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Dedication


For the ones who ask the question.



The most expensive mistakes in public life are not the unthinkable ones.
They are the predictable ones.





The Deal in This Book


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Every story in this book is invented. Every mechanism in it is real.

I want you to know that on page one, plainly and in my own voice, because the bargain between us depends on it.

The Northline railway does not exist. Nor does the Sentinel fighter, the Helios programme, Professor Adler, or the analyst I call Maya. They are archetypes: composite cases, assembled from the documented record of public failure the way an anatomist’s drawing is assembled from a thousand bodies. No anatomy textbook shows you a photograph of one particular heart. It shows you the heart — clean, labelled, true to every chest it was drawn from — because the purpose is not to gossip about a patient but to teach you to find the valve in the dark.

That is what the cases here are for. The real record is where they were drawn from, and the real record is never far away. Behind the Northline stand decades of data on megaprojects — among them a study of 258 transport projects across twenty nations which found nine out of ten over budget. Behind the room where everyone agreed stands the Bay of Pigs and the half-century of research it started. Behind the gamed crime number stands the year a British regulator stopped trusting the police’s own crime statistics. You will meet the real cases, the real studies, and the real numbers throughout the text, and the Notes at the back give chapter and verse for every one. The stories are drawings. The receipts are real.

Why not simply use the real cases as the spine? Because the real ones come tangled — in personality, in party, in the reader’s own loyalties. Tell the story of one country’s railway and half my readers will hear an attack on their side and stop listening; the other half will enjoy it for the wrong reason. The loop is the subject. The drawing shows the loop clean. Then the record, in the Notes, shows it is no invention.

A word on who is writing to you. I have lived my life experiencing public institutions thoroughly — as every citizen on earth does, from the first school to the last office — and I have also spent my working life alongside them: first as an officer in a public sector bank, then as a public sector auditor — the person who arrives after the decision, opens the file, and reads what everyone knew, and when, and what they signed anyway. An auditor’s education is a strange one. You almost never find the villain the headlines promised. You find clever, decent, tired people, a meeting that ran fifty minutes, and a pattern you have seen so many times you could draw it from memory. Besides, as a management consultant and educationist, I watched the same pattern run in boardrooms, in colleges, in family businesses — anywhere humans decide together. This book is that pattern, drawn from memory, checked against the research, and handed to you.

A word on what kind of book this is. It is built as a working anatomy: the argument first, at a sprint — and then, behind every pattern, the case files opened. The book does not merely point at the documented record; it stops and reads it to you: Concorde and the treaty with no exit, the seventy-two hours that produced the Bay of Pigs, the year Britain stopped believing its own crime numbers, the five-step checklist that emptied a state’s intensive-care units of a famous infection. And it closes with two working appendices — a field manual for auditing the loops inside your own institution, and a guide for reading groups and classrooms. However you read it, the destination is the same single page: the ninety-second checklist in Chapter Seventeen. If you take nothing else, take the page.

A word on why this book, now. As artificial intelligence matures, an ever-greater share of the work itself — the drafting, the forecasting, the sifting of a thousand options down to three — will pass to machines. The one step it will not take is the last one: the decision, the act of judgement that carries the responsibility and wears the name when the file is opened. That stays human. It stays yours. And here is the part the sales pitch leaves out — AI does not relieve that burden; it multiplies it. By making output cheap and the possible vast, it lays before you more decisions to weigh, to ratify, to own, and they arrive faster than any generation before you has had to face them. The machine in these pages does not care whether a human or a model fed it the forecast; the loop closes the same either way. What changes is the volume — more choices, more momentum, less time to think — which is precisely the weather in which these failures breed. That is where this book makes its stand. Its purpose is to leave you able to decide well: with efficiency, economy, and effectiveness, and, when the moment asks for it, with ethics and empathy. A model can hand you the options; it cannot own the choice. The judgement is yours. So is the move that breaks the loop.

The stories are invented. The machinery is real. Let me show you the machine.


— A.M.





The Meeting You’ve Been In


PROLOGUE


The numbers were bad. Everyone in the room knew it. They approved the project anyway.

It took fifty minutes.

A government building, a wet Thursday night, a capital city that could be any capital city. Eleven people around a long table. One slide on the screen, one number on the slide — and that number had grown by thirty-eight percent since the last time these same people sat in these same chairs.

The number belonged to a railway. Call it the Northline: a high-speed link meant to stitch the capital to a region the maps had quietly given up on. Eight years earlier a minister unveiled it from a podium as the project that would “rebalance the country.” There was a ribbon. A scale model. A song, commissioned for the launch video.

Now it was two years late. The tunnel under the river had hit rock nobody surveyed. And the figure on the screen — the new cost to finish — was closing in on double what the public had been promised.

The meeting had one item on the agenda. Continue, or stop.

At the head of the table sat the minister: new in the job, ambitious, and saddled with a railway that now carried her name. Beside her, the department’s most senior official, three years from a knighthood and allergic to anything that might delay it. Then the project director, a decade of his life sunk into the thing. Two consultants whose firm had made a fortune from it and would make more. A communications chief already drafting the press line.

And at the far end, half in shadow, an analyst named Maya. Six weeks earlier they’d handed her the model. She’d built the number on the screen. She’d checked it four times.

Her finding was simple. Finish the Northline and it would cost more than it would ever return. Every extra pound: not wasted. Destroyed.

She got ninety seconds.

When she finished, the room went quiet in the way that means the decision was made before she opened her mouth. Then it went to work — not on her numbers, but on reasons the numbers didn’t count.

“We’ve come too far to stop now.” Eight years, all that money, gone if they quit. Nobody mentioned the money was gone either way.

“Cancelling sends a terrible signal. It tells the country government can’t deliver.”

“Every project this size looks like this in the middle. They always come good.”

The senior official spoke last, and quietest. “Minister, I’d only note the independent review hasn’t actually recommended we stop.” True. The review had warned the project was on an unsustainable path. It hadn’t used the word stop — review panels almost never do — so the warning was being read as a green light.

Somebody said the word constructive. Let’s keep this constructive. It drifted down the table toward Maya and it landed. She didn’t speak again.

The minister approved another eighteen months of funding. Handshakes all round. Outside, the rain kept on.


    *


Here’s what you need to know about that room.

Nobody in it was stupid. Nobody was corrupt. The minister was sharp. The official had served three governments. The consultants knew their trade. The analyst was right.

And in under an hour, every one of them behaving reasonably, they made a decision most of them privately knew was wrong.

That’s the puzzle this book exists to solve.

We explain government failure with two words: stupidity and corruption. They were idiots, or they were crooks. Sometimes that’s true. Mostly it’s a comfort. Because the worst failures — the most expensive, the most embarrassing, the ones that keep happening — are made by clever, honest people doing their best. Same script, different flags, in every country and every decade we have records for.

You’ve been in that room. Maybe it wasn’t a railway. Maybe it was a budget, a building, a reorganisation, a war. Maybe it was a product your company kept funding, or a school policy nobody believed in, or a house your family had stopped being able to afford. Maybe you were the minister. Maybe you were Maya. You watched good people talk themselves, one sensible step at a time, into something that should never have survived the evidence — and you went home asking the only question that matters: how did that happen?

This book is the answer. It’s also a map: how these failures get built, why the same ones keep coming back, and how to stop them.

Because they aren’t random.

They run in loops.




Part One — The Trap


Why the mistakes repeat





The Machine Inside the Government


CHAPTER ONE


Here’s a fact that should bother you more than it does.

Line up the great government disasters of the last hundred years — the megaprojects that ate billions, the wars launched on bad assumptions, the panic laws nobody could defend a decade later, the warnings ignored until the morning they came true. Different countries. Different decades. Different everything.

They should have nothing in common.

They rhyme.

The same moves, over and over. A rosy forecast nobody’s allowed to question once it’s public. A single horror that triggers a wild overreaction. A room so agreeable that doubt feels like treason. A number on a dashboard everyone games until it means nothing. A programme everyone knows has failed and nobody can kill.

This is not a literary impression. It is what the data shows wherever anyone has gathered enough of it to check. When the Oxford scholar Bent Flyvbjerg assembled the records of 258 large transport projects across twenty nations and seventy years, he found nine out of ten over budget — and found the overruns had not improved in seven decades. His later database, grown to more than sixteen thousand projects across every field from rail to software to the Olympics, yielded a number worth stopping on: roughly one project in two hundred delivers what it promised, on time and on budget. The failures are not exceptions. The failures are the pattern, and the pattern holds across countries, parties, decades, and systems of government. Something is producing it.

Pause on what the pattern costs, because the stakes deserve one paragraph of arithmetic before we hunt the cause. Large projects alone — the visible tip — divert sums that read like misprints: single cancelled or crippled programmes, as you will see, have consumed ten billion pounds here, forty billion dollars there, and the global pipeline of mega-investment runs to trillions a year, carrying its documented one-in-ten chance of arriving as promised. Add the invisible categories — the panic laws compounding their costs for decades, the zombie programmes metastasising quietly through budgets, the gamed targets corroding services while their dashboards glow — and the loops plausibly rank among the largest single destroyers of public value on earth, ahead of most corruption, because corruption at least requires criminals, and this machinery recruits the honest. No reform competes on returns. A government that merely halved its loop losses would free more money than most tax reforms raise, without asking a citizen for anything — except, as Part Three will show, some uncomfortable furniture in its meeting rooms.

Stop seeing a thousand accidents. Start seeing a few machines, running again and again in different costumes.

This book is about those machines. I call each one a doom loop. And here is the claim, stated flat: most of the worst decisions governments make are not the work of bad people or bad luck. They are the work of good people caught in patterns so predictable you can watch one assemble in real time and name the next move before it lands.

So what is a loop?

A doom loop is a self-reinforcing chain of reasoning errors. Each step makes the next one more likely and turning back harder. That’s the whole trick: self-reinforcing.

One mistake isn’t a loop. We all make those, and we mostly survive them, because reality pushes back and we adjust. A loop is what happens when the mistakes start defending each other — when the error you’ve already made rearranges the situation so the next error feels not just tempting but responsible.

The railway again. An over-optimistic forecast got it started. Once it started — ribbon, song, the minister’s name on it — admitting the forecast was wrong got painful, so the forecast got defended instead of fixed. The more they spent, the more insane it felt to “waste” what they’d spent, which justified spending more. Every turn of the wheel made the next turn easier and reverse impossible.

By the time Maya stood up with her correct spreadsheet, she wasn’t in an argument. She was standing in front of a machine with eight years of momentum, and her facts were just one more thing for it to flatten.

That’s a doom loop. And the good news hidden in the bad news is this: there are only a handful of them.


[image: ]The doom loop. A private error is defended in public, the defence manufactures agreement, the agreement raises the stakes — and the raised stakes deepen the original error. Each turn makes the next easier and exit dearer. The whole of Part Three is about where to jam the wheel.

Every loop is built from two kinds of part. Get the difference straight now, because it’s the key to fixing any of this later.

Part one: the cognitive bias. A systematic glitch in how a mind takes in the world. Not stupidity — closer to the opposite. Biases are the side effects of shortcuts that usually work, which is why a Nobel economist and a bored teenager misjudge the same risk in the same direction. They run silently, inside your head. They’re how you go wrong in private.

Part two: the logical fallacy. A broken move in an argument. A bias bends what you think; a fallacy bends how you defend it. “We can’t stop now or we’ll have wasted everything” isn’t a perception. It’s a claim, said out loud, that doesn’t follow. Fallacies happen in public — in meetings, speeches, briefing notes. They’re how you justify what your bias already decided.

Here’s why the pairing matters. A bias tips the room toward a conclusion. A fallacy gives the room the words to call that conclusion “reasoning.” The sound of reasoning convinces everyone they’re being rational, which deepens the bias.

Wrong in private. Justified in public. The justification feeding the wrongness. That’s the engine, and we’ll take a chapter on each piston, because you can’t dismantle a machine whose parts you can’t name.


    *


I should pause and tell you plainly what in this book is borrowed and what is new, because this shelf has a distinguished history and I intend to stand on it, not pretend it isn’t there.

The parts have pedigrees. The two-minds account of judgement belongs to Daniel Kahneman and the research tradition he built. The study of doomed group decisions begins with Irving Janis and the Bay of Pigs. The law that targets corrupt their own measures carries Charles Goodhart’s name. The megaproject data is Flyvbjerg’s life work; the forecasting record is Philip Tetlock’s; the checklist evidence is Atul Gawande’s. You will meet them all, by name, and the Notes will send you to their books, which are better than this one on their own ground.

What you will not find anywhere else is the wiring. Three things here are new. First, the taxonomy: the claim that the great recurring failures of government come in seven shapes — seven loops — each with its own engine, its own warning signs, and its own kill switch, and that seven is roughly all there are. Second, the pairing at the heart of every loop: private error, public excuse — the discovery that each loop runs on a specific bias wired to a specific fallacy, the one supplying the wrong conclusion and the other supplying the words that make it sound like reasoning. Catalogues of biases treat them as solo acts. The loops are what biases do in company. Third, the application: this machinery, assembled and pointed at the place where it does the most expensive damage on earth — public decision-making — and then at every smaller table where you sit.

That last point matters, so let me make it now rather than on the final page — and let me make it with the emphasis the record justifies. Government is this book’s flagship case because government is the loops’ native habitat: nowhere else do the doom loops originate so frequently, and nowhere else are they cultivated so attentively or for so long. Every condition the coming chapters will identify as loop-fuel — monopoly, hierarchy, secrecy, prestige, electoral clocks shorter than consequences, and the spending of other people’s money at a scale no firm will ever touch — converges in the public sector and almost nowhere else, which is why errors that a market punishes within a quarter can compound inside a ministry for a generation. And no other sector’s loops reach so far when they run. A looping company wounds its shareholders, its staff, its customers; a looping government prices every loaf, schools every child, drafts every soldier, and writes the rules that every company, charity, and family must live inside — so its failures land on everyone on earth, directly or down the long chains of budgets, borders, and laws, whether or not they ever sat in the room, cast the vote, or heard the announcement. The doom loop is a human machine, found wherever humans decide together; but government is where it is bred, fed, and scaled. That is why this book begins there, and why fixing it there pays more than fixing it anywhere else. But there is nothing governmental about the machinery. The same seven loops run in companies, hospitals, charities, faculties, regiments, and families; the research behind them was mostly done on ordinary people deciding ordinary things. If you chair anything, manage anyone, sit on any committee, or share a kitchen table with people you make decisions with, you are running this machinery daily. Read every chapter twice: once for the ministry, once for your Tuesday meeting.

A note on how the book works. Each loop chapter in Part Two carries one or more case files — the documented histories, with dates and figures and named inquiries, that the pattern was drawn from. The composites do the teaching; the case files do the proving. I have kept them separate on purpose, so you always know which is which: when a story is drawn clean, it is an archetype; when it arrives with years and page numbers attached, it is the record. The Notes at the back hold the citations for both kinds of chapter, and nothing in a case file rests on anything you cannot check.


    *


There’s a second way these things loop, and it’s hiding in this book’s subtitle.

They loop inside a single decision — we just watched that. But they also loop across decades. Governments don’t merely fall into these traps. They fall into the same traps, again and again, as if they’d learned nothing. The inquiry runs. The report lands. Someone says “lessons will be learned” into a microphone. A few years later: new faces, same chairs, same pattern.

Why? Because — and we’ll spend Chapter Four on this — the instincts that produce a disaster also sabotage learning from it. Blame one person. Insist it was obvious all along. Spare the institution an honest look in the mirror. None of that is separate from the loop. It’s the loop’s last stage: the part that wipes the tape and hands the controls to the next crew. A loop you can’t learn from is a loop you’re doomed to repeat.

Three honest limits, because I’d rather level with you than oversell.

One: not every failure is a doom loop. Sometimes the data really was missing. Sometimes the call was good and the dice came up bad — and mixing those two up is itself one of the errors that keeps the wheel spinning. This isn’t a theory of everything that goes wrong in government. It’s a theory of what goes wrong when the data is available, everyone is honest, and everyone is trying. That covers more disasters than you’d like.

Two: power, money, and ideology are real. A serious critic will say that books like this one are too innocent — that projects survive because contractors fund campaigns, that panic laws pass because someone profits from the panic, that calling it all “bias” launders politics into psychology. The critic is partly right, and I want to be exact about the boundary. Where a failure is driven by corruption or raw interest, this book’s machinery is not the cause — though you will notice, again and again, that it is the cover: the sunk-cost argument is what the lobbyist reaches for, because it works on honest listeners. But the harder truth cuts the other way. The loops run, fully formed, where no one is corrupt and no interest is served — in flood exercises, in clinical teams, in laboratory experiments with nothing at stake but course credit. Strip out every crooked actor and the machine still turns. That is what makes it worth a book: the part of the disaster that survives honesty is the part nobody is guarding against.

Three: this isn’t a catalogue. Plenty of books — and a field guide at the back of this one — list the dozens of biases and fallacies your brain is prone to. Reading them feels wonderful, the way reading a list of diseases feels wonderful: you spot yourself on every page and feel diagnosed. It doesn’t help much, and on this the research is bleak. Psychologists call it the bias blind spot: in study after study, people readily find the textbook biases in others while rating themselves close to immune — and knowing the names turns out to confer little protection on its own. Knowing the word “avalanche” never saved anyone on the mountain. What protects you is seeing the pattern move, and knowing where to jam it.

So carry three things through this book. The rest is detail.

The failures are predictable. They come from how normal minds work under normal pressure. You can see them coming.

The failures are patterned. Not a thousand of them — a few, with shapes you can learn, the way a doctor reads an illness from across the room.

The failures are breakable. This is the one everything builds toward. A loop is a structure, and structures have weak points. The right move at the right moment — sometimes just one person willing to be unpopular for ninety seconds — jams the wheel.

Before the plan, the objections — because a framework this tidy should make you suspicious, and the three strongest challenges to it deserve answers in the open rather than footnotes.

Isn’t this all hindsight? You will read seven chapters of failures that look, in the telling, obvious — and Chapter Four will teach you that failures always look obvious in the telling. The defence is twofold. First, the claims here rest wherever possible on what was knowable in the room at the time: the warnings in writing, the forecasts against their own reference classes, the dissents on the record. A loop diagnosis that needs the outcome to work is exactly the malpractice this book exists to end, and you should hold me to that standard on every page. Second, the framework earns its keep prospectively or not at all: the recognition lists and kill questions are designed to be applied before outcomes, and Part Three stands or falls on whether they catch anything in your rooms. They will. But that is a prediction, properly scored — not a certainty.

Isn’t a theory that explains every failure unfalsifiable? It would be, if every failure were claimed for it — which is why Chapter One’s limits matter more than its claims. Where data was genuinely absent, where actors were genuinely corrupt, where a sound bet drew a bad card, the loops are not the diagnosis, and saying so is part of the method. The framework forbids itself certain explanations, predicts specific observable signatures — one-way forecast skew, messengers punished, unanimity arriving faster than analysis — and fails visibly wherever those signatures are absent before a failure or present before a success. That is a falsifiable shape. The seven-loop taxonomy itself is a craftsman’s claim, not a law of nature: if you find an eighth recurring shape, the framework wants it, and the field manual at the back tells you how to look.

And the deepest one: doesn’t this psychologise what is really power? Money, interests, and ideology move governments; calling it all “bias” risks excusing the powerful as merely mistaken. The objection is half right and fully important. Where interest drives the decision, this book’s machinery is the cover story, not the cause — though notice that cover stories must work on someone, and the someone is every honest person in the room whose sincere assent the interested party needs. That is precisely why the loops matter politically: they are the mechanism by which a few people’s interests are converted into many people’s convictions. Disarm the loops and the lobbyist must argue his case on its merits, in daylight, against people whose questions he cannot anchor, frame, or stampede. The psychology is not an alternative to the politics. It is the politics’ favourite instrument — and the only one this book can put in your hands rather than theirs.

Here’s the plan. The rest of Part One shows how the machine works: why the smartest people are the most exposed, how a private error becomes a public excuse, and why this contraption is so good at surviving its own wreckage. Part Two — the heart of the book — takes the seven great loops one at a time and teaches you to recognise each: the project that can’t be killed, the panic after the tragedy, the room where everyone agrees, the number that eats the mission, the programme that won’t die, the war between us and them, the expert who can’t be wrong. Part Three does what the catalogues never do. It breaks them — in you, in the room, in the institution, in the culture — and it ends by compressing the whole book onto a single page you can use in ninety seconds, which is, not by accident, exactly the amount of time Maya got.

A word on routes through the book, since readers arrive with different fires burning. If you govern or advise — ministries, agencies, boards — read straight through; the architecture is built for you, and the field manual at the back is your appendix. If you manage — a company, a team, a school — read Part One whole, then pair each loop chapter with its “in one minute” recap and translate as you go; Chapters Fourteen to Seventeen are your working core, and the reader’s guide at the back turns them into sessions. If you are here as a citizen — reading the news with growing vertigo — Chapters One, Six, Ten, and Twelve are your spine, and the checklist’s after-the-fact questions are your equipment for the next inquiry season. If you teach, the back matter was built with you in mind. And if you are reading this because one particular decision is bearing down on you this month — the offer, the house, the project you cannot seem to kill — go now to Chapter Thirteen, use it, and come back for the theory once you have survived. The book will keep. Decisions rarely do.

But first, the foundation — because my story about that room had a lie in it.

I described eleven people as eleven minds, each making one decision. Wrong. Nobody is one mind. Every person at that table was two minds, wired together and often at war — and almost every doom loop is born in the gap between them.

Start there.




Two Minds at the Table


CHAPTER TWO


Picture a different room. No long table this time. A crisis cell at three in the morning, a coastal city, water rising faster than the models said it would.

The regional emergency chief — call him Okonkwo — has ninety seconds to decide whether to order a full evacuation. Order it and he might move two hundred thousand people for nothing, choke every road out of the city, and own the panic. Hold off and he might drown a neighbourhood.

He doesn’t run the numbers. There’s no time, and that’s not how it works anyway. He looks at the river. He looks at the duty officer’s face. He feels something in his gut he’s felt twice in thirty years. “Go,” he says. “All of it. Now.”

He’s right, as it turns out. But notice what made the call. Not a spreadsheet. A feeling — fast, certain, wordless.

Hold onto that, because the same machinery that just saved a city is the machinery that wrecked the railway.


    *


You like to think of yourself as a single, reasoning you. You’re not. You’re a committee of two, and they do not get along.

The psychologists Keith Stanovich and Richard West named the two members System 1 and System 2, and Daniel Kahneman made the names famous in Thinking, Fast and Slow — the book to read if you want the full machinery; here we need only the working parts. The names are dull and they stuck, because they’re honest about the pecking order.

System 1 is fast. Automatic. Always on. It reads a face in a fraction of a second, finishes the phrase “bread and —,” hits the brake before you’ve consciously seen the child. It runs on pattern and emotion and it never tires, because it never really stops. Okonkwo’s gut was System 1.

System 2 is slow. Effortful. It’s the part that multiplies seventeen by twenty-four, weighs a real trade-off, checks a claim against the evidence. It’s where logic lives. It feels like the real you — deliberate, in control.

It is not in control.

Here’s the part that should bother you. System 2 is lazy. Thinking is expensive — it burns energy and time — and we avoid it the way water avoids a hill. So most of the time System 2 doesn’t audit System 1. It rubber-stamps it. System 1 serves up an answer, fast and sure. System 2 glances over, sees nothing obviously broken, and signs. Then — this is the genius and the horror of it — System 2 writes a reasoned-sounding justification for the answer it just waved through, and you experience that justification as the reason you decided.

You didn’t reason your way to the conclusion. You felt your way there and reasoned afterwards. System 1 decides. System 2 is its press secretary.

You can feel the committee’s pecking order in three questions that have become the standard demonstration. A bat and a ball cost one pound ten in total; the bat costs a pound more than the ball
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