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			Dedication

			For the students, teachers and staff at the Institute of Sports Humanities

		

		
			Epigraph

			Having lots of ideas doesn’t mean you’re clever, any more than having lots of soldiers means you’re a good general.

			Nicolas Chamfort, Maximes et Pensées

		

		
			1

			Where Do ‘We’ Fit In?

			If my heart could do the thinking

			And my head begin to feel

			Van Morrison

			‘How much longer until the selection of cricket teams is done entirely by an algorithm?’

			That question was put to me in early 2020 by an Australian investor, in his house overlooking the Melbourne Cricket Ground where I’d spent the day watching an England cricket team – selected by humans, I should add – play against its Australian counterpart.

			The table went quiet. A cricket selector, like an active investor, is paid to deliver superior judgements that improve overall performance. But can’t these decisions now be outsourced to a self-learning machine? After all, capturing data of all kinds is getting easier and cheaper in every industry, allowing Artificial Intelligence (AI) to expand and improve. So in the age of big data and machine learning, what role – if any – will there be for human intelligence?

			Quite simply, where do ‘we’ fit in?

			In board games, the balance of power between human and machine intelligence shifted irrevocably in 1997 when IBM’s computer Deep Blue beat chess grandmaster Garry Kasparov. In his last game against Deep Blue, Kasparov lasted a mere 19 moves, conceding that he’d ‘lost his fighting spirit’. Other complex board games followed. In 2016, the world’s top Go player was defeated by AlphaGo – a program developed by the AI start-up DeepMind (acquired by Google for $600 million in 2014). Is aptitude at games a metaphor for the fate of human intelligence, struggling on for a while against machine learning, before eventually suffocating like a canary in the coal mine?

			Is this really the future we face as humans? After all, one computer versus one human is only part of the story. Life is infinitely more complex. In most decision-making contexts we arrange ourselves in groups and teams, and can blend differing types of intelligence or skills as we see fit. What’s the best formula overall? Kasparov’s response to losing to Deep Blue was to invent ‘advanced chess’, in which both human players arm themselves with a computer, therefore engaging against their rival human-computer team. The experience taught Kasparov that the real value of the human, in this set-up, is creativity; he had a computer for all the rest.

			It’s now established that in chess a hybrid team, with people to command strategy and computers to execute tactics, is superior to either a grandmaster or a computer on its own.

			How much is cricket like chess, and how much are games a good analogy for the rest of life? There are always differences. Unlike cricket, chess is a completely ‘bounded’ game, with perfect information and no variance in conditions or vulnerability to luck. Unexpected rain, or an unpredictable easterly wind, can’t suddenly change the dimensions of the board, or swing the match towards white.

			But despite the differences between the games, Kasparov’s point about creativity is close to what I’ve observed in a sport too often beset by the phrase ‘rain stopped play’. I’ve arrived at the view that the ‘edge’ in high-performance sport lies in the interaction of different kinds of intelligence. As always, that includes distinct kinds of human intelligence, but now with the added extra question of how people and machines can come together effectively – algorithms in tandem with intuition, not algorithms instead of intuition.

			This has implications for the types of people we will need at the heart of decision-making. Can you bring the human perspective – creativity, imagination and the ability to sense intuitively if something is loosely right or wrong? But can you also follow highly technical and data-rich information, and communicate meaningfully with experts who are trained to be impatient with approximate knowledge? This kind of thinker, acting as a bridge and reconciler of differing kinds of intelligence, has the best shot at the decision-making sweet spot.

			‘Faster horse’?

			In spring 2018, I was appointed as National Selector for England cricket, with responsibility for picking squads for the England men’s teams. It was widely reported, even before we’d selected our first squad, that selection was now going to become dominated by data. Perhaps the fact that I’d written a book about baseball, the foundational sport when it comes to data analytics, was a contributing factor to this belief. And as captain of Middlesex in 2008, taking a contrarian approach to T20 cricket selection (drawing on data from the Indian Premier League), we’d won the domestic T20 tournament.

			Now, apparently, the new selection panel were going to use a highly analytical approach to choosing England cricketers. The system was ‘long overdue modernisation’ or risked ruin from ‘left-field scientific methods’ that were ‘too clever by half’. The debate was ready to spark, and all we had to do was light the match.

			The relationship between what we decide – the positions we take, the moves we make – and life as it unfolds has always been a central preoccupation, perhaps the central human preoccupation. A version of this question, of course, has always been with us. But the debate about the scope of human agency is entering a wholly new phase, and where ‘we fit in here’ is becoming less and less clear. With the emergence of machine learning, the human mind’s ability to direct the world around us – and to make sense of events by doing so – is being reshaped in revolutionary and disorientating ways. In commercial activity, the real battleground is increasingly to own and monetise the imprint left by people’s internet history. Our value, at least as potential customers, is unearthed in the footprint of our virtual steps. As a result of this data gold rush, skill and insight are increasingly seen as inferior to simple possession … the possession of data.

			This has profound consequences for identity as well as decisions. Decision-making has always been innately connected to the way we understand and make sense of our experience. The perception of ‘agency’ is central to how we perceive ourselves. In retelling the story of our lives inside our heads, we are constantly revisiting and revising how decisions played out, how we could have done things differently or better.

			But what if human intelligence is perceived as being increasingly marginalised, even irrelevant? That’s why the spectre of machine learning implicitly threatens our collective self-confidence. Are we entering an era of gradually diminishing human self-determinism, a depressing reverse-Renaissance, with the machine cast as our new god and master? In this context, the trajectory, relevance and even survival of human judgement is a debate that applies to every area of modern life.

			Games have always been a laboratory for the study of decision-making. Girolamo Cardano, a sixteenth-century gambler, wrote the first great book on chance and the odds. If humans could get better at understanding probability, it opened up thrilling new possibilities. Today, paradoxically, if a computer can teach itself to master probability, then human potential is pushed right on to the back foot: the issue becomes ‘What’s left for us to do?’

			In reply to the question posed at the very beginning – when will humans be replaced by an algorithm? – I said that England cricket, at that moment, did gain a performance ‘edge’ from the pragmatic use of data, and, yes, as we’ll see later in this book, this did sometimes involve input from algorithms. The selectors benefited from data in a variety of different contexts, including expanding the scope of our thinking: computers, unlike humans, look at everything (and without preconceptions). And there is, undeniably, still opportunity to get even more value out of data within cricket decision-making.

			But I do not believe that information derived from an algorithm will enhance performance unless it is intelligently assessed and critically scrutinised by human beings. Data is useful – but only if you know how to harness it. Judgement – the framing of the appropriate question as well as the pursuit of the best available answer – is always to the fore. Humans aren’t finished yet.

			Further, not only does the human dimension remain central and intrinsic to good decisions: decision-making is also increasingly bound up with being human. The more we understand what machines can do, the more it shines a light on the special qualities of human intelligence: imagination, analogy, making unpredictable connections. That’s the flip side of understanding data: it encourages us to stay close to those things that only humans can do. Understanding this paradox, central to Making Decisions, requires a strange mixture of humility and boldness.

			When I started out as a selector in cricket, and making decisions became the focus of my professional life, I didn’t anticipate coming to see decision-making through the lens of creativity. But now I do. As a result, Making Decisions is as much about the creative process as it is about systems and techniques.

			The question of creativity within cricket selection unexpectedly reconnected me with my roots. My father is a novelist, my mother an art teacher. Over time, I learnt to listen to those strands of my character, too. An effective decision-maker needs an authentic voice, a style and approach that is unique to them – just like an athlete or an artist. Instead of paraphrasing an algorithm, we have to add value to it.

			When the England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB) entered a new partnership with Microsoft in 2020, I was asked to give a presentation to the new high-performance task force comprising ECB data analysts and Microsoft AI engineers. The mission was to build a self-teaching computer program that would be able to inform decision-making for England’s cricket teams. So I began by quoting Henry Ford’s classic saying about the invention of the mass-produced motor car: ‘If I’d asked people what they wanted, they’d have said a faster horse.’

			‘Hang on a minute,’ I added. ‘As a cricket selector who’s now looking at building an algorithm for cricket decision-making, there’s a potential irony here: am I like the horse in Ford’s story? If this project completely succeeds, will we no longer need selectors to make cricketing judgements any more because AI will be doing it better?’

			But that moment is not only a very long way off, I doubt it will ever arrive. Instead, using sport as a testing ground, Making Decisions argues that the best decisions flow from the skilful blend of differing kinds of intelligence – from algorithms to creative intuition. The ability to weigh and reconcile the artistic and scientific strands of decision-making is itself a distinct art – and close to the heart of the matter. ‘You have to work out what humans are good at and what the model is good at,’ argued Daryl Morey, the sports data pioneer who transformed basketball.

			No one can tell you exactly how to make those assessments about who – or what – to listen to and when. Every context is different and unique. But you can, with the right frameworks, think better about how you are going to approach decisions. And the approach – the term ‘process’ is very incomplete, though obviously process is part of it – constitutes a significant proportion of what’s under our control. It is similar to a batter hitting a cricket ball. The final connection, whether the shot is pure and clean, depends on readiness, movement and trust long before the strike of bat on ball. A decision-maker, too, seeks to arrive in sync and rhythm with the demands of the moment – well positioned, well armed and combining narrow focus with wider awareness.

			My time as England selector was a fascinating moment to be a decision-maker in sport, at the cusp of an increasingly data-rich world. On the one hand, there was inevitable contrast with the past: how did the kinds of decisions we were making diverge from the decisions previously made by other selectors? On the other hand, how did current decisions – shaped by enduring belief in the value of human judgement – diverge from the positions that machine learning might arrive at in the future?

			Our overall approach rested on the coexistence of two different forms of independence. In being prepared to arrive at judgements perceived as ‘left-field’, we embraced independence from conventional preconceptions about both players and team formation. And we didn’t go along with the rationalist belief – or hope, in some quarters – that humans were increasingly irrelevant, and that ‘judgements’ are no better than ‘biases’ with convenient narratives attached. I have never believed that decision-making in cricket should – or could – be recast as a discipline within the natural sciences. Cricket contains threads that are inherently unpredictable, messy and uncertain – human to the core.

			The combination of these two positions – first, that some judgements are intrinsically superior to others; second, that there is no perfect (or even knowable) ‘system’ – disappoints both extremes in the cartoonish ‘data versus common sense’ argument. You are, in effect, owning two forms of risk simultaneously: the final decision being taken and the (sometimes intuitive) method that led to it. Though often lonely, this is the pragmatic place to be.

			This leads to a paradox within Making Decisions. To continue to add value, a decision-maker must remain open to insights and surprise connections – exactly the patterns of thought which can be hard to describe, let alone quantify. So in one sense I am setting myself a difficult challenge in writing about them. Where an algorithm can be completely described and explained, the imaginative dimension cannot. But that is bound up with its usefulness. ‘Anything that we know how we do, machines will do better,’ Kasparov argued in 2019. ‘Now, the key element of this phrase is, “We know how we do …” Because we do many things without knowing exactly how we do them.’ Put differently, it is being more human, not less, that provides protection against becoming irrelevant.

			An intriguing pattern within England’s new selection approach from 2018 was that there was no obvious pattern. In the first year, we selected three new players aged 20 or younger to make Test debuts, which had never happened in history. But we also brought experienced players back from the wilderness – including one who had last played for England nine years previously (the second-longest gap of any international player from any nation).

			Yet while the individual profiles of these players varied enormously, the guiding principle was always the same. What did the England team need, now and in the future? The ‘right’ player to select would only emerge after we’d first grappled hard with the team dimension. Instead of beginning with an abstract wish list (‘We want players who are like this …’), our starting point was ‘What does the team need?’ And the ability to stand back and see the wider picture – especially the complexity of team dynamics – remains very much the specialism of human beings, not algorithms.

			History first, then strategy

			My first decision was one that surprised some people: coming back to the sharp end of sport in the first place.

			In early 2018, work was more varied and enjoyable than at any point in my life. I was writing a history book and columns for the New Statesman and the Sunday Times, I was about to launch an academic institute, and BBC Radio 4 had just commissioned me to present a new series called The Ideas Lab. And being a consultant in the Indian Premier League provided the adrenalin injection of high-performance sport. Working life was full, balanced and – even though I try to live with an open mind about the future – pretty much what I’d hoped for.

			That was how things were when I got an email from Andrew Strauss, then Managing Director of the ECB, about the role of National Selector for England cricket. Strauss, alongside scouting guru Mo Bobat, was trying to create a modern system of selection that would improve England’s performance across the board. They wanted to initiate something very different from what had come before, but still in tune with the innate characteristics of cricket as a game – a system with original aspects, but not new for the sake of it.

			For starters, the new structure for selection would be entirely independent. Under the previous system, only one of the four selectors was dedicated full-time to England selection, with the second being the England head coach, and the third and fourth selectors simultaneously working as Directors of Cricket at county teams (the level below England teams). So one selector’s primary expertise was coaching and two others were part-time.

			Instead, the ECB now wanted to make selection a dedicated branch of high performance, constantly searching for an edge that would serve England’s needs. Not only was the National Selector role expanded, but there would be a second full-time England selector (the role that James Taylor was later recruited to do and excelled at). This philosophical shift was in line with wider trends across sport. Football, baseball and basketball have all increasingly tilted their resources towards Player Identification (Player ID), recruitment and selection.

			Initially, I said the new selector role wasn’t for me because I was happily busy with other projects. And that was what I thought. But sometimes your heart takes control, and you feel more clearly than you can think. After that initial enquiry, I kept reflecting on England cricket and selection, how it could be done differently, and how the teams might evolve and win more. There was an urgency and attention whenever my thoughts turned to England, as though I was leaning forward inside my own head.

			This book begins as it will continue, exploring differing kinds of decisions and how they can be approached. The foundational decision – whether to do the job in the first place – wasn’t a question of weighing evidence, pros and cons, or detached analysis. I felt drawn in, engaged and absorbed. I was suddenly thinking about England cricket a great deal; nearly all the time. And I hadn’t even put myself forward, let alone started. That’s when you know that there isn’t a decision to make after all. You’ve already made it. By the time I started the job officially, I’d already – in terms of thinking – been doing it for weeks.

			Much of that thinking was about England’s performances in recent years. Effective decision-making is usually bound up with an essential grasp of history. Successful selectors and coaches might hate ‘history’ as a subject, but they know they can’t ignore history as a body of evidence. They are usually able to see patterns (often problematic patterns) in past performance and turn them into a kind of manifesto for the future.

			That’s also why arguments about the past form such an emotive and significant part of team life. In order to shape the future of the team, you’ll almost certainly have to form a coherent picture of the team’s past – and then persuade others that your interpretation of history is apt and true. Here history encounters psychology, and the process is rarely easy: most players (and employees more widely) construct their own versions of history to suit their own narratives and capabilities. The best strategists in sport are shrewd historians of team success and team failure.

			History is vital to that other magic ingredient – vision. It is a cliché to want leaders with ‘vision’. But vision is extremely difficult without a perceptive reading of the past; only then can good thinking be harnessed into a compelling vision of the future. Vision always follows from insight. The great sports coaches and strategists – before they address how to play in the upcoming matches – first find hidden truths in what has already happened.

			This has nothing at all to do with book-learning or academia. (One of the difficulties with being considered ‘academic’ is the assumption that you rate academic knowledge more highly than experience and practical wisdom. I don’t.) The central arguments about history in sport don’t take place in books but inside the team and its management. When leaders begin to misinterpret the past, the team is likely to lose direction – and quickly. The same applies to business, and to any group of people loosely associated into a team of any kind.

			A complexity here is that England cricket doesn’t have one first team (like football), it has three: the Test team (five-day matches), the One Day International (ODI) team and the T20 team (the shortest format, 20 overs per side). We would have to understand each team on its own terms, while also working out how an overarching strategy could fit together collectively.

			In spring 2018, those three England teams were at very different stages. The ODI side, flying high, was one year away from the definitive challenge of a World Cup. The T20 team, though feared and talented, hadn’t yet become the powerhouse I believed it could be. The Test team had been struggling. Understanding each team’s separate and distinct needs, as we will see, was central to the task. England selection, in the modern era of three formats, is significantly about nurturing players and maintaining high performance across all three codes simultaneously.

			The Test team was going through one of its perennial existential crises. The Ashes series against Australia had just been lost 4–0 in the 2017–18 winter. Overall, in the three years before spring 2018, England had played 42 Tests, losing 20, winning 16 and drawing six. In terms of win–loss percentage over three years, the only teams in the world worse than England were Bangladesh, West Indies and Zimbabwe. In terms of matches won, every major Test nation was outperforming England.

			Of England’s 16 Test wins over three years, only three came overseas. In total, England had played 21 Tests abroad: three wins, 13 defeats, five draws. Home form remained consistently good. But the margin of defeat abroad, all taken together, was significantly greater than the margin of victory at home.

			England’s gradual Test decline certainly hadn’t been caused by flashy or eye-catching strategy. England’s selections, though it is always possible to argue about individual decisions, had mostly been fairly conventional and uncontroversial. Throughout those three years, England had mostly adopted the same players and similar team formations, whether the match was in Adelaide or London.

			Why, I wondered, was there such reluctance, even when we were losing, to adopt alternative approaches for home and away conditions? With just three wins abroad and 13 defeats, was that approach still tenable?

			Second, even clearer after the winter of 2017–18, England’s Test bowling attack lacked variety. There was no express pace. The genuinely fast bowler Mark Wood was available, but he wasn’t being selected. None of England’s bowlers were left-handed, so opposition batters, once they had played themselves in, faced more and more of the same type of right-arm bowler, which was unlikely to upset the batters’ rhythm. And there was no wrist-spinner (the ultimate game-changing skill). Adil Rashid, a wrist-spinner with the priceless ability to get anyone out at any time, had drifted out of the Test squad, despite being the top wicket-taker in the 2016–17 winter (with 38 wickets). Taken as a whole – although an individual case could be made for all the selected players – the Test team added up to less than the sum of its parts.

			Third, England’s Test team seemed to have an over-supply of good players in a few positions, and an under-supply of good players for other positions. That certainly wasn’t the fault of the previous selectors, but I felt it could inform selection more.

			Remarkably, a number of the leading middle-order batters in the country (Jonny Bairstow, Jos Buttler, Sam Billings, Ben Foakes and others) were also wicketkeepers. England’s view in spring 2018 had been to pick just one of these talented players for the Test team and leave the others out in the cold.

			But in other departments, the cupboard looked bare, especially at the top of the batting order. From 2012 to 2018, England selected and discarded a dozen top-order batters in the search for the long-term solutions as opening batters or at number three.

			England’s attitude to this unusual talent distribution seemed to be carry on as though things were normal, even though they weren’t. Despite picking and dropping 12 players to bat in positions one, two and three, England seemed reluctant to abandon a policy of ‘executive search’. We need people to bat in positions one, two and three – let’s go and find them! But they couldn’t be found.

			There was, of course, an alternative logic available: instead of hoping they could invent a set of world-class top-order batters who didn’t exist, England should focus on deploying talent differently rather than pretending they could simply conjure up new talent. Strategy should be informed by what’s possible, not what you wish for.

			This, then, was the underlying reality:

			Players who don’t exist can’t be selected.

			Home wins could no longer mask poor results abroad.

			The XI should add up to more, not less, than the sum of its parts.

			Selection had to be understood as a real-world puzzle rather than a fantasy executive search.

			The team’s needs should come first.

			That, loosely, was my assessment of the England Test team in spring 2018. It hasn’t changed much.

			The ODI team, which was in irrepressible form, could not have been at a more different stage. It was approaching the high-jump bar and about to leap for glory. For the past three years, England’s ODI team had been building both steadily and joyfully towards the World Cup – to be played on home soil in the UK in 2019.

			The change of philosophy and performance of England’s ODI team had been one of the most radical turnarounds in English cricket history. In previous cycles, England had clung to cautious and out-of-date tactics as the rest of the world had moved on without them. In the last three World Cups, England had entered every one with a low world ranking and performed correspondingly badly in the tournament itself.

			Following the last debacle, at the 2015 World Cup, the ODI side had been completely reimagined. England now played a daring and risk-taking brand of ODI cricket, with batting talent right down the team list and a varied bowling attack. Crucially, Andrew Strauss as MD – alongside head coach Trevor Bayliss and captain Eoin Morgan – had significantly won the argument in terms of historical interpretation of past failings. Their aligned faith in a new style of play galvanised a sense of direction. Now, at this relatively late stage in that journey, just 14 months from the 2019 World Cup, England were on the brink of becoming the top-ranked ODI team in the world.

			But the ODI side, though brimming with confidence and spectacular to watch, wasn’t quite the complete article. If there was one area of weakness, it was fast bowling at the very beginning and the very end of the innings: a feared strike bowler who could stamp authority at the outset of the contest, and then return to the fray and finish the job when the game needed to be wrapped up.

			The voice and character of the ODI side was fully formed and heading in exactly the right direction. But there was still scope to add star quality to the playing group – if, of course, any new player was good enough on merit to force their way into a team that was already breaking records and thrilling crowds.

			England’s T20 side, in my eyes, was a slightly curious case. Perhaps this was just a question of the rhythm of the international calendar. We were three years away from a T20 World Cup (due to be played in 2021), so the ODI World Cup of 2019 was the more pressing immediate priority. In recent months, perfectly understandably, important multi-format players had been rested for some T20 matches. But even allowing for the context of the World Cup cycles and the need to rest top talent occasionally, England’s T20 team had even more power under the bonnet, waiting to be realised.

			England were world-ranked fifth in T20s and I couldn’t help asking myself the following question, looking at the devastating batting talent available to England: if a 50-over ODI match was shortened due to bad weather to a 20-over match (that is, a T20 in all but name), wouldn’t England’s chances of winning the match increase in the now abbreviated form? In other words, given England’s playing talent, I felt that England could – perhaps should – be at least as good at T20s (world ranking five) as they were at ODIs (about to reach number one).

			Further, could the T20 team double down on the same general approach (innovative and aggressive) that had taken the ODI side to the top of the world, only this time tweak the specifics to the unique and fast-changing challenges of T20?

			Achieving this radicalisation of the existing template, however, might well demand making some tough calls on big-name players, and shuffling the pack towards an ultra-aggressive line-up (any change to the batting order creates losers as well as winners). So implementing such changes wasn’t going to be easy, especially as the ODI side naturally remained the more urgent priority in the year leading up to the 2019 World Cup. But it was exciting to think about England as T20 pioneers, just like England had recently established themselves as ODI pioneers.

			The primacy of judgement

			By chance, just before becoming selector, I was fortunate to be sent a new edition of A Guide to the Classics by the English philosopher Michael Oakeshott (co-authored with Guy Griffith).

			The title was an in-joke (very Cambridge c.1936) because the subject of the little book isn’t Latin and Greek, but a classic horse race – the Epsom Derby. Griffith and Oakeshott imagined 1930s pupils appeasing their teachers by clutching a book which appeared to have a reassuringly lofty title, but was actually
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