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    Book Presentation: Intuition at Work by Gary Klein


    Book Abstract


    MAIN IDEA


    The paradox of the business world is that intuition tends to get downplayed as a basis for making good decisions. Yet, studies have shown about 90% of the critical decisions a person actually makes will generally be based more on their “gut feelings” about the right thing to do than hard data. In other words, most people downplay the importance of intuition at the same time as they use it more and more. With that in mind, a smarter idea might be to acknowledge the importance of intuition and become better at using it.


    So what exactly is intuition? A good working definition is: “Intuition is the way we translate our past experiences into decisions about our present actions.” That means the more experience you have in your own line of business, the more confident you’ll feel about making decisions on the strength of your hunches and feelings rather than requiring extensive analysis of the options available. This is why firefighters and military personnel are able to make life-and-death decisions rapidly. They pick up on the clues of what is happening and know intuitively how they should react without requiring detailed analysis.


    To summarize:


    
      	Intuition is not magical – it does not require extrasensory perception (ESP) or getting in touch with “the Force”.


      	Intuition is not a gift – that you are either born with or not.


      	Intuition can be enhanced – by learning how to use the right tools and by becoming more experienced.


      	Intuition is a natural extension of experience – rather than something that requires psychic sensitivities.


      	Intuition can and should work hand-in-hand with analysis – to develop better real world decisions than either intuition or analysis would produce if they were working alone.


      	The tools of intuition can be acquired by anyone – through effort, practice and a conscious effort.


      	
        The more you succeed in building your business intuitions, the more reliable this becomes as a method for making sound decisions in the future.

        “I prefer a ‘muscular’ view of intuition that treats our intuition as skills that can be acquired, as strengths that can be expanded through exercise. The more you exercise – the more repetitions or ‘reps’ to borrow a term from the gym – the stronger you get. The same applies to intuition. Intuitive decision making improves as we acquire more patterns, larger repertories of action scripts, and richer mental models. Remember: ‘Intuition is the way we translate our experience into action’. This approach forms my rationale. Regardless of its limitations, we depend on intuition. Therefore, it is critical that we grow it into a reliable instrument. As with physical exercise, you will get some results if you simply take the time to exert yourself, to do the ‘reps’, but you will get better results if you use proper technique and if you have a smart training program with progressive goals – and especially if you get guidance and feedback on those techniques and goals. Think of it as a fitness program to develop your intuition.”


        – Gary Klein

      

    


    About the Author


    GARY KLEIN is the founder and chairman of his own consulting firm, Klein Associates. He specializes in studying how people use experience to make better decisions when under conditions of sometimes conflicting goals or intense time pressure. Dr. Klein has studied how firefighters, soldiers and businesses use intuition. He is also the author of Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of Intuition at Work (Gary Klein)


    How to build your business intuition


    To build your level of business intuition, you can choose from two generic options:


    
      	Passively wait until you have acquired enough experience that it begins to influence your decisions.


      	Be proactive in building the skill sets of intuitive decision making by:

        
          	Understanding what intuition is.


          	Learning the methods and disciplines of decision making.


          	Learning how to blend intuition with analysis.

        

      

    


    Consider how you would answer these questions:


    
      	Where do your business hunches come from?


      	What is it that sometimes sets off mental alarm bells inside your head when you see something?


      	What is the process by which you have been taught to make good decisions?

    


    Most people have been taught the best way to make a good decision in business is:


    
      	Analyze your problem thoroughly.


      	List all your different options.


      	Evaluate those options on a consistent criteria.


      	Identify which option offers the most benefits.

    


    That sounds nice in theory because it is logical and methodical rather than leaving the outcome to chance. The only problem is this approach doesn’t work all that well in the real world. More often than not, decisions have to be made in challenging situations where:


    
      	Confusing and complex factors need to be taken into account.


      	There are limitations on the amount of information available.


      	You have severe resource constraints.


      	Little snippets of inconclusive facts abound.


      	There are severe consequences in making the wrong decision.

    


    In other words, in most situations, people don’t follow the classical, scientific model of decision-making. Instead, there will often be one approach which is favored above all others, and the facts which supported that preferred approach will be emphasized while conflicting facts will be swept under the carpet. Or the evaluation criteria will be tweaked until there is only one decision which can be reached.


    Since intuition already influences our decisions more than we may acknowledge or even realize, it is worthy of closer inspection. The five key elements of a good working model of business intuition are:


    
      	A new situation that arises generates a set of cues which are usually grouped together.


      	That group of clues will form a pattern. An experienced manager will look at a set of clues and notice whether or not it matches any pattern which has been seen in the past.


      	Based on the pattern that has been used in previous situations, an experienced person will than have in mind a specific plan of action. They will anticipate what will happen next and the most effective course to follow. Action scripts are the typical ways a person with experience will respond. The more experience a person has with any specific pattern, the more obvious the best course of action will be, and the easier it becomes to make a good decision.
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      	Mental stimulation means to consciously imagine what will happen when an action script gets implemented. An experienced person will know what to expect as specific actions are taken, and will watch for the clues this is, in fact, happening.


      	In order to build an effective mental stimulation, mental models of how things work are needed. Experienced people know how things work from their own hands-on examples. Managers help their subordinates build better mental models to increase their effectiveness in the future.

    


    In most situations, all of these elements are worked through so rapidly it appears intuitive decisions are being made instantaneously, but this is not the case. All of the key elements are being worked through in rapid succession.


    The advantages of intuitive decisions in business are:


    
      	Situations can be sized up quickly – instead of requiring a long, laborious effort to analyze it.


      	Problems and anomalies can be noticed early – before they become a more serious problem.


      	There will be confidence – the first option which comes to mind is a good one.


      	There will be an anticipation of what will happen next – so adequate preparations can be made beforehand.


      	You avoid getting overloaded with data – keeping things simple and manageable.


      	You will be able to remain calm and composed – even when required to act in the face of pressure and uncertainty.


      	Alternatives can be found – when a plan runs into any sort of difficulty or barriers.


      	You will recognize similar patterns in the future – allowing you to become better over time at performing those tasks which lie at the center of your career.

    


    Obviously, the key to obtaining these benefits is to develop enough real-life experience in your particular field so you develop expertise. The broader your experience base, the more intuition you will have. This, however, is too important an asset to have to leave to chance. What is required is a training program by which intuition can be acquired and enhanced through a series of meaningful experiences. Or, put differently, since intuition is vitally important, it makes good sense to go through a planned set of exercises which will provide “deliberate experiences” which will build into intuition. That way, you are approaching intuitive decision making in a constructive and deliberate manner rather than hoping random events will come together to provide us with much needed experience.


    To become better at using your intuition, a three step training program is recommended:
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    1. Identify


    Before you can effectively start to use your intuitions, you need to understand the decision requirements of your job. This isn’t as easy as it may appear at first glance. For most executives, the critical decisions they need to make at work are:


    
      	Estimating time lines so budgets and plans can be developed and refined.


      	Selecting one contractor or outsource supplier over another.


      	Identifying which business opportunities are the most promising and therefore are deserving of the most resources.


      	Hiring new people.


      	Promoting people within the organization.


      	Assessing whether a project is progressing well or whether it should be abandoned.

    


    Decision requirements are the judgements that repeatedly arise rather than the one-off situations. To organize your thinking better, you may want to develop a simple decision requirement table in this way:
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    A decision requirement table helps you approach decision making more systematically. It also encourages you to seek out those who have a track record of success to look for ideas and practices you may try and emulate. By documenting your track record in making decisions, you can become more sophisticated in the future while at the same time creating an opportunity for greater intuition.


    2. Practice


    The second step in making better intuitive decisions is to find opportunities to practice. The greater the experience base you amass, the more likely it is you will become skilled at recognizing the patterns and building the mental models which underpin intuition.


    A good approach in this area is to develop “decision games” – simulations or training exercises which capture the essence of the most difficult decisions you need to make. A good decision game recreates the challenges you face. Some organizations go to great expense to develop and run sophisticated computer-based decision games, but a thought exercise using paper-and-pencil can be just as effective.


    A good decision game:


    
      	Will have a compelling and engaging storyline.


      	Builds to a climax where a key decision is required.


      	Doesn’t have a single correct answer but allows for a reasonable range of answers, each with its own consequences.


      	Has a built-in set of conflicting goals and resource constraints so as to reflect the realities of life.


      	Incorporates the sense of uncertainty which is present in most real-life situations.


      	Will be open to discussion so everyone in the organization has the opportunity to learn from it.


      	Where possible, includes some sort of diagram, map or table so as to incorporate a visual element.


      	Should be named so it can be referred to a later time.

    


    3. Review


    To learn from your experiences and become better at making good decisions, feedback is required. This can be time-consuming and at times painful, but unless you take the time to reflect on each experience, you may miss a learning opportunity.


    To critique your decisions and learn from your experiences, be specific and thorough. Answer the following key questions:


    
      	What was the time line for this decision?


      	At what points on that time line did we make decisions about what was required?


      	What were the hardest decisions to make in this project, and why were these decisions so difficult?


      	How did we interpret the information we had available?


      	In hindsight, what were the cues and patterns that we should have picked up on earlier?


      	Why did we end up selecting the course of action we adopted?


      	If we knew earlier what we now know, would we have chosen a different course of action.

    


    The military has always been big on debrief sessions where past experiences are examined in greater detail. A review like this, however, is more than a debate. It is also more than an attempt to find someone to blame. Nor is it an attempt by a facilitator to maneuver participants into accepting the “right” answer. Instead, a business decision review is a genuine attempt to learn about patterns and cues. The review is also intended to highlight where more practice and training is required so the quality of future decisions will be improved.


    It’s not enough just to have experiences. Intuition requires those experiences to be transformed into expertise. To build expertise, you need feedback on our previous decisions. Passive feedback which states whether you passed or failed is of little use. Rather, you need to be actively involved in analyzing the feedback to learn why your decisions were good or poor. You then need repetitions – so you can get progressively better over a period of time. As you go through the three steps of this cycle again and again, you gradually fine-tune and hone your ability to make use of your intuition.


    As part of building your own business intuition, it is important to understand the connection between analysis and intuition. In practice, both are needed. Your intuition should help you recognize a situation and suggest how to act but this should be followed by analysis to verify those intuitions are not misleading. Intuition is more like peripheral vision or the big picture whereas analysis is tightly focused on just one option.


    There are times when it makes more sense to rely on intuition and other times when analysis should come to the fore. For example, intuition will sometimes prove to be unreliable:


    
      	When a complex decision is needed – where you need to sit down and calculate out the exact costs of one option against another.


      	Where there are high levels of uncertainty – like trying to forecast which way the stock market will move on any particular day rather than over a long time period.


      	Where decision makers have had insufficient experience to be able to acquire expertise.


      	When someone distorts their experience base – by making connections between accidental or random events where none actually exist.


      	Where we have a mindset that we’ve seen it all before – causing us to miss important or novel new clues and pieces of information.

    


    Similarly, analysis can sometimes prove to be unreliable as well. This may arise:


    
      	In situations which are highly fluid and changeable.


      	Under severe time constraints.


      	When the goals are fuzzy or loosely defined.


      	In transactions involving highly experienced people – who are unlikely to need extensive analysis to make decisions.

    


    Both analysis and intuition are needed. The challenge is to find the best ways to use both effectively. Some practical suggestions on how to hit the right balance between analysis and intuition are:


    
      	Always start with intuition – because if you begin by analyzing a situation, you’ll naturally suppress your intuition. When you start a new project, identify your intuition right at the outset before it gets clouded. Then start analyzing whether or not those initial impressions are sound.


      	Accept that there will be a zone of indifference – and settle for making a good decision quickly rather than agonizing for a long time until you come up with a perfect option. Make your choice and move on rather than getting bogged down.


      	Map strengths and weaknesses without attaching numbers – that way you can make a decision quickly rather than getting bogged down in calculating the precise strength of each pro or con. Aim to identify the best option rather than its margin over all others.


      	Use mental simulations – to look at how each potential approach might pan out in the future. That way, if your worst case scenario plays out, you’ll stand a better chance of picking up on the clues earlier rather than later.


      	Simplify your comparisons – by running a series of “face-offs” where you compare just one option with another. Gauge which is the best, discard the losing option and run your next face-off with a new challenger. Keep going until you have just one option remaining, which will be your most robust choice.


      	Bring in an outsider – and ask them whether what you’re suggesting makes sense. This will provide a reality check that you’re not losing your objectivity.


      	
        Don’t try and replace your intuitions with procedures – but take advantage of your intuitions. Use them to supplement and enhance the procedures that you follow. The best people not only know their routines inside out but also have enough expertise to know when is the appropriate time to depart from those routines.

        “Senior managers use intuition in at least five distinct ways. First, they intuitively sense when a problem exists. Second, managers rely on intuition to perform well-learned behavior patterns rapidly. The third function of intuition is to synthesize isolated bits of data into an integrated picture, often in an ‘aha!’ experience. Fourth, some managers use intuition as a check on the results of more rational analysis. Fifth, managers can use intuition to bypass in-depth analysis and move rapidly to come up with a plausible solution. Used in this way, intuition is an almost instantaneous cognitive process in which a manager recognizes familiar patterns. Intuition is not the opposite of rationality, nor is it a random process of guessing. Rather, it is based on extensive experience in both analysis and problem solving and in implementation and to the extent that the lessons of experience are logical and well-founded, then so is intuition. Further, managers can often combine gut feel with systematic analysis, quantified data and thoughtfulness.”


        – Daniel Isenberg, researcher


        “The longer we wait to defend our intuitions, the less we will have to defend. We are more than the sum of our software programs and analytical methods, more than the databases we can access, more than the procedures we have been asked to memorize. The choice is whether we are going to shrink into these artifacts or expand beyond them.”


        – Gary Klein


        “I don’t think you can make effective decisions without developing your intuition.”


        – Gary Klein


        “If intuition is based on experience, how does that experience get compiled? Merely having experiences is not enough. The experiences have to be transformed into expertise.”


        – Gary Klein


        “Neither analysis nor intuition alone is sufficient for effective decision making. Therefore, we need to explore the connection between them, highlighting what can go wrong if we rely excessively on intuition and what can go wrong if we rely too much on analysis. The synthesis between intuition and analysis that seems most effective is when we put intuition in the driver’s seat so that it directs our analysis of the circumstances. This way, intuition helps us recognize situations and helps us decide how to react, and analysis verifies our intuitions to make sure they aren’t misleading us.”


        – Gary Klein


        “Expertise itself has limits, but it’s the basis for most of what we accomplish. The less experience we have, the weaker our intuitions will be and the less useful our analyses. By not trusting our intuition, we may miss opportunities to develop it. The longer we wait to strengthen our intuition, the stronger we make our habits of performing the tasks strictly according to procedures.


        – Gary Klein

      

    


    2. How to better apply your intuition


    To learn how to apply intuition more effectively in the workplace:


    
      	Make some tough choices – it will force you to enhance your intuitive capacities.


      	Spot emerging problems – before they get out of hand and before they become more serious.


      	Become better at managing uncertainty – and develop your intuitions about the optimum approach.


      	Learn how to size up situations – so your intuition can pick up clues and patterns on which to act.


      	Get creative – capture the flashes of inspiration which your intuition will generate.


      	Become better at improvising and adapting – so you can make adjustments on the fly.

    


    1. Make some tough choices


    Choosing between two viable options can be extremely painful. There are a number of analytical strategies which can be employed – you may, for example, break the options down into various dimensions and assign a weighting to each. The only problem is those weightings and even the categories themselves will be more subjective than you may care to admit.


    With this in mind, try using your intuition the next time you face a difficult choice. Probably the best way to do this is to make a snap judgement on which option you favor right at the outset. Most often, this will be the choice your intuition is suggesting before it gets influenced by the analysis which follows. You may be able to reach a decision more rapidly if you look at this preferred option in more detail to check there are no lurking problems, and then just quickly skim over all other options.


    Another good idea is to take notes over how your decisions are reached. Once you’ve done this a number of times, a pattern may emerge. You may be able to diagnose how your past decisions have turned out with a view towards improving the odds in the future.


    2. Spot emerging problems


    Your intuition should alert you when something is wrong. It just won’t feel right in your “gut”. These feelings are


    

    

    
      	Prepare – by setting aside about an hour of uninterrupted time where the key people can concentrate.


      	Visualize a debacle – the worst case scenario where you and your company are devastated and totally embarrassed by the outcome.


      	Ask each person: “How did this happen?” – and list all the potential reasons for that fiasco. Work individually, using the benefit of each person’s experience and intuition. This should generate a complete list of all the difficulties faced.


      	Consolidate the lists – hold a group discussion in which everyone’s individual lists get combined into a master list.


      	Revisit your business plan – and look at how you can minimize or avoid the three items of greatest concern from your master list of hazards. If you have time, also look at the next two or three items on the list.


      	Periodically keep reviewing your list – about every three or four months to inject a bit of a reality check into proceedings.

    


    

    3. Become better at managing uncertainty


    

    
      	You may be missing key information.


      	The information you have may be unreliable.


      	You may have conflicting pieces of information.


      	There may be too much background noise and confusion.

    


    

    
      	Try and delay a decision – if your intuition tells you the situation is likely to resolve itself or more information is likely to become available in the future.


      	Gather more information – if your intuition tells you more information will be available in a timely enough manner so as to actually make a difference.


      	Become more active in monitoring the evolving situation – if your intuition suggests doing so will help you change your response rapidly enough.


      	Fill any gaps with assumptions – and let your intuition flag which of those assumptions are tenuous rather than trying to track each and every assumption.


      	Try and pain a mental picture of the situation – so your intuition can go to work flagging cues and elements which don’t align with your preferred viewpoint.


      	Be willing to act on a good plan – rather than waiting until a perfect plan is available. Use your intuition to press on and get into action, even if uncertainties remain.


      	Try and actively shape the environment – in such a way that it enhances your chances of success.


      	Develop various alternative scenarios – and allow your intuition to rate their chances of eventuating.


      	Simplify your plans – and follow the guidance of your intuition in deciding what to cut and what to leave.


      	Take an incremental approach – making a few decisions now and the rest at a later stage when progress can be evaluated.


      	Embrace uncertainty – and appreciate it for the value it adds and the planning flexibility it provides.

    


    

    4. Learn how to size up situations


    

    

    

    
      	Be careful not to get fixated on one specific mindset – and keep challenging yourself to stick to the facts. Keep in mind what it would take to change your perspective and convince you your interpretation of the facts is wrong. If you can’t specify this, you’re probably gripped by a single viewpoint rather than open to the facts.


      	Step back and take note of any inconsistencies you’re explaining away – and gauge whether you’re trying to bend reality to fit your point-of-view or vice versa.


      	Establish trigger events beforehand – that will indicate your interpretation of the situation is out of touch with reality.


      	Develop two or three stories for the future – instead of just the one.


      	Actively try and think of alternative explanations for the data you gather.


      	Keep improving your mental models.

    


    5. Get creative


    

    

    
      	Present a dilemma for the group to work on – and let them gather enough information to know what has been tried unsuccessfully thus far.


      	Send everyone off to work by themselves – and let each person generate their own ideas and solutions. Schedule the next meeting for the following day.


      	Have each person present their ideas to the group – with each person holding the floor uninterrupted in this phase.


      	Critique each idea after it is presented – with the idea that everyone in the group will learn more. The emphasis here is shared understanding, not selecting a winner.


      	If feasible, integrate the best features of each idea into one composite idea – allowing you to pick and choose various elements.


      	If time permits, go through the sequence a second time – to see whether other options are available.


      	Converge on a solution – and keep polishing and improving that idea.

    


    

    6. Become better at improvising and adapting


    

    

    
      	Try and develop a modular plan – with different tasks which can be performed independently rather than sequentially. This allows one module to be changed without affecting the other parts of the plan.


      	Build in the ability to revise plans constantly – so they can be modified and enhanced as early feedback flows in. In fact, a good plan will leave as many critical decisions as possible until the middle of the project rather than requiring them to be made up-front.


      	Understand the relationship between the plan’s developers and the plan’s implementers – since the closer this relationship, the more flexibility you’ll have.


      	Make it easy to inform others about changes in the plan – as this will have a bearing on execution.


      	Make it simple for people to detect problems – before they become major issues.


      	Avoid centralizing authority – and try to keep as much decision making as possible where any problems are likely to crop up.


      	Prepare for adaptation – by encouraging people to fall in love with good results rather than any specific plan for generating those results.


      	Always keep looking for early indicators of emerging problems – rather than hanging on and waiting for the marketplace to change to suit your plan.


      	Expect to revise and update your goals – whenever you intuitively know the old goals are no longer feasible.


      	Realize the amount of previous investment in the project is actually irrelevant – to the future well being of the project.

    


    

    

    

    
      	Become better at communicating your intuitions – so you can present your ideas effectively.


      	Coach and mentor others – so there will be a better understanding of intuition throughout your firm.


      	Make good use of quantitative data – as the metric of the success of your ideas.


      	Use information technology intelligently – rather than letting it filter out intuitive thinking.


      	Commit to being an intuitive decision maker.

    


    1. Become better at communication your intuitions


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    2. Coach and mentor others


    

    

    
      	Get into the habit of thinking aloud – and help people be aware of what’s going through your mind whenever you are performing a business task.


      	Point out potential problems – and inject your own expertise into whatever the other person is working on that way.


      	Discuss the consequences of any mistakes openly and candidly – so people learn how to do better next time around.


      	Encourage the trainee to think out loud while performing a task – so you can provide some guidance and feedback.


      	Ask open-ended questions – and be amenable to any creative or original approaches which the trainee may suggest which have never occurred to you before. Be willing to explore their ideas and use them.


      	Point out improvements – and build on those rather than complaining about shortfalls in other areas.


      	Maintain a narrow focus – concentrating on just two or three issues each session.


      	Encourage – the person you are training or mentoring to try and develop a more intuitive feel for the task at hand.

    


    

    3. Make good use of quantitative data


    

    

    
      	It will become possible to make sense of the raw numbers – and get a feel for whether forward momentum is building within the business.


      	Several metrics can be blended in with the same story – so you obtain a multi-dimensional view rather than relying solely on one metric which may be influenced by an external trigger event.


      	The long-term trends will come to the fore – meaning there will be less pressure to jump to the wrong conclusion on the strength of random fluctuations. Business is all about what happens in the long term rather than the short term.


      	People will get a better feel for the underlying developments which underpin the numbers – rather than taking the numbers at face value. That is, there is an enhanced sense of cause-and-effect instead of always being in a reactive mode.


      	Better decisions can be made – focused around solving problems. And those decisions which are made will take into account other concerns, other opportunities and the other agendas which may be involved.

    


    4. Use information technology intelligently


    

    

    
      	Information technology can render irrelevant the expertise of people who are already skilled – by preventing us finding the raw data we need to make our own decisions. Computer software generally uses the mental model of the programmer to present data rather than allowing the user to develop their own mental models of the data.


      	Information technology can limit how we search for data – by flooding us with material. We may spend so much time figuring out what’s relevant and what’s not that we have little time left for reflection and analysis.


      	Information technology can lock us into one way of doing things – rather than freeing us to adapt more readily to changes that occur. We end up having to trust the system to work properly.


      	Information technology can make us less adaptive – because we have to follow the prescribed procedures.


      	Information technology can make us passive rather than active learners.

    


    

    5. Commit to being an intuitive decision maker


    

    

    

    
      	Practicality – they approach problems logically armed with a solid experience base on which to draw.


      	Theory – they understand that intuition stems from experience and that we know intuition works by picking up on cues, noticing patterns and drawing on scripts and mental models.


      	Experiential – they use exercises and games to gain more experience in the application of their intuitive decision making skills.
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