seem most appropriate.

Five minutes may sound like too little time to even describe a problem, much less reframe it. But surprisingly, I have found that such short interventions are often sufficient to kick-start new thinking—and once in a while they can trigger an aha moment and radically shift your view of a problem. Proximity to your own problems can make it easy to get lost in the weeds, endlessly ruminating about why a colleague, a spouse, or your children won’t listen. Sometimes all you need is someone to suggest, “Well, could the trouble be that you are bad at listening to them?”

Of course, not all problems are that simple. Often multiple rounds of reframing—interspersed with observation, conversation, and prototyping—are necessary. And in some cases reframing won’t help at all. But you won’t know which problems can benefit from being reframed until you try. Once you’ve mastered the five-minute version, you can apply reframing to pretty much any problem you face.

Here are the seven practices:

1. Establish legitimacy

It’s difficult to use reframing if you are the only person in the room who understands the method. Other people, driven by a desire to find solutions, may feel that your insistence on discussing the problem is counterproductive. If the group has a power imbalance, such as when you’re facing clients or more-senior colleagues, they may well shut you down before you even get started. And even powerful executives may find it hard to use the method when people are accustomed to getting answers rather than questions from their leaders.

Your first job, therefore, is to establish the method’s legitimacy within the group, creating the conversational space necessary to employ reframing. I suggest two ways to do this. The first is to share this chapter with the people you are meeting. Even if they don’t read it, simply seeing it may persuade them to listen to you. The second is to relate the slow elevator problem, which is my go-to example when I have less than 30 seconds to explain the concept. I have found it to be a powerful way to quickly explain reframing—how it differs from merely diagnosing a problem and how it can potentially create dramatically better results.

2. Bring outsiders into the discussion

This is the single most helpful reframing practice. I saw it in action eight years ago when the management team of a small European company was wrestling with a lack of innovation in its workforce. The managers had recently encountered a specific innovation training technique they all liked, so they started discussing how best to implement it within the organization.

Sensing that the group lacked an outside voice, the general manager asked his personal assistant, Charlotte, to take part in their discussion. “I’ve been working here for 12 years,” Charlotte told the group, “and in that time I have seen three different management teams try to roll out some new innovation framework. None of them worked. I don’t think people would react well to the introduction of another set of buzzwords.”

Charlotte’s observation prompted the managers to realize that they had fallen in love with a solution—introducing an innovation framework—before they fully understood the problem. They soon concluded that their initial diagnosis had been wrong: Many of their employees already knew how to innovate, but they didn’t feel very engaged in the company, so they were unlikely to take initiative beyond what their job descriptions mandated. What the managers had first framed as a skill-set problem was better approached as a motivation problem.

They abandoned all talk of innovation workshops and instead focused on improving employee engagement by (among other things) giving people more autonomy, introducing flexible working hours, and switching to a more participatory decision-making style. The remedy worked. Within 18 months workplace satisfaction scores had doubled and employee turnover had fallen dramatically. And as people started bringing their creative abilities to bear at work, financial results improved markedly. Four years later the company won an award for being the country’s best place to work.

As this story shows, getting an outsider’s perspective can be instrumental in rethinking a problem quickly and properly. To do so most effectively:

Look for “boundary spanners”

As research by Michael Tushman and many others has shown, the most useful input tends to come from people who understand but are not fully part of your world. Charlotte was close enough to the front lines of the company to know how the employees really felt, but she was also close enough to management to understand its priorities and speak its language, making her ideally suited for the task. In contrast, calling on an innovation expert might well have led the team’s members further down the innovation path instead of inspiring them to rethink their problem.

Choose someone who will speak freely

By virtue of her long tenure and her closeness to the general manager, Charlotte felt free to challenge the management team while remaining committed to its objectives. This sense of psychological safety, as Harvard’s Amy C. Edmondson calls it, has been proved to help groups perform better. You might consider turning to someone whose career advancement will not be determined by the group in question or who has a track record of (constructively) speaking truth to power.

Expect input, not solutions

Crucially, Charlotte did not try to provide the group with a solution; rather, her observation made the managers themselves rethink their problem. This pattern is typical. By definition, outsiders are not experts on the situation and thus will rarely be able to solve the problem. That’s not their function. They are there to stimulate the problem owners to think differently. So when you bring them in, ask them specifically to challenge the group’s thinking, and prime the problem owners to listen and look for input rather than answers.

3. Get people’s definitions in writing

It’s not unusual for people to leave a meeting thinking they all agree on what the problem is after a loose oral description, only to discover weeks or months later that they had different views of the issue. Moreover, a successful reframing may well lurk in one of those views.

For instance, a management team may agree that the company’s problem is a lack of innovation. But if you ask each member to describe what’s wrong in a sentence or two, you will quickly see how framings differ. Some people will claim, “Our employees aren’t motivated to innovate” or “They don’t understand the urgency of the situation.” Others will say, “People don’t have the right skill set,” “Our customers aren’t willing to pay for innovation,” or “We don’t reward people for innovation.” Pay close attention to the wording, because even seemingly inconsequential word choices can surface a new perspective on the problem.

I saw a memorable demonstration of this when I was working with a group of managers in the construction industry, exploring what they could do as individual leaders to deliver better results. As we tried to identify the barriers each one faced, I asked them to write their problems on flip charts, after which we jointly analyzed the statements. The very first comment from the group had the greatest impact: “Almost none of the definitions include the word ‘I.’” With one exception, the problems were consistently worded in a way that diffused individual responsibility, such as “My team doesn’t . . . ,” “The market doesn’t . . . ,” and, in a few cases, “We don’t . . .” That one observation shifted the tenor of the meeting, pushing the participants to take more ownership of the challenges they faced.

These individual definitions of the problem should ideally be gathered in advance of a discussion. If possible, ask people to send you a few lines in a confidential email, and insist that they write in sentence form—bullet points are simply too condensed. Then copy the definitions you’ve collected on a flip chart so that everyone can see them and react to them in the meeting. Don’t attribute them, because you want to ensure that people’s judgment of a definition isn’t affected by the definer’s identity or status.

Receiving these multiple definitions will sensitize you to the perspectives of other stakeholders. We all appreciate in theory that others may experience a problem differently (or not see it at all). But as demonstrated in a study by Johannes Hattula, of Imperial College London, if managers try to imagine a customer’s perspective themselves, they typically get it wrong. To understand what other stakeholders think, you need to hear it from them.

4. Ask what’s missing

When faced with the description of a problem, people tend to delve into the details of what has been stated, paying less attention to what the description might be leaving out. To rectify this, make sure to ask explicitly what has not been captured or mentioned.

Recently I worked with a team of senior executives in Brazil who had been asked to provide their CEO with ideas for improving the market’s perception of the company’s stock price. The team had expertly analyzed the components affecting a stock’s value—the P/E ratio forecast, the debt ratio, earnings per share, and so on. Of course, none of this was news to the CEO, nor were these factors particularly easy to affect, leading to mild despondency on the team.

But when I prompted the executives to zoom out and consider what was missing from their definition of the problem, something new came up. It turned out that when external financial analysts asked to speak with executives from the company, the task of responding was typically delegated to slightly more junior leaders, none of whom had received training in how to talk to analysts. As soon as this point was raised, the group saw that it had found a potential recommendation for the CEO. (The observation came not from the team’s finance expert but from a boundary-spanning HR executive.)

5. Consider multiple categories

Powerful change can come from transforming people’s perception of a problem. One way to trigger this kind of paradigm shift is to invite people to identify specifically what category of problem they think the group is facing. Is it an incentive problem? An expectations problem? An attitude problem? Then try to suggest other categories.

A manager I know named Jeremiah Zinn did this when he led the product development team of the popular children’s entertainment channel Nickelodeon. The team was launching a promising new app, and lots of kids downloaded it. But actually activating the app was somewhat complicated, because it required logging in to the household’s cable TV service. At that point in the sign-up process, almost every kid dropped out.

Seeing the problem as one of usability, the team put its expertise to work and ran hundreds of A/B tests on various sign-up flows, seeking to make the process less complex. Nothing helped.

The shift came when Zinn realized that the team members had been thinking of the problem too narrowly. They had focused on the kids’ actions, carefully tracking every click and swipe—but they had not explored how the kids felt during the sign-up process. That turned out to be critical. As the team started looking for emotional reactions, it discovered that the request for the cable password made the kids fear getting in trouble: To a 10-year-old kid, a password request signals forbidden territory. Equipped with that insight, Zinn’s team simply added a short video explaining that it was OK to ask parents for the password—and saw a rapid 10-fold increase in the sign-up rate for the app.

By explicitly highlighting how the group thinks about a problem—what is sometimes called metacognition, or thinking about thinking—you can often help people reframe it, even if you don’t have other frames to suggest. And it’s a useful way of sorting through written definitions if you managed to gather them in advance.

Zinn’s story also exposes a typical pitfall in problem-solving, first expressed by Abraham Kaplan in his famous law of the instrument: “Give a small boy a hammer, and he will find that everything he encounters needs pounding.” At Nickelodeon, because the team members were usability experts, they defaulted to thinking the problem was one of usability.

6. Analyze positive exceptions

To find additional problem framings, look to instances when the problem did not occur, asking, “What was different about that situation?” Exploring such positive exceptions, sometimes called bright spots, can often uncover hidden factors whose influence the group may not have considered.

A lawyer I spoke to, for instance, told me that the partners at his firm would occasionally meet to discuss initiatives that might grow their business in the longer term. But to his frustration, the instant one of those meetings ended, he and the other partners went back to focusing on landing the next short-term project. When prompted to think of positive exceptions, he remembered one longer-term initiative that had in fact gone forward.

What was different about that one? I asked. It was that the meeting, unusually, had included not just partners but also an associate who was considered a rising star—and it was she who had pursued the idea. That immediately suggested that talented associates be included in future meetings. The associates felt privileged and energized by being invited to the strategic discussions, and unlike the partners, they had a clear short-term incentive to move on long-term projects—namely, to impress the partners and gain an edge in the competition against their peers.

Looking at positive exceptions can also make the discussion less threatening. Especially in a large group or other public setting, dissecting a string of failures can quickly become confrontational and make people overly defensive. If, instead, you ask the group’s members to analyze a positive outcome, it becomes easier for them to examine their own behavior.

7. Question the objective

In the negotiation classic Getting to Yes, Roger Fisher, William L. Ury, and Bruce Patton share the early management thinker Mary Parker Follett’s story about two people fighting over whether to keep a window open or closed. The underlying goals of the two turn out to differ: One person wants fresh air, while the other wants to avoid a draft. Only when these hidden objectives are brought to light through the questions of a third person is the problem resolved—by opening a window in the next room.

That story highlights another way to reframe a problem—by paying explicit attention to the objectives of the parties involved, first clarifying and then challenging them. The story of Charlotte included a shift in the stated goals of the management team, from teaching innovation skills to boosting employee engagement.

As described in Fred Kaplan’s book The Insurgents, a famous contemporary example is the change in U.S. military doctrine pioneered by General David Petraeus, among others. In traditional warfare, the aim of a battle is to defeat the enemy forces. But Petraeus and his allies argued that when dealing with insurgencies, the army had to pursue a different, broader objective to prevent new enemies from cropping up—namely, get the populace on its side, thereby removing the source of recruits and other forms of local support the insurgency needed to operate in the area. That approach was eventually adopted by the military—because a small group of rogue thinkers took it upon themselves to question the predefined and long-standing objectives of their organization.

Powerful as reframing can be, it takes time and practice to get good at it. One senior executive from the defense industry told me, “I was shocked by how difficult it is to reframe problems, but also how effective it is.” As you start to work more with the method, urge your team to trust the process, and be prepared for it to feel messy and confusing at times.

In leading more and more reframing discussions, you may also be tempted to create a diagnostic checklist. I strongly caution you against that—or at least against making the checklist evident to the group you’re engaging with. A checklist for problem diagnosis tends to discourage actual thinking, which of course defeats the very purpose of engaging in reframing. As Neil Gaiman reminds us in The Sandman, tools can be the subtlest of traps.

Finally, combine reframing with real-world testing. The method is ultimately limited by the knowledge and perspectives of the people in the room—and as Steve Blank, of Stanford, and others have repeatedly shown, it is fatal to think you can figure it all out within the comfy confines of your own office. The next time you face a problem, start by reframing it—but don’t wait too long before getting out of the building to observe your customers and prototype your ideas. It is neither thinking nor testing alone, but a marriage of the two that holds the key to radically better results.

__________

Thomas Wedell-Wedellsborg is a globally recognized expert on innovation and problem-solving. His book on reframing, What’s Your Problem? (Harvard Business Review Press, 2020), was translated into 13 languages. He has shared his reframing method with clients like Cisco, Microsoft, Citigroup, Time Warner, AbbVie, Cater pillar, Amgen, Prudential, Union Pacific, Credit Suisse, Deloitte, the Wall Street Journal, and the United Nations. His first book, Innovation as Usual, with Paddy Miller (Harvard Business Review Press, 2013), explains how to lead innovation as part of a normal job. For more information, visit thomaswedell.com.

NOTE

1. The first appearance in print of the elevator problem, to the best of the author’s knowledge, was in Russell L. Ackoff, “Systems, Organizations, and Interdisciplinary Research,” General Systems, vol. V (1960).
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CHAPTER 6

Write a Better Problem Statement

by Daniel Markovitz

Experts in problem-solving emphasize the importance of deeply understanding the problem before implementing countermeasures. And many cite Charles Kettering’s maxim that “A problem well-framed is a problem half-solved.” But what, precisely, is a “well-framed” problem?

If you’re struggling to generate effective solutions, you might change the way you’ve phrased it. Word choice matters. Specifically, you need to pay careful attention to how you phrase the subject of the problem statement, and the way you’re measuring the problem.

Full disclosure: As a college English major and former high school English teacher, I’m predisposed to focus on the power of language. But this isn’t just a matter of quibbling over semantics. These two considerations will set the trajectory of how you solve the problem. A small change in subject or measurement can lead you to an entirely different set of countermeasures, just as a small change in angle will send a satellite hurtling into outer space instead of useful orbit.

What’s the Subject?

The leaders at a company I’ve worked with have long been frustrated by their lack of progress in creating a culture of continuous improvement. Many employees participate in the company’s Six Sigma green belt program and complete one project, but only about 1% of them do a second project for a yellow belt.

So how should the company’s leaders frame the problem? Consider these three problem statements:


	Only 1% of our green belts go on to do a second project.

	Our managers don’t nurture a culture of continuous improvement.

	Our company completes only 10 yellow/black belt projects each year.



All three capture the same basic issue affecting the company—it’s not getting as many improvement projects as the leadership team wants—but the phrasing of each makes an important difference in how you approach the problem.

The first problem statement puts the focus on the green belt employees. We look at their motivations and their choices. The second problem statement puts the focus on the managers. It causes us to look into how managers decide what needs to be done in their areas. The third considers the company as a whole—what’s assigned a high priority, how resources are allocated, and what kind of work is recognized and rewarded.

The shift in focus leads to different kinds of countermeasures. If you focus on the employees, for example, you might change the performance evaluation and compensation system to encourage them to take on more projects. If you focus on the managers, you might coach them on the need to provide time for their team to take on additional work not directly related to their core responsibilities. If you focus on the company, we’d likely get the CEO to reconsider how much time she expects employees to spend on improvement, develop a key performance indicator to support project completion, and increase the visibility and esteem of successful project completion.

How Do You Measure the Problem?

Let’s say the problem you’re dealing with is that your business isn’t innovating enough. Here are three possible ways to state the problem:


	We’re not as innovative as our competitors.

	We bring only one new product/service to market each year.

	Only 5% of our revenue comes from products developed in the past three years.



The first problem statement is vague and poorly defined. Even so, it leads you to an inquiry into measurement. How do you measure innovation? How do your competitors measure it? Are you measuring the number of new products and services, or the value/revenue of those new products and services? If you bring only one new product to market each year, but it’s always a home run, does it matter? Is quality more important than quantity? What metrics are your competitors using?

The second problem statement leads you to investigate the process by which innovations are brought to market as well as the culture around innovation. How many new ideas died in committee? What criteria are used to determine whether or not to bring something new to market? Are people afraid to fail, or do you have an environment that rewards risk-taking? Do people get credit for innovation (or attempted innovation), or do the highest-ranking people typically get the credit?

The third one leads you to consider the pricing, promotion, and placement of new products and services. Perhaps your innovation engine is purring smoothly, but the sales and marketing function lacks the skills and experience to leverage something new. The sales team at one company I worked with is uncomfortable bringing out new designs. They rely heavily on older items they’re more comfortable selling and as a result, don’t give the new products a fair chance to establish themselves in the market.

To be clear, there’s nothing wrong with any of the frames for these problems. They all serve a purpose. However, it’s important to recognize that the words you choose have a tremendous impact on both the trajectory of your problem-solving efforts and the countermeasures you land on.

Next time you’re faced with a problem, try rewriting the statement by changing either the subject or how you’re measuring it. You’ll likely find that a small adjustment of words can lead to a big change in your perspective.

__________

Daniel Markovitz is the president of Markovitz Consulting, a firm that makes organizations more profitable by improving operations and execution. He is a faculty member at the Lean Enterprise Institute and teaches at the Stanford University Continuing Studies Program. His newest book on better problem-solving is The Conclusion Trap.
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CHAPTER 7

Zoom In, Zoom Out

by Rosabeth Moss Kanter

Zoom buttons on digital devices let us examine images from many viewpoints. They also provide an apt metaphor for modes of strategic thinking. Some people prefer to see things up close, others from afar. Both perspectives have virtues. But they should not be fixed positions. To get a complete picture, leaders need to zoom in and zoom out.

A close-in perspective is often found in relationship-intensive settings. It brings details into sharp focus and makes opportunities look large and compelling. But it can have significant downsides. Leaders who prefer to zoom in tend to create policies and systems that depend too much on politics and favors. They can focus too closely on personal status and on turf protection. And they often miss the big picture.

When leaders zoom out, they can see events in context and as examples of general trends. They are able to make decisions based on principles. Yet a far-out perspective also has traps. Leaders can be so high above the fray that they don’t recognize emerging threats. Having zoomed out to examine all possible routes, they may fail to notice when the moment is right for action on one path. They may also seem too remote and aloof to their staffs.

The best leaders can zoom in to examine problems and then zoom out to look for patterns and causes. They don’t divide the world into extremes—idiosyncratic or structural, situational or strategic, emotional or contextual. The point is not to choose one over the other but to learn to move across a continuum of perspectives.

Tables 7-1 and 7-2 can help you assess whether you’re zooming in or out too much when observing a situation.


TABLE 7-1
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TABLE 7-2
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__________

Rosabeth Moss Kanter is the Ernest L. Arbuckle Professor of Business Administration at Harvard Business School, the founding chair of the Harvard Advanced Leadership Initiative, and a former chief editor of Harvard Business Review. She is the author of Think Outside the Building: How Advanced Leaders Can Change the World One Smart Innovation at a Time.
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SECTION THREE

Ask Questions


CHAPTER 8

Critical Thinking Starts with Careful Questioning

by John Coleman

Are you tackling a new and difficult problem at work? Recently promoted and trying to both understand your new role and bring a fresh perspective? Or are you new to the workforce and seeking ways to meaningfully contribute alongside your more experienced colleagues? If so, critical thinking—the ability to analyze and effectively break down an issue in order to make a decision or find a solution—will be core to your success. And at the heart of critical thinking is the ability to formulate deep, different, and effective questions.

Consider this: Clayton M. Christensen was perhaps the greatest management thinker of the last 30 years. His article “How Will You Measure Your Life?” is a Harvard Business Review bestseller and one of the five best articles on personal development I’ve read, and his theories on innovation and disruption changed business. But my most memorable encounter with Christensen was a talk at Harvard Business School where he discussed his own approach to his time as an MBA student decades before.

He said HBS was where he learned to ask great questions. Impressed with his classmates, he would carry a notebook to class and write down the most insightful questions other students asked. He’d then go home and reflect on how and why the students had formulated them. Ever curious, Christensen laid the foundation for his future insights by first studying the process by which people formulated their best queries.

You can approach curiosity just as rigorously—and use that process to get a better view of a new situation or solve some of your toughest problems. Here are a few ways to enhance your ability to interrogate even the most difficult topics.

Hold Your Hypotheses Loosely

As a former analyst at McKinsey & Company, one of the first things I learned was “hypothesis-driven thinking.” Based on the scientific method, this process is what allows McKinsey teams to work through problems quickly and efficiently. It involves formulating an early answer to a problem and then digging into the data to seek to improve and refine it. Core to this approach, however, is holding your hypothesis loosely. If you are too attached to your initial answer, you may refuse to let it go, no matter where the data leads. But if you treat your own answer as a strawman, holding your assumptions loosely, you’ll be willing to totally abandon it if the situation calls for it.

In critical thinking exercises we often fall rapidly into an intuitive and jointly held “answer” or hypothesis—particularly in groups—and we ask questions that seek to prove rather than disprove our thoughts. Critical questions, however, may force us to fundamentally reconsider our initial conclusions, and we have to be willing to do so freely without defensiveness. (See the sidebar “Embrace the Discomfort of Not Knowing.”)

Listen More Than You Talk

This sounds simple, but the key to great questions is active listening. Active listening is the process of understanding what another person is saying—both explicitly and implicitly—while showing them you are engaged and interested. Successful active listening allows you to fully grasp an argument, making it easier to question its logic.

Active listening also helps to override your brain’s “prediction engine” to ask better questions.1 Our brains are wired to generate efficient, intuitive answers, but that can limit your point of view. Deep listening is a way of overruling that function and opening ourselves to a wider array of answers. It also allows you to demonstrate to your counterpart that you care about what they are saying and take their perspective seriously, which keeps them engaged in the conversation and more open to your perspective.


EMBRACE THE DISCOMFORT OF NOT KNOWING

by Rebecca Zucker and Darin Rowell

Throughout our careers, we are conditioned to come up with the answer—as in a single, definitive, correct answer. Given that our brains are hardwired to see uncertainty as a risk or threat, it’s physiologically normal to feel stress when faced with unfamiliar situations. This is especially true for high achievers who have built their career on knowing or finding the “right” answer. Although avoiding these unpleasant feelings is a natural human tendency, it can become a significant barrier to learning, future growth, and ultimately performance.

Rather than avoid these feelings, we must learn to acknowledge and embrace the discomfort as an expected and normal part of the learning process. In a Hello Monday podcast interview, Satya Nadella, CEO of Microsoft, noted that leaders must shift from a “know it all” to “learn it all” mindset. This shift in mindset can, itself, help ease the discomfort by taking the pressure off of you to have all the answers.

__________

Rebecca Zucker is an executive coach and a founding partner at Next Step Partners, a leadership development firm. Her clients have included Amazon, Clorox, Morrison Foerster, Norwest Venture Partners, The James Irvine Foundation, and high-growth technology companies like DocuSign and Dropbox. Follow her on Twitter @rszucker. Darin Rowell is a senior adviser and executive coach who helps companies accelerate performance through the focused development of their top leaders and teams. Follow him on Twitter @DarinRowell.

Adapted from “6 Strategies for Leading Through Uncertainty,” on hbr.org, April 26, 2021 (product #H06BNC).



Leave Your Queries Open-Ended

When you begin your inquiry, avoid asking yes-or-no questions. Instead, pose queries that force the respondent to open up and pontificate at length. Rather than asking, “Is this business stable?” ask, “If this business were unstable, how or why would that be?” Rather than asking someone, “Are you happy in your job?” ask, “What do you love about your job and what could be better?” or “Talk to me about a time you found joy in your work and a time you felt unmotivated.” Then follow the dialogue that emerges with more questions. Open-ended inquiry encourage critical thinking in a group, offer an individual to expand on their viewpoints, and leave people the space to actively problem-solve. (For more on conducting a productive group discussion, see chapter 15.)

Consider the Counterintuitive

When problem-solving, we often quickly fall into groupthink: The group converges on a path too rapidly, and rather than periodically assuring they are headed in the right direction, they continue further and further—even if it’s the wrong way. Be the person who poses the counter intuitive question, the one that challenges the group’s conventional thinking and reconsiders first principles. There’s a chance your question may be off-base and that the group is on the right track. And, yes, there’s a chance your colleagues who are interested in moving quickly will be annoyed. But every group has an obligation to consider the counterintuitive and needs someone unafraid to pose it, in case you need change course.

Stew in a Problem

In today’s rapid-fire world we try to make decisions too quickly. But the best questions are often formulated after consideration and a good night’s rest. Sleep can actually help your brain assimilate a problem and see it more clearly.2 And a deliberate process often leads to better conclusions. Research also shows that when we rush decisions, we often regret them, even if they end up being correct.3

What I love about Christensen’s approach to learning from his classmates’ questions is that rather than diagnosing them in the moment, he’d take them home and carefully turn them over in his mind. I had a boss who referred to this as “stewing” in a problem. Just as a good stew takes time to simmer, a thoughtful conclusion or question may need space. Resist unnecessary urgency. Map a process that will allow you to solve a problem over several days or longer. Dig into it initially; then reflect on what you learned and what you should have asked. The questions you formulate in quiet reflection may be more powerful than those posed in the moment.

Ask the Hard Follow-Up Questions

It can be easy to put our brains on cruise control, to accept easy answers, or to yield to social pressures that push us to avoid interrogating others. But the kinds of deep questions that enable critical thinking are often delivered in chains of deeper and deeper follow-up inquiry. Every parent is familiar with the way children (nature’s most curious people) will ask “why” dozens of times when given an answer.

While we don’t need to ask a litany of “whys” to get to the heart of critical thinking, we should ask thoughtful, even hard, follow-up questions. It requires energy to listen hard and formulate those follow-ups, and that’s often the only way to deepen your critical understanding of a topic.

Critical thinking is at the heart of solving complex problems in new and exciting ways. Building this key skill will help you as you navigate new roles, establish yourself in your organization, or simply face a conundrum. Learn to formulate and ask questions, rather than simply answering them.

__________

John Coleman is the author of the HBR Guide to Crafting Your Purpose (Harvard Business Review Press, 2022). Subscribe to his free newsletter, On Purpose. Follow him on Twitter @johnwcoleman or contact him at johnwilliamcoleman.com.

NOTES

1. Korn Ferry, “The Science of Listening,” Insights, n.d., https://www.kornferry.com/insights/briefings-magazine/issue-13/514-the-science-of-listening.

2. Jared Miller, “Does ‘Sleeping On It’ Really Work?,” WebMD, n.d., https://www.webmd.com/sleep-disorders/features/does-sleeping-on-it-really-work#:~:text=Sleep%20helps%20visual%20and%20motor, a%20must%20when%20solving%20problems.

3. Heidi Grant Halvorson, “Quick Decisions Create Regret, Even When They Are Good Decisions,” Fast Company, June 9, 2011, https://www.fastcompany.com/1758386/quick-decisions-create-regret-even-when-they-are-good-decisions.
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CHAPTER 9

Four Types of Questions to Achieve Four Different Goals

by Tom Pohlmann and Neethi Mary Thomas

Proper questioning has become a lost art. The curious 4-year-old asks a lot of questions, but as we grow older, our questioning decreases. In a recent poll of more than 200 of our clients, we found that those with children estimated that 70% to 80% of their kids’ dialogues with others comprised questions. But those same clients said that only 15% to 25% of their own interactions consisted of questions. Why the drop-off?

Think back to your time growing up and in school. Chances are you received the most recognition or reward when you got the correct answers. Later in life, that incentive continues. At work, we often reward those who answer questions, not those who ask them. Questioning conventional wisdom can even lead to being sidelined or isolated, or being considered a threat.

Because expectations for decision-making have gone from “get it done soon” to “get it done now” to “it should have been done yesterday,” we tend to jump to conclusions instead of asking more questions. And the unfortunate side effect of not asking enough questions is poor problem-solving and decision-making. That’s why it’s imperative that we slow down and take the time to ask more—and better—questions. At best, we’ll arrive at better conclusions. At worst, we’ll avoid a lot of rework later on.

Aside from not speaking up enough, many professionals don’t think about how different types of questions can lead to different outcomes. You should steer a conversation by asking the right kinds of questions, based on the problem you’re trying to solve. In some cases, you’ll want to expand your view of the problem, rather than keeping it narrowly focused. In others, you may want to challenge basic assumptions or affirm your understanding in order to feel more confident in your conclusions.

Consider these four types of questions—clarifying, adjoining, funneling, and elevating—each aimed at achieving a different goal (see figure 9-1).


FIGURE 9-1
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Clarifying questions help us better understand what has been said. In many conversations, people speak past one another. Asking clarifying questions can help uncover the real intent behind what they are saying. These help us understand each other better and lead us toward relevant follow-up questions. “Can you tell me more?” and “Why do you say so?” both fall into this category. People often don’t ask these questions, because they tend to make assumptions and complete any missing parts themselves.

Adjoining questions are used to explore related aspects of the problem that are ignored in the conversation. Questions such as, “How would this concept apply in a different context?” or “What are the related uses of this technology?” fall into this category. For example, asking “How would these insights apply in Canada?” during a discussion on customer lifetime value in the United States can open a useful discussion on behavioral differences between customers in the U.S. and Canada. Our laser-like focus on immediate tasks often inhibits our asking more of these exploratory questions, but taking time to ask them can help us gain a broader understanding of something.

Funneling questions are used to dive deeper. We ask these to understand how an answer was derived, to challenge assumptions, and to understand the root causes of problems. Examples include: “How did you do the analysis?” and “Why did you not include this step?” Funneling can naturally follow the design of an organization and its offerings, such as, “Can we take this analysis of outdoor products and drive it down to a certain brand of lawn furniture?” Most analytical teams—especially those embedded in business operations—do an excellent job of using these questions.

Elevating questions raise broader issues and highlight the bigger picture. They help you zoom out. Being too immersed in an immediate problem makes it harder to see the overall context behind it. So you can ask, “Taking a step back, what are the larger issues?” or “Are we even addressing the right question?” For example, a discussion on issues like margin decline and decreasing customer satisfaction could turn into a broader discussion of corporate strategy with an elevating question: “Instead of talking about these issues separately, what are the larger trends we should be concerned about? How do they all tie together?” These questions take us to a higher playing field where we can better see connections between individual problems.

In order to avoid poor decisions and succeed in this environment, we must slow down and understand one another better. Because asking questions requires a certain amount of vulnerability, corporate cultures must shift to promote this behavior. Start by asking yourself, are you asking the questions that really matter?

__________

Tom Pohlmann is the head of values and strategy at Mu Sigma. He was formerly the chief marketing and strategy officer for Forrester Research, and previously led the company’s largest business unit and all of its technology research. Neethi Mary Thomas is the engagement manager at Mu Sigma, where she leads global engagements for Fortune 500 and hyper-growth clients on the West Coast. She is a seasoned analytics consultant and P&L owner.
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CHAPTER 10

Think Critically About Your Data

by Eric Haller and Greg Satell

Data has become central to how we run our businesses. After all, quantitative data helps us assess past occurrences, understand current performance, and make future predictions. Such hard evidence grounds our thinking and provides the information we need to assess a problem or situation.

But a big problem associated with this data is that numbers on a computer screen or report take on a special air of authority. Once data is pulled in through massive databases and analyzed through complex analytics software, we rarely ask where it came from, how it’s been modified, or whether it’s fit for the purpose intended.

To get useful answers from data, we can’t just take it at face value. We need to learn how to ask thoughtful questions about the information we’re seeing. In particular, we need to know how it was sourced, what models were used to analyze it, and what was left out. Most of all, we need to go beyond using data simply to optimize operations and leverage it to imagine new possibilities.

We can start by asking the following questions.

How Was the Data Sourced?

Data, it’s been said, is the plural of anecdote. Real-world events, such as transactions, diagnostics, and other relevant information, are recorded and stored in massive server farms. Yet few bother to ask where the data came from, and unfortunately, the quality and care with which data is gathered can vary widely. In fact, a Gartner study found that firms lose an average of $15 million per year due to poor data quality.1

Often data is subject to human error, such as when poorly paid and unmotivated retail clerks perform inventory checks. However, even when the data collection process is automated, there are significant sources of error, such as intermittent power outages in cell phone towers or mistakes in the clearing process for financial transactions.

Data that is of poor quality or used in the wrong context can be worse than no data at all. In fact, one study found that 65% of a retailer’s inventory data was inaccurate.2 Another concern is whether there was proper consent when the data was collected.

So don’t just assume the data you have is accurate and of good quality. You have to ask where it was sourced from and how it’s been maintained. Increasingly, we need to audit our data transactions with as much care as we do our financial transactions.

How Was It Analyzed?

Even if data is accurate and well maintained, the quality of analytic models can vary widely. Often models are pulled together from open-source platforms, such as GitHub, and repurposed for a particular task. Before long, everybody forgets where it came from or how it is evaluating a particular data set.

Lapses like these are more common than you’d think and can cause serious damage. Consider the case of two prominent economists who published a working paper that warned that U.S. debt was approaching a critical level.3 Their work caused a political firestorm, but as it turned out, they had made a simple Excel error that caused them to overstate the effect that debt had on GDP.4

As models become more sophisticated and incorporate more sources, we’re also increasingly seeing bigger problems with how models are trained. One of the most common errors is overfitting, which basically means that the more variables you use to create a model, the harder it gets to make it generally valid. In some cases, excess data can result in data leakage, in which training data gets mixed with testing data.

These types of errors can plague even the most sophisticated firms. Amazon and Google, just to name two of the most prominent cases, have had highly publicized scandals related to model bias. As we do with data, we need to constantly ask hard questions of our models. Are they suited to the purpose we’re using them for? Are they taking the right factors into account? Does the output truly reflect what’s going on in the real world?

What Doesn’t the Data Tell Us?

Data models, just like humans, tend to base judgments on the information that is most available. Sometimes, the data you don’t have can affect your decision-making as much as the data you do have. We commonly associate this type of availability bias with human decisions, but often human designers pass it on to automated systems.

For instance, in the financial industry, those who have extensive credit histories can access credit much easier than those who don’t. The latter, often referred to as “thin-file” clients, can find it difficult to buy a car, rent an apartment, or get a credit card. (One of us, Greg, experienced this problem personally when he returned to the United States after 15 years overseas.)

Yet a thin file doesn’t necessarily indicate a poor credit risk. Firms often end up turning away potentially profitable customers simply because they lack data on them. Experian addresses this problem with its Boost program, which helps consumers to raise their scores by giving them credit for things like regular telecom and utility payments. To date, millions have signed up.

So it’s important to ask hard questions about what your data model might be missing. If you are managing what you measure, you need to ensure that what you are measuring reflects the real world, not just the data that’s easiest to collect.

It’s been said that data is the new oil, but it’s far more valuable than that. We need to start treating data as more than a passive asset class. If used wisely, it can offer a true competitive edge and take a business in completely new directions. To achieve that, however, you can’t start merely looking for answers. You have to learn how to ask new questions.

__________

Eric Haller is the executive vice president and general manager of Identity, Fraud & DataLabs at Experian, which develops innovative products generated from breakthrough experimentation leveraging artificial intelligence and data assets. Follow DataLabs on Twitter @ExperianDataLab. Greg Satell is an international keynote speaker, adviser, and the bestselling author of Cascades: How to Create a Movement That Drives Transformational Change. His previous effort, Mapping Innovation, was selected as one of the best business books of 2017. Learn more at GregSatell.com and follow him on Twitter @DigitalTonto.
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CHAPTER 11

Stop Asking “Why” and Start Asking “How”

by Alan H. Palmer

Asking “Why?” in response to an obstacle that has been thrown in our way is a common human reaction. If your boss tells you, “I don’t think you’re quite ready for the promotion,” your immediate reaction will probably be “Why not?” Or if you hear from a client, “We’ve decided to invite some of your competitors to pitch for our business,” you might follow up with, “Why is that?”

The logic we have picked up from our parents and teachers growing up is that to deal with a problem, we must first understand the reasons behind it, and only then can we find the appropriate counterarguments. For instance, once we know that the client considers us to be too expensive, now we can make proposals for reducing the price. Gaining an understanding of the problem becomes an indispensable step toward resolving it.

Or perhaps not. The meticulous observation and analysis of verbal behaviors in meetings and conversations that my colleagues at Interactifs have undertaken over many years have shown this instinct to be counterproductive—and have helped to identify a quicker, more effective way of addressing the issue.

Consider the first example I mentioned: You’re vying for a promotion at work, but your boss says, “You’re not ready to step up yet.” You want to solve the problem, and your first reaction is to try to understand why she thinks you’re not ready. So naturally you ask, “Why do you think I’m not ready?” And equally naturally, she responds to the question by digging up what she sees as your shortcomings.

Does that help? Less than you may think.

You want that promotion. And yet you have just initiated a conversation that is entirely focused on why you should not get the promotion. You are approaching things entirely “back to front.” By the time your boss has finished explaining why you’re not ready, she is likely to be more entrenched in her position. You will have helped to paint her into a corner—the more opportunity you give her to argue against you getting the promotion, the more difficult it will subsequently be for her to go into reverse gear and admit that she is wrong. “Why?” will generate a confrontational cycle of argument and counterargument.

Here’s an alternative suggestion when faced with a situation you want to turn around.

Boss: “I don’t think you’re quite ready.”

You: “Hmm . . . I’m obviously disappointed to hear that. I think I can do the job. How can I demonstrate that I am ready for this promotion?”

Boss: “Well, you’d need to show me that you have a much better grounding in digital marketing than I think you have.”

Perhaps you do or don’t have that grounding. The underlying problem has not changed. But moving straight to the “How?” and uncovering what needs to be done has allowed you to identify that underlying problem just as clearly as if you had asked “Why?”

What has changed is the nature of the conversation that you are now having. You won’t have painted your boss into a corner where she will find it difficult to alter her position. The mental picture in her head will be of your future competence rather than your past shortcomings. Simply put, “why” is backward looking whereas “how” focuses on the future—the only thing you want to influence, the only thing you can influence.

This approach will give you a better chance of turning around any difficult situation. For example, what about the unhappy client mentioned earlier?

Client: “On reflection, we’ve decided to invite some of your competitors to pitch for our business.”

You: “That’s tough to hear. We’ve obviously taken our eye off the ball somewhere and we’re ready to do whatever it takes to address that. How can we have a chance that you’ll give us three months to turn things around and avoid a pitch?”

As Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung put it, “To ask the right question is already half the solution to a problem.” So instead of asking why something isn’t working or happening, start asking how it can be improved and what you can do better the next time.

__________

Alan H. Palmer is a senior partner at Interactifs (www.interactifs.com), a firm that works with blue-chip organizations in both the private and public sectors to increase the verbal effectiveness of managers at every level in their interactions with colleagues, clients, prospects, and other stakeholders. He is an adjunct professor at INSEAD and has delivered guest lectureships in 2021 and 2022 at Harvard Summer School.
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SECTION FOUR

Seek Differing Perspectives


CHAPTER 12

A New Way to Become More Open-Minded

by Shane Snow

Benjamin Franklin knew he was smart—smarter than most of his peers—but he was also intelligent enough to understand that he couldn’t be right about everything. That’s why he said that whenever he was about to make an argument, he would open with something along the lines of, “I could be wrong, but . . .” Saying this put people at ease and helped them to take disagreements less personally. But it also helped him to psychologically prime himself to be open to new ideas.

History shows that we tend to choose business leaders who are stoic, predictable, and unflinching, but research indicates that the leadership we need is characterized by the opposite: creativity and flexibility. We need people who can be like Franklin—not necessarily by quoting his opening phrase, but by being smart and strong-willed enough to persuade people to do great things and flexible enough to think differently, admit when they’re wrong, and adapt to dynamic conditions. Changing our methods and minds is hard, but it’s important in an era when threats of disruption are always on the horizon. In popular culture, we might call this kind of cognitive flexibility “open-mindedness.” And with growing divisions in society, the survival of our businesses and communities may very well depend on our leaders having that flexibility.

Unfortunately, for decades academics have argued in circles about the definition of open-mindedness, and what might make a person become less or more open-minded, in part because there’s been no reliable way to measure these things. Recently, however, psychologists have given us a better way to think about open-mindedness—and quantify it.

The breakthrough happened when researchers started playing with a concept from religion called “intellectual humility.” Philosophers had been studying why some people stubbornly cling to spiritual beliefs even when presented with evidence that they should abandon them, and why others will instead quickly adopt new beliefs. Intellectual humility, the philosophers said, is the virtue that sits between those two excesses; it’s the willingness to change, plus the wisdom to know when you shouldn’t.

Scientists from various universities have started porting this idea into the realm of everyday psychology. In 2016, professors from Pepperdine University went further, breaking the concept of intellectual humility down into four components, and published an assessment to measure them:1


	Having respect for other viewpoints

	Not being intellectually overconfident

	Separating one’s ego from one’s intellect

	Being willing to revise one’s own viewpoint



An intellectually humble person will score high on all of these counts. But by breaking it down like this, the Pepper dine professors came up with a clever way to help pinpoint what gets in the way when we’re not acting very open-minded. (I, for example, scored low on separating my ego from my intellect—ouch!)

Still, philosophers focused on these concepts think there is one more piece to the puzzle. “I’m fussy about this,” explains Jason Baehr of Loyola Marymount University. He defines open-mindedness as the characteristic of being “willing and within limits able to transcend a default cognitive standpoint in order to take up seriously the merits of a distinct cognitive standpoint.” His point is that you can be intellectually humble (open to changing your mind about things), but if you’re never curious enough to listen to other viewpoints, you aren’t really that open-minded.

There is, however, Baehr points out, a trait from the time-tested Big 5 Personality Assessment that helps fill in that gap. The trait is “openness to experience,” or a willingness to try new things or take in new information. If openness to experience means you’re willing to try pickle-flavored ice cream, intellectual humility means you’re willing to admit you like it, even if you initially thought you wouldn’t. A person who scores high on both of these will be likely to listen to people, no matter who they are, and have a kind of Ben Franklin–like cognitive flexibility after listening.

For my book Dream Teams, I combined these two assessments—the Pepperdine Intellectual Humility test and the Big 5 Openness to Experience test—and conducted a series of studies of thousands of American workers to find correlations between open-minded people and the way they live and work. The results indicated that most people overestimate themselves: 95% of people rated themselves as more open-minded than average, which, of course, cannot be true. But this suggests that most leaders don’t know how much of a blind spot intellectual humility is in their work.

My studies showed that certain activities generally correlate with higher intellectual humility across the board. Traveling a lot—or, even better, living for extended periods in foreign cultures—tends to make us more willing to revise our viewpoints. After all, if we know that it is perfectly valid to live a different way than we do, it makes sense that our brains would be better at accepting new approaches to problems at work. This aligns with recent research on the neuroscience of how storytelling helps us build empathy for other people. Fiction readers tend to score higher in intellectual humility, perhaps because their brains are a little bit better trained to seek out stories that vary from their own, and see characters’ experiences and opinions as potentially valid. Preliminary research is also showing us that practicing mindfulness meditation, learning about the ins and outs of your own ego using a framework like the Enneagram, and learning about Moral Foundations Theory through programs like Open Mind Platform can each help us operate with more intellectual humility.

There’s a lot more work to be done exploring ways to increase our intellectual humility. But being open to hearing other viewpoints and having your mind changed is the starting point to having the creativity and flexibility effective leaders need.

__________

Shane Snow is the author of Dream Teams: Working Together Without Falling Apart and other books applying science lessons to business.
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CHAPTER 13

Disrupt Your Thinking by Involving Other People

by Cheryl Strauss Einhorn

Decision-making is rarely a solo activity. Involving other people in your process allows you to gain a fuller understanding of a situation and gives you a better chance of solving your problems holistically. The key is to identify and consult with other people who think differently than you do. Bringing in the right people can help you avoid potential biases and mistakes.

Many of us approach decision-making from the same perspective over and over. We use the same tools and habits every time, even if the decisions are vastly different. But following the same strategy for every problem limits your ability to check and challenge your thinking. Bringing in others can shed light on your potential blind spots, and although it may be uncomfortable at first, it will ultimately make you a stronger and more agile decision-maker.

To get started, begin with yourself. What are your decision-making strengths and your blind spots: What is the psychology of your own decision-making? What is your typical approach? What mental mistakes or cognitive biases tend to get in your way? Looking inward to what you value can illuminate why you make decisions the way you do—and how your approach might be shortchanging you. From there, you can disrupt your thinking by involving the appropriate people.

The Problem-Solver Profiles

Through my research and work in decision-making, I have identified five different decision-making archetypes, which I call problem-solver profiles (PSPs). In my book Problem Solver: Maximizing Your Strengths to Make Better Decisions, I describe how these PSPs are personal decision-making approaches that we build from our individual strengths and weaknesses. Each has its own specific cognitive biases that reveal habits and patterns of behavior that drive our choices. They aren’t proscriptive; once we gain awareness of what we tend to do, we can take steps to become more dynamic, flexible decision-makers.

In the following brief descriptions of the five PSPs, see if you recognize your own habits in one of these profiles:


	Adventurer: You make decisions quickly and trust your gut. When faced with a challenge, big or small, you’d rather do what feels right than spend your valuable time thinking through all the choices. You know who you are and what you want, so you aren’t afraid to go get it.

	Detective: You value information and are always looking for facts and data. You don’t decide based on how you feel; you want to see what the evidence says. You believe that the more you learn and soak in the details, the better you’ll do.

	Listener: You’ve got a whole village of people in your life whom you trust and who support you. When you are faced with a challenging situation or a complex decision, you rely on these people, asking for their input and opinions. You feel comfortable knowing you don’t have to decide by yourself.

	Thinker: You are thoughtful, resisting the pressure to make quick decisions. You carefully weigh options, wanting to understand the positives and negatives of each. You don’t need a lot of data, but you do need the time and headspace to feel like you have both a reason for the choice you’re making and a rationale for why it makes sense. Speed is not your goal; process is.

	Visionary: You don’t want to settle for the ordinary, and you like to go your own way. When faced with a clear set of options, you’re more interested in finding a different one, preferably one that hasn’t yet occurred to others. You keep everyone guessing, and often, you surprise those around you with your decisions.



Which of these profiles do you identify with? Most of us can be more than one type of problem-solver, although we almost always have one dominant approach that we lean on. Once you’ve identified the style or styles that best represent your approach, you can then learn how to better work within and outside of it.


Cognitive Biases and PSPs

There’s no question that each of these archetypes comes with great strengths, but strengths and weaknesses are two sides of the same coin. Each PSP is also associated with a set of cognitive biases that can impede effective decision-making. Fortunately, you can avoid these pitfalls by bringing in the right kinds of people to break your ingrained habits. Here’s how.

Adventurer

Your optimism bias makes you feel unstoppable, which can lead you into danger. Because you like to move quickly and are optimistic about most everything, you don’t always have an accurate sense of how long something really takes. This can lead to planning bias, where you run the risk of falling behind schedule and not actually accomplishing everything you want to.

To avoid this, pay attention to the other stakeholders involved in your decision. Are you running roughshod over them? Do you understand their goals and objectives—and are you taking those into account? Make sure to listen to them without judgment and note any concerns that something can’t be done on time. To truly solve a problem that involves others, we need to include those people who have the highest stake in the result.

Detective

Your frame blindness can mean that you miss the bigger picture, leading to situations where you solve for the wrong problem (or only part of one). More information does not always make for a better decision; it may just put you further in the weeds. Detectives can also fall prey to confirmation bias, cherry-picking through reams of data to support a favored hypothesis. More information is not always unbiased information, especially if you’re only collecting it to prove that you’re right, and published research (which detectives favor) is not the only type of information out there.

Instead, recognize that other voices are valuable. All information doesn’t come as data; some comes from people. Go beyond the data to speak to knowledgeable sources. Lean on coworkers to help you see the forest and the trees. Use their knowledge and expertise to put the data you have into perspective. At times you may also need to look outside your team or department—or even outside your company—for other experts who can bring a fresh perspective on the topic at hand.

Listener

Unlike some of the other PSPs, being a listener means that you may rely too heavily on other people to make decisions for you, whether they are family, friends, or coworkers. You can fall victim to authority bias, being swayed by the opinions of people in positions of power. You’re loyal to those you trust, sometimes making decisions on the basis of what—or who—you like, which is called liking bias. While others may have good intentions with their advice, they may not be aligned with your inner voice, especially if you have not listened to it yourself.

Recognize that your inner voice is valuable: Before getting input from others, sit with yourself and identify what is important to you in the outcome of your decision. Only after you do this should you reach out to others for their thoughts and perspectives. And remember, just because listeners include others naturally does not mean that those people have divergent viewpoints. When discussing a problem, listen not only for opinions, but for differences of opinion. If your go-to group doesn’t provide that perspective, look for people who could play devil’s advocate.

Thinker

Because you are so cautious, you may be prone to loss aversion, avoiding failure by picking a safe option rather than the best one. And because you like to compare and weigh options, relativity bias may keep you from seeing things as they actually are. Instead, you may be inclined to compare the situation to something else, which may frame a problem too narrowly.

Recognize when you are stuck in your own head. Your time is valuable. Set a decision-making deadline before you begin a process to limit how long—and how often—you can ruminate, and reach out to a trusted friend or colleague so that they can hold you accountable. Whether working alone or with a team, thinkers benefit from creating a vision of success first to identify success metrics and invert the problem. By working backward and focusing on the solution, you will have an easier time staying on track and working with others.

Visionary

With your propensity for being drawn to exciting ideas, you may experience saliency bias, getting attached to the most prominent solution or boldest idea, even if it isn’t ultimately the best option. You also overvalue originality because it’s rare, a form of scarcity bias that devalues what is common or plentiful, which can lead you to invest in being different rather than making the smartest choice.

Recognize the value of the ordinary: By communicating your (precious) vision to others clearly and then collecting data to test it out, you’ll have a better sense of which inspirational ideas to pursue and which ones to shelve for now. Actively solicit feedback from those around you, asking others not only what they’ve heard but also what they’ve understood. Is the idea feasible? Are there gaps that need to be closed for everyone to be aligned? Do team members know where their responsibility lies? Their answers will help you to hone your thinking.

Decision Dynamism

There is no “perfect” problem-solver profile. While some decisions—or even stages of a decision—might be better made by certain PSPs, a truly successful decision benefits from a variety of perspectives that combine different thinking processes. By breaking away from your standard approach and involving someone with a different PSP, you can bring out a more holistic understanding of a situation, better ensuring that you are solving the whole problem.

As you build your decision-making skills, consider borrowing the approaches of other PSPs as well. Using them can feel unnatural and even uncomfortable, but you’ll be building a robust set of tools to make better decisions in the long run.

More-dynamic decision-making begins with knowing more about yourself so that that you can bring the right people into your decisions—those who think differently from you and can help you see your blind spots and sidestep biases to gain new perspectives about a problem. While it’s not always easy to think outside your own box, remember that you’re building the muscles you need to strengthen your decision skills and make your big decisions better.

__________

Cheryl Strauss Einhorn is the founder of Decisive, a decision sciences company that trains people and teams in complex problem-solving and decision-making skills using the AREA Method. She teaches at Cornell University and is the author of three books: Problem Solved, about personal and professional decision-making; Investing in Financial Research, about financial and investment decisions; and Problem Solver, about problem-solver profiles. Learn more by watching her TED Talk and visiting areamethod.com.


CHAPTER 14

Disagreement Doesn’t Have to Be Divisive

by Francesca Gino

A well-functioning organization, like a well-functioning society, requires employees and leaders alike to have productive conversations, even in the face of different views and opinions—in fact, especially in the face of such differences.

Today, this is easier said than done. On social media and in real life, we regularly find ourselves engaging with people whose core beliefs and values seem to clash with our own. Disagreements about whether safety mandates are needed or who should have won a recent election too often degenerate into heated arguments.

Rather than engaging in potentially difficult or uncomfortable conversations, many of us try to avoid them altogether. But there may be a more effective approach: using conversational receptiveness in our language. This means parties who disagree should communicate their willingness to engage with each other’s views. It involves using language that signals a person is truly interested in another’s perspective. In our research, my colleagues and I found that this behavior can be both learned and improved.1

The Root Causes

The reason many of us naturally try to dodge potentially contentious discussions is that people often prefer to engage in conversations with those who will confirm their beliefs rather than disagree with them. This happens because we inaccurately predict how we’ll feel in such conversations. For instance, political partisans overestimate how unpleasant it will be to engage in talks with people who have opposing views, according to research by Charles Dorison, Julia Minson, and Todd Rogers at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government.2

In addition, when we do engage with people whose views clash with ours, we typically try to convince them to abandon their point of view in favor of ours. Assuming that we’re right and they’re wrong, we fight for our perspective and try to “win” the argument. The problem is that the other side is likely to think exactly the same way. This approach backfires, leaving us with even more difficult conflicts to work through.

A Better Approach

When we appear receptive to listening to and respecting others’ opposing positions, they find our arguments to be more persuasive, our research shows. In addition, receptive language is contagious: It makes those with whom we disagree more receptive in return. People also like others more and are more interested in partnering with them when they seem receptive.

We identified the features of receptive language by asking thousands of individuals to write responses to political statements with which they disagreed. Some of the statements were: “The death penalty should be abolished in all U.S. states,” “On balance, public-sector unions should be reined in,” and “The public reaction to recent confrontations between police and minority crime suspects has been overblown.” We then had thousands of others evaluate each response in terms of how engaged, receptive, and open-minded the writer seemed. Our raters were in general agreement about which writers demonstrated receptiveness and which did not. Then we developed an algorithm to identify which words and phrases make a piece of text feel more or less receptive.

This work led us to identify four strategies that can help us leverage conversational receptiveness in even the most heated disagreements.

Acknowledge the other person’s perspective

Acknowledging the views of someone you disagree with by saying “I understand that . . .” or “I believe what you’re saying is . . .” shows that you are engaged in the conversation. Acknowledgment can also include thanking the person with whom you disagree for sharing their perspective.

Saying “thank you, because . . .” allows us to acknowledge that there’s something of value in someone’s perspective, even if you don’t agree with them, research by Stanford research scientist Xuan Zhao and her colleagues has found.3 The “thank you” is crucial: A growing body of research suggests that niceties can lead to better conversations and more prosocial behavior.4 A simple expression of gratitude can make others feel valued and trusted and thus open up lines of communication.

The “because” is just as important: It encourages people to focus on the “why” and to really listen to one another and respond appropriately. It also makes it less likely that someone will interpret your criticism as a personal insult. Acknowledgment does not mean agreeing with what the other person is saying or thinking. But it shows that we listened and understood that there is a different perspective presented.

Hedge your claims

In subtle and not-so-subtle ways, our society conveys the message that we should be strong and confident—that we should grab what we want and express our views in a direct, forceful way. By contrast, being tentative, faltering, or uncertain earns us the reputation of being weak and indecisive. Assertiveness and extraversion are prized, while humility is shameful.

But we have this wrong. Indicating some uncertainty about our claims, or hedging, signals receptiveness. For example, saying to someone that “allowing people to make their own choices when it comes to flexible work might increase their commitment to the organization” expresses more uncertainty and sounds less dogmatic than saying “allowing people to make their own choices when it comes to flexible work will undoubtedly increase their commitment to the organization.” Consequently, it is likely to be better received.

Phrase your arguments in positive terms

It is easy, during conflict, to use negative terms—for instance, to point to arguments the other person made that we should not give weight to. Instead, use positive language. For instance, you might say, “Let’s consider the possible benefits of having fewer people working on the marketing initiative” rather than “We should not have any more people working on the marketing initiative.” The latter sounds definite and negative in tone, signaling that the speaker is not open to the possibility of further discussion or other perspectives.

Point to areas of agreement, even if small or obvious

When we’re in conflict, it’s easy to focus on all the ways we disagree with one another. It’s also easy to become defensive and stop listening to the other side altogether. But across multiple studies, we’ve found that even when people passionately disagree, they usually have some shared values or common beliefs that can bring them together. Those are the values and beliefs to highlight; doing so makes us feel closer to one another. For example, in a disagreement involving pandemic protocols, one person might say, “I agree that we both want this pandemic to end . . .” or “I agree that social distancing can be hard on children . . .”

By using these four strategies in our communication, we’ll be able to engage in even the most heated conversations more productively. In fact, research that my colleagues and I conducted confirms that we can learn to be receptive.5 In some of our studies, we trained people to be more receptive and then observed whether others viewed them as such. Specifically, we gave some participants five minutes of training in using receptive language and then had them write a response to an essay written by a person they disagreed with on a given set of issues. For instance, one issue was about campus sexual assault (“When a sexual assault accusation is made on a college campus, the alleged perpetrator should be immediately removed from campus to protect the victim’s well-being”). Participants in a control group wrote their response using their natural conversational style.

We assigned other participants to respond to one of these pieces of writing—specifically, to an essay by someone whose views they disagreed with. Those writers who had been trained in receptiveness communication were more successful at persuading readers to shift their beliefs on important social issues, the results showed. They were also more sought-after partners for future conversations and were seen as having better judgment.

In another study, we identified Wikipedia threads containing personal attacks in the talk pages of popular articles as well as threads for the same article (with a similar length and date) that did not contain a personal attack.6 This data allowed us to examine the effect of receptiveness in the sometimes-contentious editorial process of correcting Wikipedia articles. We found that editors who were more receptive were less likely to incur personal attacks during editorial discussions. Communicating receptively prompted others to reciprocate by being receptive themselves.

The lesson is that even when discussing the most difficult topics, it is possible for people with polar-opposite points of view to have a constructive conversation. By using the techniques I’ve described, we can bridge our divides.

__________

Francesca Gino is a behavioral scientist and the Tandon Family Professor of Business Administration at Harvard Business School. She is the author of the books Rebel Talent: Why It Pays to Break the Rules at Work and in Life and Sidetracked: Why Our Decisions Get Derailed, and How We Can Stick to the Plan. Follow her on Twitter @francescagino.
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CHAPTER 15

When Group Discussion Backfires

by Joshua Becker, Douglas Guilbeault, and Edward “Ned” Smith

When you have a difficult question to answer, do you consult multiple experts to get a sense of their individual views or ask a group to deliberate together? Studies on the concept of collective intelligence suggest that when managed properly, asking a group can lead to more accurate estimates than simply averaging the recommendations of multiple independent advisers.1

However, our research, published in Management Science, suggests that while group deliberation can indeed increase the accuracy of forecasts, it can lead you astray when it comes to making a final decision.

Prior studies on the power of collective intelligence have largely focused on how groups estimate answers to quantitative questions, such as “How long will it take to get this product ready for market?” “How much will this project cost?” or “What score would you give this job candidate?” For these sorts of questions, deliberating groups generally arrive at more accurate forecasts than individuals do.

But when it comes to yes-or-no decisions, we found that group deliberation actually reduced the likelihood of making the correct choice. In other words, even when deliberation produces more accurate estimates, if the group then votes on the simple yes-or-no decisions related to those questions—that is, “Will this product launch on time?” “Will we overrun our budget?” or “Will this candidate meet our standards?”—they are actually less likely to make the correct decision.

Why is this? In our research, we found that group discussion usually either just amplifies the initial majority opinion or, worse, turns what would initially have been a correct vote into an incorrect one (even as the group’s quantitative estimate improves). We also found that this effect holds true even if the group waits to share votes until the end of the conversation. The same social dynamics that cause quantitative forecasts to become more accurate through discussion can often also transform an incorrect minority view into a majority one, or an uncertain, questionable, bare minimum majority into a strong consensus.

This may seem like a contradiction, but time and time again, we saw groups’ average quantitative forecast become more accurate after discussion, while their votes on a related yes-or-no question became less accurate. How is that possible? Suppose you ask a five-person group to estimate how long it will take to complete a project (a quantitative question), as well as whether the project will be done within nine months (a yes-or-no question). Initially, the five people guess that it will take four, five, 10, 11, and 13 months to complete. Those estimates average out to 8.6 months, but if the group were to vote, a three-to-two majority would vote “No, the project won’t be done by the 9-month deadline.” Suppose also that, unbeknownst to the group, the project will take 10 months, meaning their initial vote is correct.

Now suppose that after discussion, the group members revise their estimates to 8, 8, 9, 9, and 13 months. That would increase the average to 9.4 months—a more accurate forecast—but if the group voted, a decisive four-to-one majority would now incorrectly say, “Yes, the project will be on time.” With only one dissenter projecting a late completion, managers would likely be convinced that the project would be finished on schedule with no urgent need for contingency planning.

While this example illustrates a worst-case scenario, the general point is that improvement in a forecast does not guarantee improvement in a final vote. To explore this phenomenon, we analyzed a series of lab experiments with more than 450 groups of 10 to 40 participants each, in which we asked people to answer questions like how many gumballs are in a jar, what percentage of Americans have health insurance, or what is the U.S. per capita GDP, both before and after a group discussion. We found that on average, even though their quantitative estimates improved, the groups had about an 80% chance of either reversing an initially correct response or simply amplifying their initial majority opinion regardless of its accuracy.

Of course, this doesn’t mean there isn’t a place for group decision-making. There is still wisdom in the crowd, but only if you ask the right question, the right way, with the right management. Specifically, there are three strategies we’ve found can help managers to reap the benefits of group deliberation without falling prey to the effect we’ve described.

Focus on Discussing Data, Not Predicting Outcomes

During discussion, managers should encourage people to share relevant information, such as personal experiences, facts, and data, but not numerical estimates or decision recommendations. For example, in a committee discussing a product launch, it can be useful to share factual information such as: “Our last product for this customer was late because they asked to change a key feature,” or “The UX design team has finished its last three projects ahead of schedule.” This type of information helps everyone move toward a more accurate understanding of the issue at hand.

However, managers should do their best to steer groups away from straw polls and public predictions. Comments such as “I think it will be late,” or, “I think it will be done in three months” tend to increase the similarity of opinions regardless of the reasons why group members feel one way or another, ultimately leading to fewer accurate votes when the time comes to make a decision. The natural human tendency for social interaction to cause people’s opinions to become more similar is the very thing that improves groups’ quantitative estimates, but it often ends up undermining accuracy in a final vote.

Separate “How Much?” from “Yes or No?”

One way to take advantage of the benefits of collective intelligence while still optimizing for accurate decision-making is to explicitly separate the forecasting discussion (how much?) from the decision (yes or no?). Consider asking a group to discuss a quantitative forecast; then take the average of their predictions and leave the final decision to a manager. For example, instead of asking your team whether a product will be ready on time, ask them only for a revised development time estimate, leaving the actual decision on your desk. Or if it’s important for a decision to be reached democratically, have one group make forecasts after discussion; then give those estimates to a second group and have that group take a vote without discussion, based only on the first group’s estimates.

Importantly, we’ve found that nearly every decision involves some sort of forecasting, even when it’s not obvious. Market strategists facing the classic “build or buy” problem are not just asking what they should do, but how expensive and effective each option is likely to be. Public policy experts don’t just need to know if a program will be successful; they need to forecast how many people will enroll in a program, how impactful it will be according to various metrics, and so on. And managers facing questions such as whether they’ll overrun the budget, whether an investment will offer a positive return, or whether a risk exceeds some acceptable threshold can benefit from quantitative estimates around likely costs, returns, and risk levels. Even if the ultimate goal is to make a decision, it’s almost always possible to separate that decision from a crowdsourced forecasting discussion.

Capture Data on Group Dynamics

Both in our recent research and in our prior work, we’ve found that people who are more stubborn—that is, those who tend to make smaller revisions to their initial estimates after group discussion—also tend to be more accurate. By tracking data on both the evolution of group members’ opinions and ultimate project results, you can learn over time whose opinions to put the most stock into.

In addition, you’re also likely to find that different people are better at estimating different types of questions. You may, for example, discover that some people on your team are really good at estimating project speed, while others are good at estimating project cost. You might also find that the really confident people on your team are usually right—or you might find that they’re usually wrong. Tracking this kind of information can help you ask the right people the right questions and optimize your forecasting and decision-making processes accordingly.

In many situations, groups are likely to arrive at more accurate estimates than any individual would come up with on their own. However, the same process of social influence that leads groups to gravitate toward more accurate forecasts can also push groups toward less-accurate answers to yes-or-no questions. As such, managers should be careful to limit group discussions to facts rather than judgments, separate forecasting from decision-making, and continuously iterate and improve their decision-making processes based on past data.

__________
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CHAPTER 16

Three Ways Leaders Can Listen with More Empathy

by Christine M. Riordan

Study after study has shown that listening is critical to leadership effectiveness. So, why are so few leaders good at it?

Too often, leaders seek to take command, direct conversations, talk too much, or worry about what they will say next in defense or rebuttal. In addition, leaders can react quickly, get distracted during a conversation, or fail to make the time to listen to others. Finally, leaders can be ineffective at listening if they are competitive, if they multitask (such as reading emails or text messages), or if they let their egos get in the way of listening to what others have to say.

Instead, leaders need to start by really caring about what other people have to say about an issue. Research also shows that active listening, combined with empathy or trying to understand others’ perspectives and points of view, is the most effective form of listening.1 Henry Ford once said that if there is any great secret of success in life, it lies in the ability to put oneself in another person’s place and to see things from their point of view—as well as from one’s own.

During the Conversation

Research has linked several notable behavior sets with empathic listening.2 The first behavior set involves recognizing all verbal and nonverbal cues, including tone, facial expressions, and other body language. In short, leaders receive information by all senses, not just hearing. Sensitive leaders pay attention to what others are not saying and probe a bit deeper. They also understand how others are feeling and acknowledge those feelings. Sample phrases include the following:


	Thank you for sharing how you feel about this situation; it is important to understand where everyone is coming from on the issue.

	Would you share a bit more on your thoughts on this situation?

	You seem excited (happy, upset . . . ) about this situation, and I would like to hear more about your perspective.



The second set of empathic listening behaviors is processing, which includes the behaviors we most commonly associate with listening. It involves understanding the meaning of the messages and keeping track of the points of the conversation. Leaders who are effective at processing assure others that they are remembering what others say, summarize points of agreement and disagreement, and capture global themes and key messages from the conversation. Sample phrases might include the following:


	Here are a couple of key points that I heard from this meeting.

	Here are our points of agreement and disagreement.

	Here are a few more pieces of information we should gather.

	Here are some suggested next steps. What do you think?



The third set of behaviors, responding, involves assuring others that listening has occurred and encouraging communication to continue. Leaders who are effective responders give appropriate replies through verbal acknowledgments, deep and clarifying questioning, or paraphrasing. Important nonverbal behaviors include facial expressions, eye contact, and body language. Other effective responses might include head nods, full engagement in the conversation, and the use of acknowledging comments such as “That is a great point.”

Overall, it is important for leaders to recognize the multidimensionality of empathetic listening and engage in all forms of behaviors. Among its benefits, empathic listening builds trust and respect, enables people to reveal their emotions—including tensions—facilitates openness of information sharing, and creates an environment that encourages collaborative problem-solving.

After the Discussion

Beyond exhibiting the behaviors associated with empathetic listening, follow-up is an important step to ensure that others understand that true listening has occurred. This assurance may come in the form of incorporating feedback and making changes, following through on promises made, summarizing the meeting through notes, or if the leader is not incorporating the feedback, explaining why they made other decisions. In short, the leader can find many ways to demonstrate that they have heard the messages.

The ability and willingness to listen with empathy is often what sets a leader apart. Hearing words is not adequate; the leader truly needs to work at understanding the position and perspective of the others involved in the conversation. In an interview, Paul Bennett, chief creative officer at IDEO, advises leaders to listen more and ask the right question. Bennett shared that “for most of my twenties I assumed that the world was more interested in me than I was in it, so I spent most of my time talking, usually in a quite uninformed way, about whatever I thought, rushing to be clever, thinking about what I was going to say to someone rather than listening to what they were saying to me.”

Slowing down, engaging with others rather than endlessly debating, taking the time to hear and learn from others, and asking brilliant questions are ultimately the keys to success.

__________

Christine M. Riordan is the 10th president of Adelphi University in Garden City, New York. Her research focuses on leadership, team building, career success, and adaptability, as well as diversity, equity, and inclusion. She is also a seasoned and respected board member in the corporate and nonprofit sectors.
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SECTION FIVE

Analyze the Information


CHAPTER 17

Three Ways to Improve Your Decision-Making

by Walter Frick

To make a good decision or solve a difficult problem, you need to have a sense of two things: how different choices change the likelihood of different outcomes and how desirable each of those outcomes is. In other words, decision-making requires both prediction and judgment.

But how do you get better at either? Volumes have been published on this subject, but there are three rules that stand out. Following them will improve your ability to predict the effects of your choices and assess their desirability.

Rule #1: Be Less Certain

Nobel Prize–winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman has said that overconfidence is the bias he’d eliminate first if he had a magic wand.1 It’s ubiquitous, particularly among men, the wealthy, and even experts. Overconfidence is not a universal phenomenon—it depends on factors including culture and personality—but the chances are good that you’re more confident about each step of the decision-making process than you ought to be.2

So, the first rule is to just be less certain—about everything. Think choice A will lead to outcome B? It’s probably a bit less likely than you believe. Think outcome B is preferable to outcome C? You’re probably too confident about that as well.

Once you accept that you’re overconfident, you can revisit the logic of your decision. What else would you think about if you were less sure that A would cause B, or that B is preferable to C? Have you prepared for a dramatically different outcome than your expected one?

You can also practice aligning your level of your confidence to the chance that you’re correct. Search online for quizzes that test your confidence. You’ll realize that while it’s not possible to always be right, it’s totally possible to become less overconfident.

Rule #2: Ask “How Often Does That Typically Happen?”

Kahneman tells a story of a time when he was collaborating on a textbook and asked his coauthors to estimate the date on which they’d complete their first draft.3 Everyone, including Kahneman, said somewhere between 18 months and two-and-a-half years. Then he asked one of those coauthors, who had been involved in countless textbook projects, how long it typically took. In fact, the collaborator answered, 40% of groups never finished the book, and he couldn’t think of a project that had finished within seven years. This was a textbook about rationality, and the coauthor had answered without thinking about previous cases. That person’s mistake, and the point of Kahneman’s story, is that they should have thought about how long similar projects typically take.

In general, research suggests, the best starting point for predictions—a key input into decision-making—is to ask, “How often does that typically happen?” If you are considering funding a startup, you might ask, “What percentage of startups fail?” (Or, “What percentage succeed?”) If your company is considering an acquisition, it should start by asking how often acquisitions enhance the acquirer’s value or otherwise further its goals.

This rule, known as the base rate, comes up a lot in the research on prediction, but it might be helpful for the judgment side of decision-making, too. If you think outcome B is preferable to outcome C, you might ask, “How often has that historically been the case?” For instance, if you’re thinking about starting a company, and you’re weighing the possibility of spending years on a company that will fail against staying in your current job, you might ask, “How often do entrepreneurs who fail end up wishing they’d stayed at their previous job?”

The idea with both prediction and judgment is to get away from the “inside view,” where the specifics of the decision overwhelm your analysis. Instead, you want to take the “outside view,” where you start with similar cases before considering the specifics of your individual case.

Rule #3: Think Probabilistically—and Learn Some Basic Probability

The first two rules can be implemented right away; this one takes a bit of time. But it’s worth it. Research has shown that even relatively basic training in probability makes people better forecasters and helps them avoid certain cognitive biases.4

If you’re not comfortable with probability, there’s no better investment to improve your decision-making than spending even 30 minutes to an hour learning about it. You can start with Khan Academy’s introduction on coin flipping. (For more resources, see the sidebar “Thinking Probabilistically.”)

Improving your ability to think probabilistically will help you with the first two rules. You’ll be able to better express your uncertainty and to numerically think about “How often does this usually happen?” The three rules together are more powerful than any of them alone.

Even though these rules are all things you can start using relatively quickly, mastering them takes practice. After you use them for a little while, you may become overconfident about your ability to make decisions. Great decision-makers don’t follow these rules only when facing a particularly difficult choice; they return to them all the time. They recognize that even seemingly easy decisions can be hard—and that they probably know less than they think.


THINKING PROBABILISTICALLY

by Thomas H. Davenport and Jinho Kim

A key aspect of thinking quantitatively is understanding the laws of probability and randomness. The lack of this understanding is one of the greatest intellectual shortcomings of most adults; as Nassim Nicholas Taleb refers to it in his book of the same name, they are “fooled by randomness”—they impute cosmic significance to events that could easily happen randomly. There is, for example, the “common birthday at a party” misunderstanding. At a birthday party with only 23 people present, two attendees discover that they have the same birthday. “What are the chances?” they might comment. It turns out that the chances are pretty good—just over 50%, in fact.a

An understanding of probability is extremely useful not only for understanding birthday parties, but also for a variety of human endeavors. If you don’t understand probability, you won’t understand that the stock market is a random walk (that is, changes in stock prices involve no discernible pattern or trend) and that some stock pickers are likely to do better than average for a number of years in a row, but then inevitably crash to earth. You won’t understand the regression to the mean phenomenon; if your income is well above average, for example, your child’s income is likely to be less than yours. You will probably lose a lot of money if you don’t understand probability and you frequent the casinos in Las Vegas. You’ll have a tough time getting a job in the insurance industry or determining whether and when you should buy an annuity. And, of course, probability is the basis of inferential statistics. In short, you need to understand probability not only to be a quantitative thinker, but to lead a successful life.

There are, of course, many sources of learning about probability. Most textbooks pair the topic with basic statistics, because statistics requires probabilistic thinking. If you want to focus on probability and not statistics in general, an introductory textbook on probability is Richard Isaac’s The Pleasures of Probability. If you can’t tolerate a textbook, a fun and well-written introduction for the general reader is Leonard Mlodinow’s The Drunkard’s Walk: How Randomness Rules Our Lives.

__________
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CHAPTER 18

How Successful Leaders Think

by Roger L. Martin

We are drawn to the stories of effective leaders in action. Their decisiveness invigorates us. The events that unfold from their bold moves, often culminating in successful outcomes, make for gripping narratives. Perhaps most important, we turn to accounts of their deeds for lessons that we can apply in our own careers.

But this focus on what a leader does is misplaced. That’s because moves that work in one context often make little sense in another, even at the same company or within the experience of a single leader.

So where do we look for lessons? A more productive, though more difficult, approach is to focus on how a leader thinks—that is, to examine the antecedent of doing, or the ways in which leaders’ cognitive processes produce their actions.

I have spent the past 15 years, first as a management consultant and now as the dean of a business school, studying leaders with exemplary records. Over the past six years, I have interviewed more than 50 such leaders, some for as long as eight hours, and found that most of them share a somewhat unusual trait: They have the predisposition and the capacity to hold in their heads two opposing ideas at once. And then, without panicking or simply settling for one alternative or the other, they’re able to creatively resolve the tension between those two ideas by generating a new one that contains elements of the others but is superior to both. This process of consideration and synthesis can be termed integrative thinking. It is this discipline—not superior strategy or faultless execution—that is a defining characteristic of most exceptional businesses and the people who run them.

I don’t claim that this is a new idea. More than 60 years ago, F. Scott Fitzgerald saw “the ability to hold two opposing ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function” as the sign of a truly intelligent individual. And certainly not every good leader exhibits this capability, nor is it the sole source of success for those who do. But it is clear to me that integrative thinking tremendously improves people’s odds. And it isn’t just an ability you’re born with—it’s something you can hone.

The Four Stages of Decision-Making

So what does the process of integrative thinking look like? How do integrative thinkers consider their options in a way that leads to new possibilities and not merely back to the same inadequate alternatives? They work through four related but distinct stages. The steps themselves aren’t particular to integrative thinking: Everyone goes through them while thinking through a decision. What’s distinctive about integrative thinkers is how they approach the steps. (See figure 18-1.)

Determining salience

The first step is figuring out which factors to take into account. The conventional approach is to discard as many as possible—or not even to consider some of them in the first place. In order to reduce our exposure to uncomfortable complexity, we filter out salient features when considering an issue.

We also do this because of how most organizations are structured. Each functional specialty has its own narrow view of what merits consideration. Finance departments haven’t traditionally regarded emotional factors as salient; similarly, departments concerned with organizational behavior have often ignored quantitative questions. Managers pressure employees to limit their view of what’s salient to match the department’s doctrine, leaving people with only a subset of the factors to which they might otherwise have productively paid attention.

When our decisions turn out badly, we often recognize after the fact that we’ve failed to consider factors that are significant to those outside the immediate reach of our jobs or functional specialties. We say to ourselves, “I should have thought about how the employees in our European operation would have interpreted the wording of that memo” or “I should have thought about the state’s road-repair program before choosing a site for our new distribution center.” The integrative thinker, by contrast, actively seeks less obvious but potentially relevant factors. Of course, more salient features make for a messier problem, but integrative thinkers don’t mind the mess. In fact, they embrace it, because it assures them that they haven’t dismissed anything that may illuminate the problem as a whole. They welcome complexity, because that’s where the best answers come from. They are confident that they’ll find their way through it and emerge on the other side with a clear resolution.


FIGURE 18-1
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Analyzing causality

In the second step of decision-making, you analyze how the numerous salient factors relate to one another. Conventional thinkers tend to take the same narrow view of causality that they do of salience. The simplest type of all is a straight-line causal relationship. It’s no accident that linear regression is the business world’s preferred tool for establishing relationships between variables. Other tools are available, of course, but most managers shun them because they’re harder to use. How many times has a superior scolded you for making a problem more complicated than it needs to be? You protest that you’re not trying to complicate anything; you just want to see the problem as it really is. Your boss tells you to stick to your job, and a potentially complex relationship becomes a linear one in which more of A produces more of B.

When we make bad decisions, sometimes it is because we got the causal links between salient features wrong. We may have been right about the direction of a relationship but wrong about the magnitude: “I thought that our costs would decrease much faster than they actually did as our scale grew.” Or we may have gotten the direction of a relationship wrong: “I thought that our capacity to serve clients would increase when we hired a new batch of consultants, but it actually shrank, because the experienced consultants had to spend a huge amount of their time training the new ones and fixing their rookie mistakes.”

The integrative thinker isn’t afraid to question the validity of apparently obvious links or to consider multidirectional and nonlinear relationships. So, for example, rather than simply thinking, “That competitor’s price-cutting is hurting our bottom line,” the integrative thinker may conclude, “Our product introduction really upset our rivals. Now they’re cutting prices in response, and our profitability is suffering.”

Envisioning the decision architecture

With a good handle on the causal relationships between salient features, you’re ready to turn to the decision itself. But which decision? Even the simple question of whether to go to a movie tonight involves deciding, at the very least, which movie to see, which theater to go to, and which showing to attend. The order in which you make these decisions will affect the outcome. For example, you may not be able to see your preferred movie if you’ve already decided you need to be back in time to relieve a babysitter who has plans for later in the evening. When you’re trying to invent a new business model, the number of decision-making variables explodes. And with that comes the impulse not only to establish a strict sequence in which issues will be considered but also to dole out pieces of a decision so that various parties—often, different corporate functions—can work on them separately. What usually happens is that everyone loses sight of the overriding issue, and a mediocre outcome results.

Integrative thinkers don’t break down a problem into independent pieces and work on them separately or in a certain order. They see the entire architecture of the problem—how the various parts of it fit together, how one decision will affect another. Just as important, they hold all of those pieces suspended in their minds at once. They don’t parcel out the elements for others to work on piecemeal or let one element temporarily drop out of sight, only to be taken up again for consideration after everything else has been decided. An architect doesn’t ask his subordinates to design a perfect bathroom and a perfect living room and a perfect kitchen, and then hope that the pieces of the house will fit nicely together. A business executive doesn’t design a product before considering the costs of manufacturing it.

Achieving resolution

All of these stages—determining what is salient, analyzing the causal relationships between the salient factors, examining the architecture of the problem—lead to an outcome. Too often, we accept an unpleasant trade-off with relatively little complaint, since it appears to be the best alternative. That’s because by the time we have reached this stage, our desire for simplicity has led us to ignore opportunities in the previous three steps to discover interesting and novel ways around the trade-off. Instead of rebelling against the meager and unattractive alternatives, instead of refusing to settle for the best available bad choice, the conventional thinker shrugs and asks, “What else could we have done?”

“Much else,” the integrative thinker says. A leader who embraces holistic rather than segmented thinking can creatively resolve the tensions that launched the decision-making process. The actions associated with the search for such resolution—creating delays, sending teams back to examine things more deeply, generating new options at the 11th hour—can appear irresolute from the outside. Indeed, the integrative thinker may even be dissatisfied with the fresh batch of options he’s come up with, in which case he may go back and start over. When a satisfactory outcome does emerge, though, it is inevitably due to the leader’s refusal to accept trade-offs and conventional options.

Born and Bred

The consequences of integrative thinking and conventional thinking couldn’t be more distinct. Integrative thinking generates options and new solutions. It creates a sense of limitless possibility. Conventional thinking glosses over potential solutions and fosters the illusion that creative solutions don’t actually exist. With integrative thinking, aspirations rise over time. With conventional thinking, they wear away with every apparent reinforcement of the lesson that life is about accepting unattractive trade-offs. Fundamentally, the conventional thinker prefers to accept the world just as it is, whereas the integrative thinker welcomes the challenge of shaping the world for the better.

Given the benefits of integrative thinking, you have to ask, “If I’m not an integrative thinker, can I learn to be one?” In F. Scott Fitzgerald’s view, only people with “first-rate intelligence” can continue to function while holding two opposing ideas in their heads. But I refuse to believe that the ability to use our opposable minds is a gift reserved for a small minority of people. I prefer the view suggested by Thomas C. Chamberlin, a 19th-century American geologist and former president of the University of Wisconsin. More than 100 years ago, Chamberlin wrote an article in Science magazine proposing the idea of “multiple working hypotheses” as an improvement over the most commonly employed scientific method of the time: testing the validity of a single hypothesis through trial and error. Chamberlin argued that his approach would provide more accurate explanations of scientific phenomena by taking into account “the coordination of several agencies, which enter into the combined result in varying proportions.” While acknowledging the cognitive challenges posed by such an approach, Chamberlin wrote that it “develops a habit of thought analogous to the method itself, which may be designated a habit of parallel or complex thought. Instead of a simple succession of thoughts in linear order . . . the mind appears to become possessed of the power of simultaneous vision from different standpoints.”

Similarly, I believe that integrative thinking is a “habit of thought” that all of us can consciously develop to arrive at solutions that would otherwise not be evident. First, there needs to be greater general awareness of integrative thinking as a concept. Then, over time, we can teach it in our business schools—an endeavor that colleagues and I are currently working on. At some point, integrative thinking will no longer be just a tacit skill (cultivated knowingly or not) in the heads of a select few.

__________

Roger L. Martin is a former dean of the Rotman School of Management, an adviser to CEOs, and the author of A New Way to Think (Harvard Business Review Press, 2022).



Adapted from “How Successful Leaders Think” in Harvard Business Review, June 2007 (product #R0706C).


CHAPTER 19

Fooled by Experience

by Emre Soyer and Robin M. Hogarth

We rely on the weight of experience to make judgments and decisions. We interpret the past—what we’ve seen and what we’ve been told—to chart a course for the future, secure in the wisdom of our insights. After all, didn’t our ability to make sense of what we’ve been through get us where we are now? It’s reasonable that we go back to the same well to make new decisions.

It could also be a mistake.

Experience seems like a reliable guide, yet sometimes it fools us instead of making us wiser.

The problem is that we view the past through numerous filters that distort our perceptions. As a result, our interpretations of experience are biased, and the judgments and decisions we base on those interpretations can be misguided. Even so, we persist in believing that we have gleaned the correct insights from our own experience and from the accounts of other people.

If our goal is to improve decision-making, we can use our knowledge of those filters to understand just what our experience has to teach us. Distilling a wide range of research on the subject, we focus in this chapter on the biases that result from three types of filters: the business environment, which favors the observation of outcomes (especially successes) over the processes that lead to them; our circle of advisers, who may be censoring the information they share with us; and our own limited reasoning abilities. We also consider techniques for overcoming those biases.

We Focus on What We Can See

In the business environment, the outcomes of decisions are highly visible, readily available for us to observe and judge. But the details of the decision process, which we can control far more than the result, typically don’t catch our attention. If the aim is to learn from experience—mistakes as well as successes—acknowledging that process is crucial.

Imagine that two firms use the same risky strategy, but one gets lucky and prospers while the other doesn’t. We celebrate the first one and condemn the second—a response that disregards the underlying causes. The tendency to overreward the results of a decision and under-reward its quality is known as the outcome bias.

This bias can influence our actions in subtle ways. A good outcome can lead us to stick with a questionable strategy, and a bad outcome can cause us to change or discard a strategy that may still be worthwhile. For example, in the NBA basketball, coaches “are more likely to revise their strategy after a loss than a win—even for narrow losses, which are uninformative about team effectiveness,” a Management Science article shows.1

A focus on outcomes can also influence our sense of ethics. A Harvard Business School working paper finds that “the same behaviors produce more ethical condemnation when they happen to produce bad rather than good outcomes, even if the outcomes are determined by chance.”2 In other words, if everything turns out OK, we’re more likely to think that the decision was not just effective but also morally sound.

Our attention to outcomes—and disregard of the processes that create them—makes solutions seem more valuable than preventive actions. A decision-maker who solves a burning problem can be identified and rewarded, while one who takes action to avoid the same problem is far harder to spot.

Among outcomes, successes are more visible than failures. The business world is awash with success stories: The latest bestsellers, the biggest startup, and winning corporate strategies are widely trumpeted, while failures quietly disappear.

Relying on stories of successes and on analyses of what those successes have in common is as unreliable a practice as it is popular. In an article in Organization Science, Jerker Denrell points out that observing the common managerial practices of existing organizations can mislead us in a couple of ways.3 First, failures can share some of the same traits as successes. Second, if certain factors always lead to failure, we won’t be able to discover them by studying only successes. Approach with caution any list that purports to reveal, for instance, “10 common traits of successful companies”—whether it is punctuated with an exclamation point or comes with the seriousness of a legitimate study.

Ignoring failures has another effect. In Fooled by Randomness, Nassim Nicholas Taleb argues that doing so masks the failure rate. If the rate is high, chances are there is no magic formula for success. And if there’s no magic formula, then a manager can’t be faulted for missing it. By concealing the prevalence of failures, the environment makes it more difficult for us to learn from them. Instead, we are fooled into thinking that we have more control over success than we actually do.

We Trust Our Circle of Advisers

Honest feedback—an unbiased, undistorted assessment of one’s experience—is essential for improving decisions. Yet decision-makers are often surrounded by individuals who have incentives to feed them censored and self-serving information—and these people are not necessarily a crowd of yes-men.

Censorship is a powerful tool for influencing opinion. Restricting the information that reaches decision-makers installs a strong bias in their perceptions. Even if we are aware of the existence of censors, it can be difficult to think beyond the immediately available information. Our intuitions are often shaped by the evidence we recall, no matter its relevance—a tendency cognitive scientists call the availability bias.

Individuals who are hoping for a raise, a promotion, or some other benefit may well choose to deliver partial and insincere feedback, omitting anything negative about a decision-maker’s performance. As the organizational psychologist Lynn Offermann argues in “When Followers Become Toxic,” leaders run the danger of being “surrounded by followers who fool them with flattery and isolate them from uncomfortable realities.”4 In this way, flattery can be an especially powerful filter.

But your trusted advisers aren’t necessarily aiming to ingratiate themselves with you; they may just be trying to conform. One powerful way to do that is to agree with you. It is much easier to conform to others’ opinions than to voice objections. If all your advisers follow that approach, you won’t have any dissenters.

Your demeanor can make matters worse. Shooting the messenger doesn’t facilitate healthy communication. Indeed, welcoming criticism is hard, especially for people with high status.

Censorship and a desire for conformity give decision-makers a distorted view of their strategic competence, a bias that can result in their downfall. An article in Administrative Science Quarterly suggests that such misperceptions may reduce “the likelihood that CEOs will initiate needed strategic change in response to poor firm performance,” which, of course, can lead to their dismissal.5

Executives who are surrounded by people who agree with them may also experience decreased creativity and problem-solving abilities. Conceiving an idea, a strategy, or a methodology is rarely a solo act. A successful creative endeavor involves input from a diverse set of people. If everyone is simply trying to conform, the group cannot benefit from people’s backgrounds, perspectives, and experiences.

We Overvalue Our Own Experience

We can’t place all the blame for our distorted view of the world on the environment and our inner circle. Some of the blame lies with us. Our own reasoning abilities can sabotage how we collect information and evaluate evidence. We end up learning the wrong lessons from our experience—even when it’s possible to learn the right ones.

One issue is that we tend to search for and use evidence that confirms our beliefs and hypotheses, and we gloss over or ignore information that contradicts them—an exercise of selectively building and interpreting experience known as the confirmation bias. We can easily support our beloved superstitions, spurious correlations, and bogus connections. This natural tendency of the human mind hinders competent decision-making.

Some see external, information-rich big data as a possible remedy, but data is subject to the same kinds of bias. If analysts cherry-pick information to suit managers’ expectations, managers will be reassured about their decisions and see no need to improve them. And once misleading insights are data-approved, they are even harder to challenge.

Another issue is our memory. The philosopher John Stuart Mill wrote in On Liberty, “There are many truths of which the full meaning cannot be realized, until personal experience has brought it home.” Mill’s sentiment assumes that we record and remember events accurately. We don’t.

In addition to the poor quality and reliability of our memory of experience, there is the crucial problem of quantity. The issue is sampling variability: A manager’s personal experience is inevitably based on small samples of incidents that are most likely unrepresentative of the whole context; there is no way that any one manager can experience the entire range of possibilities. Differences among incidents may be due to unknown factors or randomness. If managers read too much into those differences, they may be fooled into seeing patterns that do not actually exist and illusory relationships between unrelated variables.

Our belief in the relationship between the past and the future also can interfere with our view of the world. Predictions based on experience make the crucial assumption that the future will resemble the past. One of us, Robin Hogarth, has done extensive research on how human intuition fares in prediction tasks. The findings suggest that not even experts with a tremendous amount of experience are proficient in foreseeing economic, social, and technological developments.

Managers should be aware that just because something seems obvious after the fact does not mean that it could have been predicted. Decision-makers often fall into this hindsight bias, which can lead to overconfidence and illusions of control. When it comes to effective decision-making, not knowing that you cannot predict is a bigger sin than not being able to predict.

How Not to Be Fooled

The following techniques can uncover the real lessons experience offers. None are easy, but making the effort to adopt them can help you base decisions on a clearer view of the world.

Sample failure

Failures and the processes that lead to them are doomed to stay in the dark unless special occasions are created to bring them to light. It is not easy for managers to share their experiences of defeat. One exception is Paul Biggar, a founder of Newstilt, who posted a detailed account of the fall of the news website, which stayed open for just two months in 2010. To give more people the opportunity to share their stories of failure, a group of entrepreneurs has been organizing FailCon, a conference dedicated to giving visibility to experiences that would otherwise remain hidden.

To identify what could be done better in the future, companies can also conduct decision postmortems to analyze underlying processes. Of course, the goal of learning must dominate the natural tendency to assign blame.

Don’t miss near misses

Another oft-ignored event is the near miss—a failure that’s disguised as a success, but only because there are generally no dire consequences.

An executive at a chemical company told us of a near miss when a machine malfunctioned at a plant, causing a sudden burst of extremely hot gas. Luckily, no workers were nearby, but a quick inquiry revealed that some of the workers in the plant hadn’t been wearing protective gear at the time of the incident, even though they are required to put it on the minute they step onto the premises. Exposure to the gas without the safety gear would have resulted in serious physical injury. (See table 19-1.)

It might be easy to dismiss this episode as unimportant, since no one was hurt. But doing so would deprive the company of an opportunity to learn a valuable lesson without having to suffer dreadful consequences. Ironically, ignoring this near disaster—as so often happens—would lead workers to perceive it as inconsequential and thus would help perpetuate the same dangerous behavior.

As Catherine Tinsley, Robin Dillon, and Peter Madsen have shown in “How to Avoid Catastrophe,” risk-free, anonymous reporting channels can reduce close calls and disastrous mistakes in many sectors.6

Pursue prevention

Recognizing a potential problem requires a different approach than solving an actual problem. One strategy is to harness employees’ collective talents by allowing people to raise concerns about the firm’s operations. Many companies’ incentive mechanisms work exactly to the contrary, and employees often hesitate to speak up for fear of reprisal or being labeled a nuisance. But the signs of a blunder can be picked up more easily by lower-level managers and personnel who deal with daily operations than by their senior colleagues. Employees should be made to feel comfortable reporting issues to the very top—even obliged to do so.


TABLE 19-1
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Disagree

As Peter Drucker wrote, “The first rule in decision making is that one does not make a decision unless there is disagreement.” To devise healthy strategies, executives need to hear many perspectives, including feedback that is critical of their own actions. Executives should surround themselves with people from diverse backgrounds and promote independent thinking in their team. Many executives task certain coworkers, friends, or family members with speaking frankly on important matters.

Ed Catmull, the president of Pixar and Walt Disney Animation Studios, stresses the importance of building a brain trust, a group of advisers who will deflate egos and voice unpopular opinions. He argues in his September 2008 HBR article that disagreements in meetings end up benefiting everyone in the long run, because “it’s far better to learn about problems from colleagues when there’s still time to fix them than from the audience after it’s too late.”

Disconfirm

Rather than finding clues that corroborate your hunch—all too easy in an information-rich world—start by asking yourself how you could know you were, in fact, wrong. What evidence would contradict your belief and how likely is it that you would see it? One technique is to use this thought experiment: Imagine that you are already in the future and things have not turned out as you had hoped. Now use your new hindsight to ask how this might have happened.

If you do go the route of using big data, refrain from revealing your hopes and dreams to the data scientists you hire to collect and mine information. Ask questions in a way that prompts them to look for caveats that would endanger your mission but that doesn’t reveal what you actually hope they’ll find.

Lose focus

It may seem that to mine our experience for valuable lessons, we must focus on the experiences we think really matter. In fact, a narrow perspective can be a serious impediment. In The Luck Factor, the psychologist Richard Wiseman shows that when people focus too much on an issue or a task, they inevitably miss out on unexpected opportunities. For a firm, spotting those opportunities is vital. A company that directs its R&D efforts on a single domain, a startup that uses only a few channels of communication, or a manager who employs only people from a certain background will not be able to cope well with the complexity of today’s business environment.

Being open to the unexpected is also crucial for individuals. A wide perspective can help, giving new meaning to our varied experiences and allowing us to learn from them and draw on them in surprising ways. The result is often serendipitous discovery and innovation. Curiosity prompted Alexander Fleming to inspect a moldy petri dish before cleaning it, a move that resulted in the discovery of penicillin. Similarly, a passion for hiking and hunting led George de Mestral to invent Velcro. Seeds that got stuck in his dog’s fur gave him the idea for the product.

Managers who acknowledge the role of serendipity and luck have an advantage over those who have illusions of control and are overconfident about the accuracy of their judgments. Change is both inevitable and unpredictable. As Spyros Makridakis, Robin Hogarth, and Anil Gaba argue in Dance with Chance, managers who accept that can calibrate their intuitions accordingly and learn to see change as an opportunity rather than a shock. To do so, they must broaden their perspective. Welcoming diverse experiences will help decision-makers manage the unknowns ahead and greatly increase the odds of being in the right place at the right time.

The lessons experience seems to be teaching us, accepted uncritically, should almost never guide our actions. What we learn from experience is typically filtered: by the business environment, by the people around us, and by ourselves. If we keep the filters and their antidotes clearly in mind, we can discover what experience actually has to teach us.

As the late Hillel Einhorn, one of the fathers of behavioral decision theory, asked, “If we believe we can learn from experience, can we also learn that we can’t?”

__________

Emre Soyer is a behavioral scientist and founder of SOYER Decision Advisory, which provides talks, workshops, and projects on strategic and creative decision-making to companies and business schools worldwide (including INSEAD, Bayes, TUM, SDA Bocconi, and EDHEC). Robin M. Hogarth, a cognitive psychologist, is emeritus professor at Pompeu Fabra University, Barcelona. A past president of the Society for Judgment and Decision Making as well as of the European Association for Decision Making, he has authored numerous scientific and professional papers and several books (including Educating Intuition). They are the coauthors of The Myth of Experience.
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CHAPTER 20

How to Stop Overthinking

by Melody Wilding

Hunch, instinct, deeper knowing. There are many names for gut feelings or the ability to immediately understand something without conscious reasoning. In other words, answers and solutions come to you, but you may not be aware of exactly why or how.

In the age of big data, trusting your gut often gets a bad rap. Intuition—the term used to refer to gut feelings in research—is frequently dismissed as mystical or unreliable. While it’s true that intuition can be fallible, studies show that pairing gut feelings with analytical thinking helps you make better, faster, and more accurate decisions and gives you more confidence in your choices than relying on intellect alone.1 This is especially true when you’re overthinking or when there is no single clear-cut, “correct” option.

In fact, surveys of top executives show that a majority of leaders leverage feelings and experience when handling crises.2 Even the U.S. Navy has invested millions of dollars into helping sailors and Marines refine their sixth sense, precisely because intuition can supersede intellect in high-stakes situations like the battlefield.3

The Science Behind Your Gut Feelings

Despite popular belief, there’s a deep neurological basis for intuition. Scientists call the stomach the “second brain” for a reason. When you approach a decision intuitively, your brain works in tandem with your gut to quickly assess all your memories, past learnings, personal needs, and preferences and then makes the wisest decision given the context. In this way, intuition is a form of emotional and experiential data that leaders need to value.

Even if you’re not consciously using your intuition, you still probably experience benefits from it every day. Everyone knows what it feels like to have a pit in your stomach as you weigh a decision. That’s the gut talking loud and clear. If you’re a manager, for example, getting a “read” on your direct reports allows you to sense when they’re demotivated and to take steps to reengage them. Similarly, doing a “gut check” on a product design can steer your creative process in the right direction.

How to Leverage Your Intuition in Decision-Making

Leaders who identify as highly sensitive have stronger gut feelings than most but have also been discouraged from using this sensory data. The trait of high sensitivity contributes to perceiving, processing, and synthesizing information more deeply, including data about others’ emotional worlds.4 This means your intuition is more highly developed than most other people because you’re constantly adding new data to your bank of knowledge about the world and yourself. The only problem is that you’ve probably been taught to devalue this strength in yourself.

The good news is that intuition is like a muscle—it can be strengthened with intentional practice. Here are a few ways to begin leveraging your intuition as a helpful decision-making tool in your career.

Discern gut feeling from fear

Fear tends to be accompanied by bodily sensations of constricting or minimizing. You may feel tense, panicky, or desperate. Fear has a pushing energy, as if you’re trying to force something, or selecting an option because you want to avoid a threat, rejection, or punishment. Fear also tends to be dominated by self-critical thoughts that urge you to hide, conform, or compromise yourself.

Intuition, on the other hand, has pulling energy, as if your choice is moving you toward your best interest, even if that means pursuing a risk or moving more slowly than others. This is usually accompanied by feelings of excitement and anticipation or ease and contentment. Physically, gut feelings tend to cause your body to relax. With intuition, your inner voice is more grounded and wise, like a good mentor.

Put aside perfectionism

Perfectionism is one of the biggest blockers to swift, effective decision-making because it operates on faulty all-or-nothing thinking. For example, perfectionism can lead you to believe that if you don’t make the “correct” choice (as if there is only one right option), then you are a failure. Or that you must know everything, anticipate every eventuality, and have a thorough plan in place before making a move. Trying to weigh every possible outcome and consideration is paralyzing.

To curb this tendency, ask yourself questions like:


	Which decision will have the biggest positive impact on my top priorities?

	Of all the possible people I could please or displease, which one or two people do I least want to disappoint?

	What is one thing I could do today that would bring me closer to my goal?

	Based on what I know and the information I have at this moment, what’s the best next step?



After all, it’s much easier to wrap your head around and take action toward a single next step than trying to project months or years into the future.

Test-drive your choices

When you’re first starting to use your intuition, decisions may not come to you quickly. Instead of overthinking, role-play it. For two to three days, act as if you’ve chosen Option A, for example, an opportunity in a new industry. Observe how you think and feel. Then, for another two to three days, try on Option B, say, staying on your current career path. At the end of the experiment, take stock of your reactions. Simulating the outcome can tell you a lot about the outcome you really want and which decision would be best for you. You can also try flipping a coin and seeing how you feel about the answer. If heads means declining a big deal, do you feel joy and relief? Or worry and dread?

Try the snap judgment test

Relying on rapid cognition, or thin-slicing, can allow your brain to make decisions without overthinking and help strengthen your trust in your gut. Give this a try with the “snap judgment test.” On a piece of paper, write a question such as, “Will taking the promotion make me happy?” List yes or no below the question. Leave a pen nearby. After a few hours, come back to the paper and immediately circle your answer. It might not be an answer you like, especially if the question is a big one, but there’s a good chance that you forced yourself to respond honestly.

Fall back on your values

Your core values represent what’s most important to you. Examples include freedom, diversity, stability, family, or calmness. Let’s say you’re feeling agitated after a long day at work when nothing went your way. Your core values can help you pinpoint the source of your frustration and understand it more clearly. For example, perhaps you value honesty, and what’s causing tension is that you’re not sharing your true feelings on an important issue. Using your values, you can check in to figure out what feels off internally and gain perspective on the situation.

Take a moment today to reflect on what your top one to three values may be. The next time you find yourself struggling to make a decision, ask yourself, “Which action or decision brings me closer to those core values?” Going within can help dissolve the internal tension that leads to mental loops.

Finally, keep in mind that intuition can’t flourish in busy, stressful environments. Give your mind space to wander and make connections. Remember, while intuition is not perfect, it’s also a decision-making tool you’re likely underutilizing at the moment. Give these strategies a try, and you’ll probably be surprised to find that your gut is a more powerful decision-making tool than you may have realized.

__________

Melody Wilding is an executive coach and the author of Trust Yourself: Stop Overthinking and Channel Your Emotions for Success at Work.
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CHAPTER 21

How to Make Rational Decisions in the Face of Uncertainty

by Cheryl Strauss Einhorn

In early 2020, the level of uncertainty in our lives dramatically increased as the world battled a virus that scientists didn’t fully understand; the stock market sank, then soared, then sank again; and the United States faced a contentious presidential election. The future seemed completely unpredictable (instead of merely as unpredictable as it has always had been).

When we feel such heightened uncertainty, our decision-making processes break down. We may become paralyzed and afraid to act, or we may act on the basis of bias, emotion, and intuition instead of logic and facts. It’s uncomfortable, even anxiety-inducing—and it can also lead to missteps.

Being aware of our uncertainty is a necessary precursor to managing it. Effective awareness means pausing, taking a strategic stop, and assessing the situation and the unknowns. We’re being confronted with data that looks actionable, even though logically, we know it’s incomplete and volatile. But even when knowledge is limited, we have tools to help us make decisions systematically and analytically. Whether we’re assessing the meaning of the latest unemployment numbers or the impact of local romaine lettuce shortages, we can use a simple four-step process to work with and through ambiguity to make careful, reasoned decisions.

1. Identify the category of historical data you are working with

There are three main kinds of data we often confront and feel compelled to act on: salient data, which captures our attention because it is noteworthy or surprising; contextual data, which has a frame that may impact how we interpret it; and patterned data, which appears to have a regular, intelligible, and meaningful form.

2. Recognize which cognitive biases are triggered by each category

Different kinds of data trigger different biases, so identifying the data type and its related bias makes it easier to escape mental mistakes.


	Salient data can activate salience bias, in which we overweight new or noteworthy information, resulting in suboptimal decision-making, planning errors, and more. For example, airline passenger demand in April 2020 plunged 94.3% compared with April 2019, because of Covid-19-related travel restrictions. That shocking statistic might make us think that travel as we have come to know it is finished, but in reality, this one salient piece of data tells us almost nothing about future travel.

	Contextual data can constrict our thinking and lead to a framing bias: The context in which we receive the data impacts how we think about it. For example, “80% lean ground beef” sounds more healthful than “beef with 20% fat.” But it’s the same beef, framed differently.

	Patterned data often prompts the clustering illusion—also known in sports and gambling as the “hot hand fallacy”—whereby we assume that random events are information that will help us predict a future event. The human brain is wired to look for patterns, sometimes when they don’t exist. Equally important, when patterns do exist, they often don’t have predictive value. A die that turns up a two several times in a row has established a pattern, but that says nothing about what the next roll will be.



Recognizing how each of these categories triggers our biases can prevent us from falling prey to those biases, but how do we move forward once we’ve accepted that we need additional information or insight to confidently make decisions about the future?

3. Invert the problem to identify what you really need to know

The third step in our process is to realize that you don’t need to know everything, but you do need to identify what matters most to your decision-making. To do that, invert your problem-solving. Begin at the end, asking: “So what? What do I really need to know to understand the situation? What difference would this information make? And how do I expect to use it?” The universe of “known unknowns”—those pieces of data that exist but are not in your possession—is endless. But you don’t need to explore them all; inversion can help you home in on those you deem to be critical to solving your specific problem with confidence.

For example, the salient data about diminishing airline demand triggers a visceral response, which can make it easier to conclude that the industry is permanently in dire straits. However, if we step back, we can recognize that there will continue to be an airline industry—that in the long term, people will want mobility, and the world’s economy will require it. This is a “known known.”

There is so much we know to be unknown. But there’s good news: To solve a specific problem, you don’t need to probe all the unknowns. To stay with our air travel example, this is true whether you are deciding to get on an airplane or to invest in an airline. A traveler’s concerns would be whether and when there is a flight to the desired destination and whether it feels safe to take it, whereas an investor might focus on which airline is best positioned to survive the downturn. Either way, by inverting your problem, you can focus on the known unknowns that matter to you.

4. Formulate the right questions to get the answers you need

Many of us have trouble crafting the questions that could help us make a decision. One useful and practical way to move forward is to organize your questions into four main categories: behavior, opinion, feeling, and knowledge. This ensures that you’ll bring both distance and a variety of perspectives to the way you probe your data, which will help you counter preconceived assumptions and judgments. It will also give you a better context for interpreting the answers, because you’ll know the lens through which they are being filtered.


	Behavior questions address what someone does or has done and will yield descriptions of actual experiences, activities, and actions. If you’re assessing the state of the airline industry, you might ask, “Who is still traveling? Does that extrapolate to a larger cohort?”

	Opinion questions tackle what someone thinks about a topic, action, or event. They can get at people’s goals, intentions, desires, and values. In the airline example, you might ask, “Is it currently safe to travel? Are the airlines taking proper precautions?”

	Feeling questions ask how someone responds emotionally to a topic. They can help you get beyond factual information to learn what people may be inclined to do regardless of the data. Here, you might ask, “How safe do travelers feel? How safe do airline employees feel?”

	Knowledge questions explore what factual information the respondent has about your topic. While some may argue that all knowledge is a set of beliefs, knowledge questions assess what the person being questioned considers to be factual. You might ask, “What routes have been paused or cut? How many more will be cut? Have there been Covid-19 transmission cases linked to flying?”



You can ask these types of questions about any kind of incomplete data: salient, contextual, or patterned. Step four acknowledges that uncertainty is a mix of actions and reactions, knowledge and emotion. Classifying and addressing the ingredients in the uncertainty mixture won’t gain us certainty, but we can be sure that our questions address all areas of uncertainty.

The four-step process helps us better address our emotional responses, name and confront them, and move forward with a rational decision. We’ll have a more complete picture, reducing the likelihood that we’ll rely upon well-worn thinking pathways and cognitive biases.

Voltaire once famously recommended that we judge a man by his questions rather than his answers. We’ll never know the future, but by examining our data and our thinking we can develop and ask great questions that will allow us to more confidently make decisions amid uncertainty.

__________

Cheryl Strauss Einhorn is the founder of Decisive, a decision sciences company that trains people and teams in complex problem-solving and decision-making skills using the AREA Method. She teaches at Cornell University and is the author of three books: Problem Solved, about personal and professional decision-making; Investing in Financial Research, about financial and investment decisions; and Problem Solver, about problem-solver profiles. Learn more by watching her TED Talk and visiting areamethod.com.
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SECTION SIX

Make Critical Thinking a Habit


CHAPTER 22

The Power of Self-Reflection

by James R. Bailey and Scheherazade Rehman

Critical thinking requires not only an awareness of a current situation but also an understanding of what has worked in the past, what hasn’t, and how that can affect future decisions. But doing so requires a regular practice of assessment and reflection.

The practice of reflection is all about learning, looking back on the day (without bias or regret) to contemplate your behavior and its consequences. It requires sitting with yourself, taking an honest moment to think about what transpired, what worked, what didn’t, what can be done, and what can’t. Reflection requires courage. It’s thoughtful and deliberate. And only by looking back at your actions can you identify takeaways you can use in your future thinking.

To get its full benefits, you must make reflection a habit. But it’s not simple. Generic questions like “What am I grateful for today? What did I learn? What could I have done better?” are often too general to be helpful.

So, what should you reflect upon? At least 1,000 things happen during the course of the week. How do you sort which experiences are most significant for your development? Simply put, which of the myriad things that flew across your life and work are worthy of scrutiny?

What Our Research Says

To answer these questions, we asked 442 executives to reflect on which experiences most advanced their professional development and had the greatest impact on making them better leaders.

Their responses were genuine. They revealed embarrassing stories, abject fiascoes, thoughtless gaffes, youthful mistakes, and careless decisions—but also smart decisions, soaring accomplishments, and meaningful interactions. By and large, their reflections were self-effacing and deeply felt.

We processed these reflections through the text analysis program NVivo, a powerful software used in fields like sociology and education, to detect sentimental themes among the stories submitted. We also asked doctoral students to code the stories according to sentiment. As a final step, management professors reviewed the accuracy of that coding.

Three distinct themes arose through our analysis: surprise, frustration, and failure. Reflections that involved one or more of these sentiments proved to be the most valuable in helping our leaders learn and grow.

What did it mean to be surprised, feel frustrated, and fail in this context?

Surprise

Many things surprise us, but in our study, most leaders were moved by moments that greatly derailed their expectations. One participant expressed “shock” that a well-respected, even-keeled colleague blew their stack about a minor issue. Another was surprised when a reasonable request was rejected. And yet another claimed “shock” when the market share of a proven service dropped.

Their experiences reflected this fundamental truth: As humans, we tend to naively hypothesize about what will happen next based on what has already occurred (see chapter 19, “Fooled by Experience”). As a part of our cognitive nature, we use logic and reason to “describe, explain, predict, and control”—four key goals of psychology—in order to project some semblance of power over what goes on in our lives.

When we are mistaken, we are surprised. And mistakes, lapses in judgments, and wrongful assumptions are worth our reflection.

Failure

This brings me to the next sentiment: failure. While surprise can be kept internal, many of the participants associated failure with making a mistake visible to the masses. One leader shared a memory of how being too involved in “organizational politics” led a program he was leading to fail. He lamented: “I messed up, big. I focused on the idea, but not the details. I had to own it. It was painful, but I never made that mistake again.”

Failure, then, is often behavioral, and it manifests as a mistake. The good news is that we all make mistakes. Mistakes provide raw evidence of what we should not do in the future. They allow us to learn by “negative example,” otherwise known as “errorful learning.” Much has been written about the value of failure as a learning experience because it’s temporary. Naturally, we can’t learn if we don’t take the time to stop and intentionally reflect. (For more, see the sidebar “Made a Mistake? Have Compassion.”)

Frustration

Frustration occurs when our thoughtful analysis is criticized. Or someone parks in our space, our flight is delayed, we get stuck in traffic, or our loved one is late picking us up. The leaders we studied conveyed frustration with things like internal delays that threatened product launches, budget inequities, and corporate offices that didn’t seem to understand field realities.

Moments when our leaders felt frustration became growth opportunities upon reflection—that is, opportunities for improvement, change, innovation, and even the development of other soft skills like communication, problem-solving, and patience.


MADE A MISTAKE? HAVE COMPASSION

by Dina Denham Smith

When we have a setback at work, it can be embarrassing, and we can become excessively self-critical. Berating ourselves for something in the past, though, is not helpful. We can learn much from our mistakes and use them to catalyze our development, so long as we don’t focus our energy on criticizing ourselves.

When you unintentionally err, treat yourself as you would a friend in a similar situation. Among its many proven benefits, practicing self-compassion will support you in regaining clarity and confidence, and moving forward productively from a setback. To ensure you make your mistake a valuable learning experience, also ask yourself these two questions:


	How can I prevent this from happening again in the future?

	What’s one lesson I can extract from this experience?



Similarly, show compassion for others when they stumble. Likely, they’re feeling embarrassed and already rebuking themselves enough for their error. Don’t add to the negative emotions they already feel.

__________

Dina Denham Smith is an executive coach to senior leaders at world-leading brands such as Adobe, Netflix, PwC, Dropbox, Stripe, and numerous high-growth companies. A former business executive, she is the founder and CEO of Cognitas and helps leaders and their teams reach new heights of success.
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It’s important to understand that, at the root of frustration, lies our goals, or the objects of our ambitions and efforts. Goals reflect our values, and our values make up the compass that keeps us connected to our higher purpose in life and at work. We’re frustrated when our goals are thwarted and we’re not able to get what we want, but pushing through that frustration and finding other ways to cope and move forward results in our growth.

Building a Weekly Practice

Surprise, frustration, and failure. Cognitive, emotional, and behavioral. Head, heart, and hands. These parts of you are constantly in motion, and if you don’t give them time to rest, they will surely fatigue you. Like a muscle, your mind needs reflection to reenergize and grow stronger.

Here are a few simple practices to get you started on building a regular habit of reflection.

1. Keep a journal

Whenever you are surprised, feeling frustrated, or facing failure, pause and note the feeling. As soon as you are able, jot down what happened in enough detail to recall the instance in as much accuracy as possible. Note the feelings in your body—a sour stomach, a hot head, an impulse to cry—as well as any immediate thoughts that may be racing through your mind.

Then, try to identify the why behind the emotion. What about the event triggered these feelings in you? Were your expectations derailed? Did things not go your way? Did you make a mistake?

2. Set an hour aside each week to review your notes

Don’t skip it. Block out the time on your calendar in order to avoid other disturbances.

Prepare yourself for this review by setting realistic expectations: It’s going to be rigorous and honest. It may even be painful to examine your shortcomings, but also know you can’t get better until you know what to get better at.

3. Don’t just reread your journal entry—add to it

In retrospect, are there things about the situation that you can see differently? Think of yourself as neutral observer. What went wrong? Were your initial observations correct or do they reveal something else that may have been going on, something you couldn’t see in the heat of the moment?

Then ask, How can I make sure this doesn’t happen again? In the case of failure, you may find there is a mistake you can learn from. In the case of surprise, you may discover that you need to recalibrate unrealistic expectations. In the case of frustration, you may figure out that you need to get better at adapting to the unexpected.

Reflection—well and truly done—is ego-bruising. Go easy on yourself. Excellence is achieved by stumbling, standing up, dusting yourself off, then stumbling again. If you study those stumbles, you’re much less likely to fall down in the future.

__________

James R. Bailey is a professor and the Hochberg Fellow of Leadership at George Washington University. The author of five books and more than 50 academic papers, he is a frequent contributor to Harvard Business Review, The Hill, Fortune, Forbes, and Fast Company and appears on many national television and radio programs. Scheherazade Rehman is a professor and the Dean’s Professorial Fellow of International Finance at George Washington University. She is the former director of the European Union Research Center and the former director of World Executive MBA with Cyber Security; has appeared in front of the U.S. House and Senate; and has been a guest numerous times on PBS Newshour, The Colbert Report, BBC World News, CNBC, Voice of America, and C-SPAN.
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CHAPTER 23

Train Your Brain to Manage Information

by Srini Pillay

Information overload is everywhere, from nonstop news to rat-a-tat email inboxes. At the receiving end of this deluge of verbiage is the human brain—your brain—metaphorically endowed with a vacuum cleaner that sucks up information, a container for short-term memory, a blender for integrating information, a memory bank for long-term storage, a garbage disposal for getting rid of information, and a recycling machine extraordinaire.

Simply using your brain for crossing items off your to-do list is poor use of a very sophisticated machine. Using each of these functions effectively is critical if one wants to manage information overload. Yet few people build the habits and lifestyles that allow for their brains to function—and think—at their best.

At the core of managing information overload is the ability to know which function to use, and how and when to use it. The six principles below can serve as a guide to the proper brain hygiene for managing information overload on a busy workday.

Setting the vacuum cleaner

If you leave the brain’s vacuum cleaner on its default setting, it will pick up every piece of information on its path. You need to fine-tune its feedback setting from “global” to “local.”

Local feedback means that you reflect on what just happened. Global feedback means that you reflect on all prior activities. Training your brain for local feedback makes it a more efficient multitasker, allowing it to manage more information and do more tasks as well. So when your day is chock-full of things to do, take a brief “unfocus” break. During that time, take stock of what you last completed to simply evaluate how it went and how it might relate to the next task. Avoid thinking about the entire day.

Placing a filter on the container

Short-term memory is like a cup filled with ideas. It has limits. So it’s especially annoying when information you don’t need to remember takes up space in your memory cup or distracts you. For that reason, you need to filter information throughout the day. There are two ways in which you can do this: proactive and reactive.

TMI (“too much information”) is a form of self-talk that constitutes reactive filtering. It sends a message to your brain to not absorb what you just heard. Proactive filtering is a kind of preparation for your brain. Rather than waiting for the TMI moment, you prepare your brain to ignore it. The ding of social media alerts, for example, is something you can decide ahead of time to ignore, or you could turn notifications off on your computer too.

Turning the blender on

You can make space in your brain by connecting ideas. When you do, they become paired, and your brain can handle more information. When you are focused, your brain is in collection and not connection mode. You need to build unfocus times into your day to turn your brain’s connection circuits on.

When you have too much information coming your way, do the counterintuitive thing—add another task into your day. But let this task be something fun that turns on your connection circuits. For example, walking gives your ideas some legs—it boosts connections and creativity. And walking outside beats walking on a treadmill too.1

Cement your memories

Long-term memory can be made in minutes by using a technique known as spaced learning. Rather than working nonstop, build deliberate distractions into your day. It can confer huge benefits. It empties your short-term memory cup quickly, and it cements what you need to learn much faster than if you persevered with your work nonstop. This lightens the load of information deluge.

Turn on the garbage disposal

We often fear that we cannot remember things. Yet, there are also things that we cannot forget either. For example, a brief reprimand can stay on your mind all day long. And when you mess up, even if nobody else knows, it can worry you too.

As we get older, we get less effective at deliberate forgetting—paradoxically, troublesome memories linger longer (in part because we have a general worry about our memories fading so we automatically strain to remember.)2 One strategy is to substitute memories quickly. As soon as the troublesome memory starts to form, turn on your favorite music, or look up your favorite image. Calling deliberate or directed forgetting, you can effectively disrupt troublesome memories early so that they never take hold.

Activate the recycling machine

Your brain consumes 20% of the body’s energy even though it uses only 2% of the body’s volume.3 This means that when your body lacks energy, your brain will suffer too. This is probably why conditioning your body with yoga can improve your quality of life, or why exercise helps your body manage its energy more effectively. Doing either also gives your brain a break. Building time in your day to take your mind off your work will help to rejuvenate your brain.

When you organize your day with these principles in mind, you will have a new, improved day sculpted to manage information overload. There are many more ways to build strategic unfocus into your day, but to start this exercise, simply break up your workday into 45-minute segments with 15 minutes in between each segment. Exercise at the beginning or end of your day. During your first break, do proactive filtering. In all other breaks, check in with yourself to see if anything is disturbing you. Use reactive filtering (TMI) and thought substitution (positive for negative) early. When things start getting overwhelming, go for a walk to make connections or use local feedback control. Practice using these techniques often, and you will likely increase your brain’s efficiency significantly, and you’ll improve your thinking as well.

__________
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CHAPTER 24

Apply Critical Thinking to Your Learning

by Helen Tupper and Sarah Ellis

To grow professionally, we need to keep our minds open and be willing to learn. Adaptive and proactive learners are highly prized assets for organizations, and when we invest in our learning, we create long-term dividends for our career development.

However, it’s not as simple as acquiring new knowledge. The ability to unlearn, learn, and relearn is vital for long-term success. Based on our experience designing and delivering career development training for over 100,000 people worldwide, working with organizations including Virgin, Unilever, and Microsoft, we’ve identified several techniques and tools—many of which apply key elements of the critical thinking process—to help you make learning part of your day-to-day development.

Learning

Since we spend so much of our time, energy, and efforts at our day jobs, they provide the most significant opportunities for learning. The challenge is that we don’t invest intentionally in everyday development; we’re so busy with tasks and getting the job done that there’s no space left for anything else. Deprioritizing our development is a risky strategy because it reduces our resilience and ability to respond to the changes happening around us. Here are three ways to take ownership of your learning at work.

Learn from others

The people you spend time with are a significant source of knowledge. Creating a diverse learning community will offer you new perspectives and reduce the risk that you’ll end up in an echo chamber. Set a goal of having one “curiosity coffee” each month, virtually or in person, with someone you haven’t met before. This could be someone in a different department who could help you view your organization through a new lens or someone in your profession at another company who could broaden your knowledge. You can extend your curiosity even further by ending each conversation with the question: “Who else do you think it would be useful for me to connect with?” Not only does this create the chance for new connections, but you might also benefit from a direct introduction.

Experiment

Experiments help you test, learn, and adapt along the way. There are endless ways you can experiment at work—for example, time blocking when you read and respond to emails to minimize distractions, introducing “mistake moments” where teams share mistakes the day they’re made with an emphasis on what was learned, and increasing the speed of feedback with quick questions like, “When did you see me at my best this week?”

For an experiment to be effective, it needs to be a conscious choice and labeled as an opportunity learn. Keep a learn-it-all log where you track the experiments you’re running and what you’re discovering along the way. It’s important to remember that you should expect some experiments to fail, as that’s the nature of exploring the unknown.

Create a collective curriculum

Consider how you can create a collective curriculum—a team where you’re learning from and with one another. We’ve seen organizations effectively use skills swaps where individuals share one skill they’re happy to help other people learn. This could be a creative problem-solver offering to share the processes and tools they find most helpful, or someone who has expertise in coding running beginner lunch-and-learn sessions. Skills swaps are a good example of democratized development where everyone has something to contribute and is learning continually, and you’ll be able to use these techniques as you face different situations in your own professional life.

Unlearning

Unlearning means letting go of the safe and familiar and replacing it with something new and unknown. Skills and behaviors that helped you get to where you are can actually hold you back from getting to where you want to be. For example, a leader might need to unlearn their default of always being the person who speaks first in meetings. Or a team member might need to unlearn a habit of dismissing opinions that differ from their own.

Unlearning feels uncomfortable, but we can be adaptable. Here are three ways to make unlearning an active part of how you work.

Connect with challengers

We unlearn when we look at a problem or opportunity through a new lens. This is more likely to happen if we’re spending time with people who challenge us and think differently than we do. The purpose of connecting with challengers is not to agree or debate but to listen and consider, What can I learn from this person?

Seek out people who have an opposite experience from you in some way. For example, if you’re in a large organization, find someone who has only ever worked for themselves. If you have 25 years of experience, find someone just starting out. People who have made different choices and have different areas of expertise than you are a good place to discover a new source of challenge. Asking people, “How would you approach this challenge?” or “What has your experience of this situation been?” is a good way to explore an alternative point of view.

Identify habits and hold-backs

We all have habits that helped us get to where we are today. However, habits can create blind spots that stop us from seeing different ways of doing things or new approaches to try out. Our brains use habits to create mental shortcuts that might make us miss out on opportunities to reflect on and unlearn our automatic responses.

Track your habits by writing down all the actions and activities you do by default over the course of a week. Pick three habits to consciously unlearn and try out a new way of working. For example, if you regularly set up meetings, see what happens when you leave it to someone else. If you habitually jump to solutions when problem-solving, try asking for other people’s perspectives first. Testing your habits helps increase your awareness of your own actions.

Ask propelling questions

Propelling questions reset our status quo and encourage us to explore different ways of doing things. They often start with: How might we? How could I? What would happen if? These questions are designed to prevent our existing knowledge from limiting our ability to imagine new possibilities. They fast-forward us into the future and prompt positive action in the present.

To put propelling questions into practice, it’s helpful to pair up with someone else and take turns asking and answering questions. These five peer-to-peer propelling questions can get you started:


	Imagine it’s 10 years from now. What three significant changes have happened in your industry?

	How might you divide your role between you and a robot?

	Which of your strengths would be most useful if your organization doubled in size?

	How could you transfer your talents if your industry disappeared overnight?

	If you were rebuilding this business tomorrow, what would you do differently?



Relearning

Relearning is recognizing that how we apply our strengths is always changing and that our potential is always a work in progress. We need to regularly reassess our abilities and how they need to be adapted for our current context. For example, collaboration remains as important as ever, but maybe you’re relearning how to do it in a hybrid world of work. Or maybe you’ve made a career change and you’re relearning what it looks like to transfer your talents to a new setting. Here are three ways to use relearning to stay nimble in the face of change.

Stretch your strengths

One of the ways to make your strengths stronger is to use them in as many different situations as possible. If you become too comfortable applying them in the same way, your development stalls. Strengths solving involves relearning how to use your strengths to offer support and solve problems outside of your day-to-day work. This could be in your networks, organizations you volunteer for, or even side projects you’re involved in. For example, one of our workshop participants is a commercial marketing director who applies her creativity not only in her day job but also in a successful brownie business she started outside of work.

Get fresh-eyed feedback

Looking at your skills from someone else’s perspective will help you identify opportunities to relearn. Asking for feedback can help open your eyes to your development blind spots and take back control of your growth. When your objective is to relearn, we find that presenting people with “even better” questions works particularly well to provide them with the safety to share candid feedback. For example: “How could I make my presentations even better?” “How could I make our team meetings even better?” or “What’s one way I could do an even better job of progressing my performance?”

Relearn resilience

Relearning takes resilience, and if you feel pessimistic about the progress you’re making, you might be tempted to give up. Refocusing on what’s working well can help you continue to move forward.

Try writing down three very small successes at the end of each day for two weeks. Your successes can come from your personal or professional life, and though it can be hard to spot them at first, the more you do this, the easier it gets. A very small success could include asking one person for feedback or even encouraging your toddler to eat a vegetable. At the end of two weeks, you’ll have 42 very small successes, creating the motivation and momentum to continue investing in your development, even when it feels hard.

A mind needs to be open to new points of view, processes, and skills. By applying elements of critical thinking to our daily work and investing in our ability to learn, unlearn, and relearn, we can increase our readiness for new opportunities and more comfortably handle unfamiliar situations.

__________
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Are you stuck in a perspective that’s too far out?

Telltale signs

Questions that will help
you zoom in
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models as too minor to matter.

You veer away from dealing with
specific problems in favor of focus-
ing on general theory.

You must have a full analysis or a big
study before determining actions.

You always stay on major estab-
lished paths.

You pursue the mission regardless of
human costs.

You fit everything into a few general
categories.

Does the deviation challenge the
model? How can the deviation be
understood?

What actions does your theory suggest
for this particular problem?

Is there sufficient information to
proceed in this instance? What are the
costs of delay?

Are there side roads or shortcuts?

How is this affecting the people who
must carry out the mission?

What are the details that make things
different? Which details matter?
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Conventional versus integrative thinking

When responding to problems or challenges, leaders work through
four steps. Those who are conventional thinkers seek simplicity
along the way and are often forced to make unattractive trade-offs.
By contrast, integrative thinkers welcome complexity—even if it
means repeating one or more of the steps—and this allows them to
craft innovative solutions.
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A strong hypothesis versus a weak one

Every effective experiment begins with the articulation of a good
testable hypothesis.
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Weak

Source

Design

Measure-
ment

Verification

Relevance
toa
meaningful
business
outcome

Qualitative research, cus-
tomer insights, problems,
observations, data mining,
competitors (example: “We
observed fewer customers
during the first store hour”)

Identifies possible causes
and effects (example:
“Opening our stores one
hour later has no impact on
daily sales revenue”)

Quantifiable metrics that
establish whether the
hypothesis should be
accepted or rejected (ex-
ample: time and revenue)

The experiment and its
results can be replicated
by others

Will have a clear impact
(example: “Opening an
hour later will reduce store
operating expenses”)

Guesses not rooted in obser-
vation or fact (example: “We
think that wealthier buyers
will like our products™)

Does not identify possible
causes and effects (example:
“We can extend our brand
upmarket”)

Vague qualitative outcomes
driven by several variables
that are hard to isolate and
measure (example: brand
value)

The experiment and its results
are difficult to replicate

Won’t necessarily have a
significant impact, or the
link between the metric and
business impact is fuzzy
(example: “It’s unclear how
extending the brand affects
profitability”)
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that confirms
our beliefs.
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Data analysts and
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compelled to tell us
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ing evidence.

Imagine the decision went
badly, then figure out prob-
able reasons.

Don’t tip your hand to data
scientists or other experts
brought in to help.
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our faulty
memories,
our limited
experience,
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misguided
belief that
the future
will resemble
the past.

We see patterns that
don’t exist.

We try to predict things
that can’t be predicted.
Unexpected events
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Seek out caveats that would
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Are you stuck in a perspective that’s too close in?

Telltale signs

Questions that will help
you zoom out

You get overwhelmed by countless
details.

You take things personally, finding
the “me” angle first.

You trade favors, hoping others will
“do it for me.”

You make exceptions or special
deals based on particular
circumstances.

You jump on any good-looking offer
that pops up.

You treat every situation as unique.

What is the context? What matters
most?

What larger purpose is being served?
What is at stake for others?

Why is the task or mission worthy of
support?

Will the circumstances recur? What
policies or decision frameworks could
be used?

Does this fit the goal or destination?
What else might be on the horizon?

Are there other similar situations? What
categories or groupings make sense?





