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    For all those who know that they keep making wrong decisions
and want to deal with the devil now, once and for all.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The first principle is that you must not fool yourself—and you are the easiest person to fool." — Richard Feynman
 
"Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our freedom and our power to choose our response." — Viktor Frankl
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Introduction: 
The Paradox of Smart Failure
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On the morning of January 28, 1986, the temperature at Cape Canaveral dropped to thirty-six degrees Fahrenheit. Ice clung to the launch tower. Engineers at Morton Thiokol, the company that manufactured the solid rocket boosters for NASA’s Space Shuttle program, had spent the previous evening in an urgent teleconference. Their message was clear, ‘do not launch’. The rubber O-rings that sealed joints in the boosters had never been tested below fifty-three degrees. At thirty-six degrees, the engineers believed the rings could fail. And if the rings failed, hot gas would escape. And if hot gas escaped, it would reach the external fuel tank. And if that happened, everyone aboard the Challenger would die.

The engineers presented data. They showed charts. They argued with conviction born of years of hands-on work. But a strange inversion occurred during that teleconference. NASA managers, operating under schedule pressures and political expectations, pushed back. They asked Thiokol to reconsider. Thiokol’s own management, sensing the client’s displeasure, overruled their engineers. The launch was approved.

Seventy-three seconds after liftoff, Challenger broke apart over the Atlantic Ocean. All seven crew members, including Christa McAuliffe, a schoolteacher selected to be the first private citizen in space, perished. The Rogers Commission, appointed by President Reagan to investigate the disaster, later confirmed precisely what the engineers had predicted, an O-ring had failed in the cold.

Here is what haunts me about Challenger. It was not a failure of intelligence. The people in that teleconference, engineers, managers, administrators, were brilliant. Many held advanced degrees. They understood rocketry, physics, materials science. The knowledge existed in the room. The correct answer was spoken aloud, argued for, documented. And still, the wrong decision was made.

This is the phenomenon at the center of this book. Not stupidity. Not ignorance. Something far more unsettling, the systematic failure of smart, informed, well-meaning people to make sound decisions. It happens in boardrooms and operating theaters, in courtrooms and cockpits, in kitchens and classrooms. It happens to you and to me, more often than we realize, and usually in the moments when getting it right matters most.

* * *
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WE LIVE IN AN ERA THAT worships intelligence. IQ scores, SAT results, academic pedigrees, cognitive assessments, these are the currencies of modern meritocracy. We sort children into gifted programs. We hire based on where people went to school. We elevate the clever and the quick-witted, assuming that raw cognitive power naturally translates into good judgment.

It does not.

Intelligence is a tool. Judgment is the hand that wields it. And the gap between the two, what I call the ‘Judgment Gap’, is responsible for some of the most spectacular failures in modern history. Enron was staffed with the sharpest MBAs in the country. Long-Term Capital Management, the hedge fund that nearly collapsed the global financial system in 1998, was co-founded by two Nobel laureates in economics. The architects of the 2003 invasion of Iraq included graduates of the nation’s finest universities and most prestigious think tanks.

Brilliance was never the problem. The problem was something else entirely, a deficit in the quality of thinking applied to consequential choices. A deficit in judgment.

“Whenever you see a successful business, someone once made a courageous decision.” — Peter Drucker

This book is an investigation into that deficit. It asks why intelligent people consistently make poor decisions, and more importantly, what any of us can do about it. The answers draw from behavioral economics, military decision science, cognitive psychology, and decades of research into corporate disasters, medical errors, and political catastrophes. Along the way, we’ll meet surgeons who cut into the wrong limb, generals who ignored battlefield intelligence, CEOs who bet their companies on wishful thinking, and ordinary people who ruined their own lives through choices that, in retrospect, seem impossible to explain.

But this is not a catalog of human folly. Cataloging mistakes is easy. Understanding the hidden machinery that produces them, and then learning to build better machinery, that is the real work.

* * *
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A FEW WORDS ABOUT WHAT you’ll find in these pages.

The first half of this book maps the territory. It examines the cognitive, emotional, social, and structural forces that warp human judgment. Chapter One dissects the anatomy of a bad decision, showing how errors are rarely the result of a single failure but of interacting weaknesses that compound. Chapter Two takes aim at the IQ myth, the widespread and dangerous assumption that intelligence protects against poor thinking. Chapter Three explores the role of emotion in decision-making, arguing that feelings are not the enemy of reason but an essential, and often misunderstood, partner. Chapters Four and Five deal with narrative and certainty, the stories we construct to make sense of the world, and the dangerous confidence those stories can produce. Chapter Six examines the social dynamics of group decision-making, from groupthink to the diffusion of responsibility.

The second half offers a way forward. Chapter Seven looks at how time pressure and stress degrade judgment, and what military and emergency-medicine research reveals about deciding well under fire. Chapter Eight introduces the Judgment Quotient, a practical framework for assessing and improving the quality of your decisions. Chapters Nine through Twelve build out the toolkit, red-team thinking, pre-mortem analysis, decision journals, and the cultural conditions that either support or undermine sound judgment in organizations and families.

Throughout, I’ve tried to write the book I wished someone had handed me twenty years ago, when I was making my own share of terrible decisions and couldn’t understand why someone supposedly smart kept getting it wrong. The answer, I eventually discovered, is that smartness is a starting point, not a destination. The destination is wisdom, and the road between the two is paved with humility, practice, and the willingness to look honestly at how your own mind works.

Let’s begin.
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The Architecture of a Bad Decision
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Consider the following scenario. A hospital in Rhode Island, one of the most respected teaching hospitals in New England, commits the same surgical error three times in a single year. In each case, a surgeon operates on the wrong side of a patient’s head. Not the wrong patient, the wrong side. Left instead of right, or right instead of left. Three times. The first incident draws an investigation. The second draws a fine from the state health department. The third makes national news. Rhode Island Hospital, as the Providence Journal reported, was placed under heightened regulatory oversight, and its reputation suffered damage that took years to repair.

When the story broke, the natural reaction was outrage. How could a surgeon, someone who spent a decade in training, who makes life-and-death decisions daily, cut into the wrong side of a human skull? It seems like an impossible error. And for most people, the explanation is simple, the surgeon was careless. Or incompetent. Or both.

That explanation is comforting. It is also almost entirely wrong.

Wrong-site surgery is not a freak occurrence. The Joint Commission, which accredits hospitals in the United States, has documented hundreds of wrong-site, wrong-patient, and wrong-procedure events since it began tracking them in the mid-1990s. A landmark study published in the Archives of Surgery estimated that wrong-site surgeries occur roughly forty times per week in American hospitals. Forty. Per week. These are not the acts of rogue doctors or broken institutions. They are systemic failures, the
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The Swiss Cheese Model
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The Anatomy Lesson
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Proximate and Root Causes
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