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    Dedicated to my wife, for her patience and encouragement. And to my kids, who continue to teach me how much there is left to learn. And to you, for choosing to read this book.

      

    


You don’t owe this book your time.

I tried to balance thoroughness with directness, including only what I believed mattered for the argument. I also understand the pressure many of us feel to “complete” books we start.

You don’t need my permission, but I encourage you to step away once you feel you’ve obtained what you need. If it proves useful, the rest will be here when you need it.
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Prologue



[image: ]


I learned to distrust management advice on the floor of a contract packaging plant in West Michigan.

I was a line lead on the afternoon shift—the critical window when most orders shipped. When work fell behind, it landed on my line. I had a reputation for meeting impossible timelines, which meant I was regularly handed impossible timelines.

Senior leadership would stay late to “support” these urgent runs. Sometimes the president himself lingered for an hour or two, watching. They were convinced they understood why my line succeeded. The explanation was simple and comforting: I was willing to throw bodies at the problem. More people meant more output. Basic math.

So, I let them have their version.

I fired up multiple lines, removed barriers between stations, and packed 60 workers into a space designed for 20. Leadership nodded approvingly and headed home for the night.

Then I shut it all down.

Once the executives left, I consolidated the work onto a single line with a small core team. The result was always the same. We delivered faster, with fewer defects, and with less frustration than the previous shift’s fully staffed operation.

I didn’t have language for what was happening. I only knew what I could see. The conventional explanation was wrong—and no one with authority wanted to learn why. They wanted the comfort of having their assumptions validated. When I succeeded in a way that contradicted their assumptions, the reaction wasn’t interest. It was discomfort.

Years later, in a different role, in a different industry, I watched the same pattern play out. I was promoted to build a department that didn’t exist. I was told the organization was data-driven. I grew the business and nobody noticed. Instead, I received complaints that I wasn’t deferring to people who had no experience in the work and whose approaches hadn’t worked. When I pointed to the data, it was ignored.

The more I looked, the wider the gap became. It wasn’t confined to one leader, company, or industry. I interviewed at a company that sponsored one of the industry’s most respected annual research on engineering performance to find out they didn’t practice any of it. Another company, whose tool commonly forms the backbone of modern engineering operations, was only beginning its own transformation as a scripted playbook forced upon its teams. One of the most recognized names in technology, a company whose practices other organizations study and attempt to replicate, turned out to be the most plan-driven client my team ever served. When the contract came up for renewal, not a single person on my team wanted to stay on, despite the prestige. Two different companies famous for competing, widely adopted organizational models don’t actually use them.

These are just some examples I’ve experienced. The pattern extends well beyond them. These aren’t bad organizations. They are ordinary ones.

This book is about that gap.

The gap between what organizations say they want and what they actually reward. Between methods that work and methods that get approved. Between knowing the right answer and being allowed to act on it.

If you want a fantasy of how organizations should operate, there are plenty of books for that. This isn’t one of them. What follows is a clear-eyed look at how systems really work, and what becomes possible once you understand them.

Let’s start with how we know what we know.
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PART I: How to Know
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1. What We Think We Know
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“It is impossible for a person to learn what he thinks he already knows.” – Epictetus

––––––––
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If this were a typical business book, this chapter wouldn’t be here. You’d already be reading about synergy or the five habits of someone successful. But before we can talk about performance, leadership, or improvement, we need to be clear about how we decide what is true.

In a world increasingly defined by information, understanding where knowledge comes from matters as much as the knowledge itself. Every belief we hold, every decision we make, and every system we build is shaped by how we determine what is true. Yet we rarely pause to examine the methods we use to justify our conclusions.

While there are many ways humans come to “know” something, four methods dominate: intuition, authority, rationalism, and empiricism. Think of these as lenses you’ll apply throughout the book—each reveals something the others miss, and each distorts in predictable ways.

	Intuition – Intuition is knowledge that arises without conscious reasoning or explicit evidence, often shaped by experience, pattern recognition, and emotional response. It can appear as a gut feeling or immediate sense of truth. Intuition is fast and emotionally compelling, which makes it useful in situations where time is limited or precedent is lacking. Human pattern recognition is arguably the most powerful cognitive tool any species has ever developed—synthesizing sensory data, emotional cues, cultural knowledge, and decades of experience into judgments that are frequently, astonishingly correct. However, it fires with equal confidence whether the pattern is real or imagined. This makes it deeply subjective, highly sensitive to bias, and unreliable as a sole basis for decision-making.



Intuition feels trustworthy because it evolved to keep us alive, not to make us optimal. If we listened to our taste buds, every day would be ice cream and pizza—in that order. Our bodies don’t tell us when we’ve met our nutritional needs; they tell us when our stomachs feel full. Exercise feels uncomfortable in the moment, even though its results feel better over time. Desire and discomfort are signals—often competing ones—not instructions.

The same limitation applies to perception more broadly. Without experimentation, we would never know that mixing every color of paint produces black, while mixing every color of light produces white—or that color itself is not a property of objects, but a reaction created by receptors in our eyes. We did not need this understanding to see for thousands of years, but it has enabled countless modern advancements.

Many empirically supported truths feel unintuitive when first introduced. For that reason, intuition is best used directionally as a signal worth investigating, rather than as a conclusion to be trusted without validation.


	Authority – Authority involves accepting knowledge from a perceived authority, such as a teacher, expert, institution, or body of consensus. This method is unavoidable in modern life; no individual can personally verify every medical guideline, scientific discovery, or historical fact they rely upon. Nor should they try. Trusting credentialed experts whose conclusions are grounded in empirical rigor is the entire basis for humanity’s body of knowledge. Without it, many of our modern advancements would not exist today. 



However, authorities can be wrong, outdated, biased, or misaligned with reality. Likewise, not all figures who claim authority have earned it. Without critical evaluation, authoritative knowledge can obstruct reason and progress.


	Rationalism – Rationalism derives knowledge through logic and reasoning. If the premises are true and the reasoning valid, the conclusion must also be true. Mathematics and formal logic rely heavily on this method.



Rationalism assumes we can think our way to truth through pure logic but suffers from a limitation of perspective. We can only reason from what we know, and what we know is shaped by when and where we lived, who raised us, and which experiences registered as meaningful versus which we overlooked entirely. The Scandinavian executive and the American executive can apply identical logical frameworks to the same business problem and reach opposite conclusions because their context is not the same. They are shaped by different social safety nets, different cultural attitudes toward hierarchy, different historical relationships between corporations and the state, and so on.


	Empiricism – Empiricism asserts that knowledge is obtained through observation, experience, and experimentation. It forms the foundation of the scientific process, relying on evidence that can be tested, replicated, and revised.



What distinguishes empiricism from the other methods is that it is self-correcting. Rather than defending beliefs, empiricism invites them to be challenged. New evidence does not threaten empirical knowledge—it improves it. For this reason, empiricism plays a central role in learning within complex and uncertain environments.


That said, empiricism does not exist in isolation. Its findings are still interpreted, communicated, and acted upon using intuition, authority, and reason. Understanding these interactions—and their limitations—is essential.

Empiricism depends on observation, but observation has inherent limits. We can only measure what we know to look for. And we can only notice patterns our experience has prepared us to recognize.

Your brain processes roughly 11 million bits of sensory information per second, but your conscious awareness can handle only a few dozen bits. To prevent overload, your Reticular Activating System (RAS) filters what reaches conscious attention based on what it’s been trained to consider relevant. This is why you suddenly notice a particular car model everywhere after buying one—the cars were always there, but your RAS now tags them as worth noticing.

This filtering creates systematic blindness. Before germ theory, a doctor couldn’t observe bacteria. The bacteria were there, but the conceptual framework for seeing them hadn’t been built yet. They were literally invisible until someone developed tools and theories that made them observable. Even with modern microscopes, if you don’t know what you’re looking for, you can stare directly at the slide and see nothing meaningful.

Psychologist Richard Wiseman spent years studying why some people seem consistently lucky while others don’t. His research revealed something unexpected: lucky people aren’t actually experiencing more fortunate events. They’re noticing more opportunities because they’re looking for them. In one experiment, Wiseman asked subjects to count photographs in a newspaper. Halfway through, a half-page message appeared in large type: “Stop counting—there are 43 photographs in this newspaper.” People who considered themselves unlucky missed it entirely, focused narrowly on their counting task. People who considered themselves lucky spotted it immediately. Same newspaper. Same information. Different outcomes based entirely on attentional breadth. 

This has profound implications for empiricism. You can only discover what you’re prepared to notice. Organizations optimizing for efficiency train people to ignore anything outside their immediate task—creating the same narrow focus that Wiseman’s “unlucky” subjects exhibited. They see what they’re measuring and miss everything else, even when it’s spelled out in large type directly in front of them.

Imagination operates under similar constraints. We extrapolate from the known, combining and recombining elements we’ve already encountered. Truly novel concepts—ideas with no precedent in our experience—are nearly impossible to generate deliberately. We discover them by accident or through empirical observation that contradicts our expectations, forcing us to construct new frameworks. The history of science is full of researchers discovering phenomena they weren’t looking for because their experiments produced results that made no sense within existing theory. Penicillin, X-rays, the cosmic microwave background—all were accidents noticed by people whose attention wasn’t narrowed to the point of blindness.

This book itself relies on multiple methods of knowing. As the author, I am engaging in a form of authoritative knowledge transfer by asking you to consider ideas drawn from research, experience, and synthesis. Those ideas were likely sparked by intuition, refined through reason, and tested empirically over time.

My hope is that you don’t accept these ideas on authority alone, but that you validate them for yourself. The notes at the end of this book are there for exactly that reason.

No one has access to absolute truth. Every belief, theory, and model is provisional—subject to revision as new information emerges. What we accept as “true” today may later prove incomplete or wrong. Maintaining an open mind is not a weakness; it is a recognition of reality’s complexity.

One of the most difficult decisions in writing this book was deciding that I had learned enough to begin. There are always more studies to read, more perspectives to consider, and more data to analyze. But learning, like progress, requires action.

A note on the vocabulary throughout this book: I’ll introduce concepts, biases, frameworks, and failure modes as if they’re distinct categories. They aren’t. Reality doesn’t arrive pre-sorted into categories with clear boundaries that are just waiting to have labels slapped on. These forces interact, amplify each other, and blur at the edges. A single bad decision might involve three biases operating simultaneously, all invisible to the people experiencing them. The taxonomy exists to make patterns recognizable, to give you handles for noticing what would otherwise remain hidden. But don’t mistake the map for the territory. The world is messier than any singular text can capture, including this one.

Modern work—particularly in software development and product-driven organizations—takes place in environments defined by uncertainty, interdependence, and rapid change. In such contexts, intuition, authority, and rationalism alone are insufficient. Practices like Agile, Lean, DevOps, and user-centered design are all rooted—knowingly or not—in empirical learning cycles: experiment, observe, adapt.

Two thousand years ago, Marcus Aurelius articulated the epistemic problem in Meditations: everything we hear is an opinion, not a fact, and everything we see is a perspective, not the truth. These practices are not new. The lineage of empirical response stretches from Aristotle’s early inquiry, through the Scientific Revolution, to modern operational frameworks. What is new is the scale and speed at which decisions now ripple through complex systems.

The challenge, as we will explore throughout this book, is that humans and organizations often default to the least reliable methods of knowing—especially under pressure. Understanding how we know is the first step toward improving how we work. But understanding how is incomplete without examining why we seek knowledge in the first place—and why organizations so often suppress that drive.
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2. What Drives Us
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“The drive to learn is as fundamental as the drive to breathe. Curiosity is the brain’s way of ensuring its own survival.” 
– Dr. Bruce Perry

––––––––
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From the moment we are born, our bodies rapidly grow and our brains start building. We absorb, connect, and problem-solve before we have words for any of it. Learning isn’t something we’re taught to do. It’s what the hardware does by default.

Eventually the body matures into adulthood, and while it continues to change throughout our entire life, for all intents and purposes, it stops growing. Or at least, we hope it does, because if it continues to grow it is generally in unflattering ways.

The mind, on the other hand, remains capable of endless expansion. In fact, research has shown that one’s brain maintains a level of plasticity throughout our entire life. Plasticity, or neuroplasticity, is not the amount of microplastics in one’s brain, but its ability to physically adapt to the demands put on it.

Scientists noticed that humans and animals who relied heavily on memory for navigation had larger-than-average hippocampi—the brain’s memory center. They studied aspiring London cab drivers before they started their rigorous training and after. These drivers would spend years memorizing tens of thousands of streets and landmarks to pass their exam. Through brain imaging, scientists were able to observe this part of the brain increase in mass during this rigorous training. 

There have been multiple studies where doctors introduced elderly individuals at risk of dementia to neurobic exercise. Neurobics are brain exercises that stimulate the neuronal systems and increase blood circulation to the brain. After just 4 weeks of these activities, the patients showed significant improvement in overall cognitive function.

Consequently, intellectual stimulation is a fundamental human need. We don’t have to motivate infants to learn. They are naturally curious and absorb information at an astounding rate. They engage with their surroundings empirically, constantly testing and refining their understanding.

If I drop this cup, it falls every time. If I move my limbs in a certain way, I might achieve motion. Through relentless experimentation, babies decipher the world around them. As we age, intrinsic curiosity does not disappear, but it is often no longer our default mode. As neural pathways stabilize, the brain increasingly relies on established patterns to navigate the world efficiently. This efficiency enables increasingly complex and coordinated action, but it comes with a side effect: heuristics and biases—neural shortcuts that conserve cognitive effort by relying on previously learned patterns rather than ongoing exploration.

Over time, exploration gives way to execution. Learning becomes something we must practice deliberately rather than something we do automatically. As neuroplasticity decreases with age, a use-it-or-lose-it dynamic emerges. Social and organizational structures often reinforce this shift by rewarding speed, certainty, and decisive conclusions over inquiry. Practices such as neurobics intentionally reintroduce friction, interrupting automatic pathways and restoring the conditions necessary for learning in complex environments. Beyond performance, this kind of cognitive engagement is also critical for long-term brain health.

However, when we fall out of practice, learning can begin to feel foreign. Neuroplasticity decreases and the brain becomes literally and figuratively more rigid. This compounds when work environments are no longer safe to learn in. Our natural curiosity soon becomes suppressed. It’s no longer a question of what is natural, but what we are motivated to do.

Exercising our brains may be healthy for us, but knowing something is good for us has never been enough to make us do it—otherwise there would be no smokers, soda companies wouldn’t exist, and we’d never skip the gym. Knowledge, it turns out, is necessary but insufficient. Which should make us suspicious of any approach that treats information transfer as the solution to behavioral problems.

If you are a parent or have spent considerable time around newly born humans (babies, as they are often referred to), it may seem quite apparent that babies are people. And as people, they seem to enter this world with a mind of their own. Their motivations often appear chaotic, sometimes even finding glee from our anguish.

With no sense of reason, cause and effect, or sympathy for the person who has to clean up after their experiments, they are motivated by an innate curiosity of the world around them. And yet, they can often be cajoled by a wave of a cookie or mesmerized by flicking on their favorite program. So, are they motivated by their own whims or the cookie?

The cookie is both an extrinsic motivator and a behavioral response. Behavior is an incredibly complicated thing. We will explore this more in the last chapter of this book, but for now it is important to understand that behavior becomes more automatic when one feels a positive emotion or the relief from a negative one. However, because human beings are complex animals, behaviors and motivation are not the same thing.

When we explore motivators, there are two distinct groups: extrinsic motivators (the expectation of reward or punishment) and intrinsic motivators (things you do because you enjoy it and get personal satisfaction from doing it). Because this is important not only for understanding why we seek knowledge, but also how companies can get the most out of their employees, let’s explore these two motivators a bit more.

This distinction doesn’t just explain personal behavior. It explains why one of the most common management practices, annual goals, consistently fails to produce the results leaders expect. While it may seem intuitive for leaders to leverage goals as a form of direction and gauge for performance, there is actually no research that validates these assumed benefits.

In fact, research shows that they tend to have the opposite effect on employees. At best, employees and managers just go through the motions to avoid showing up on a compliance list. At worst, it results in artificial ceilings, lack of adaptability, demotivation, and is a distraction from the work at hand.

I certainly remember a time I went back and forth with my manager ad nauseam because he didn’t approve of my goals but insisted I write them myself. I think we both left that experience frustrated.

On top of these practices having the opposite effect, they tend to be very costly to perform. Deloitte estimated they were spending close to half a billion on this harmful routine, and Accenture discovered they were spending double, for close to a billion USD, on an activity that at best did nothing.

Just as goals are not effective for motivation, they likewise are not effective for performance review because there is no control group or standard scale for comparing the benefit of achieving each goal. Furthermore, people are often already working on the items that they are capturing as their goals or they will be responding to work requests from the broader organization, regardless of what has been documented.

In a global multi-sector survey, Brightline Initiative found that 90 percent of senior executives reported not attaining their annual goals, emphasizing how rarely these targets are met.

Instead of relying on this archaic process, it is more effective to rely on the intrinsic motivation of purpose or connection, which we will unpack shortly and discuss in further detail in Chapter 10 on leadership.

Extrinsic motivators in the form of financial gain are effective for fulfilling basic physiological and security needs. Beyond that, they lose their effectiveness and may even diminish motivation. The reason positive extrinsic motivators (such as pay raises, promotions, or bonuses) are ineffective in the long term is due to human psychology.

As Shawn Achor explains, we continuously move the goalpost. Achieving a desired outcome only leads to a new ambition: better grades, a higher batting average, a more prestigious job, and so on. This cycle can even lead to dissatisfaction, as individuals realize they are not as happy as they expected, ultimately backfiring on motivation.

Some might assume that keeping people financially insecure could sustain motivation. But research shows financial stress impairs cognitive performance. Individuals under financial strain exhibit a deficit equivalent to a thirteen-point IQ reduction, comparable to losing an entire night’s sleep.

To better understand why this approach, as well as extrinsic motivators as a whole, are ineffective, it’s best to explore intrinsic motivators.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT)—not to be confused with STD, which research suggests is considerably less motivating—is a macro theory from the mid-1980s developed by psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan. It holds that when external persuasion is removed (the cookie), people are most motivated when three basic psychological needs are met. They called these Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness. I prefer Control, Competence, and Connection—the 3C’s are easier to remember, and the language maps more directly to workplace dynamics. Also, ‘Relatedness’ sounds like family therapy, and I’d rather not trigger anyone’s Thanksgiving flashbacks.


Control – The ability to act with autonomy, free from excessive external influence.

Competence – The capability to perform tasks successfully and efficiently.

Connection – A sense of belonging and meaningful relationships with others.


Research has shown that a sense of control is the most significant factor in determining an individual’s level of fatigue, regardless of the physical demands of their job.

When exploring control or autonomy, I find it is often helpful to reflect on what a lack of control looks like. A lack of control manifests in numerous ways: limited decision-making power, excessive oversight, rigid processes, mandatory tasks and deadlines, and an inability to voice concerns. In general, it’s a response to extrinsic motivators.

These stressors activate the body’s fight-or-flight response, prompting the adrenal glands to release cortisol.

Cortisol prepares the body for immediate threats by shutting down nonessential functions (for the record, it does not survey what it considers nonessential, or perhaps it’s lost in my junk mail). One such function is dopamine production. Dopamine, a neurotransmitter crucial to motivation, pleasure, and learning, is essential for maintaining focus and reinforcing positive behaviors. When cortisol inhibits dopamine production, individuals experience decreased enjoyment, impaired concentration, and diminished cognitive function.

Cortisol also increases the consumption of serotonin, another vital neurotransmitter responsible for mood regulation, alertness, and willpower. Serotonin is the chemical that promotes waking up in the morning, and is a precursor for melatonin, which informs the body when it is time to rest. When serotonin levels are low, individuals may become irritable, anxious, depressed, lose interest, and experience sleep disturbances.

The depletion of dopamine and serotonin explains the cognitive decline linked to stress, reinforcing the idea that happiness precedes success, not the other way around. In the wise words of Stevie Wonder, “You will never feel proud of your work if you find no joy within it; your best work is always joyful work.”

This provides biological rationale for avoiding extrinsic motivators that attempt to either entice through reward or coerce through stress. Prolonged elevated cortisol levels are even known to negatively impact all bodily systems. Studies indicate that up to 90 percent of doctor visits stem from stress-related ailments.

The consequences extend beyond waiting rooms. A study of more than ten thousand patients across Ireland found that the most severe type of heart attack—the kind caused by a complete blockage of a coronary artery—occurs at significantly higher rates on Monday mornings than any other time of the week. Researchers reported a 13 percent increase at the start of the working week, consistent with what we know about circadian rhythms, cortisol spikes, and the cardiovascular strain they produce.

The human stress response evolved to help us survive acute threats. It does not differentiate between physical danger and social or performance-related pressure; it simply responds to perceived demand. When the structure of work reliably concentrates stress at predictable moments, biology follows.

Competence, or personal mastery, is the second key intrinsic motivator. In The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of The Learning Organization, Peter Senge describes mastery as an ongoing process rather than a fixed achievement:

“People with a high level of personal mastery live in a continual learning mode. They never ‘arrive.’ Sometimes, language, such as the term ‘personal mastery,’ creates a misleading sense of definiteness, of black and white. But personal mastery is not something you possess. It is a process. It is a lifelong discipline. People with a high level of personal mastery are acutely aware of their ignorance, their incompetence, their growth areas. And they are deeply self-confident. Paradoxical? Only for those who do not see that ‘the journey is the reward.’”

This philosophy underscores the innate human drive for growth. When individuals are encouraged to develop new skills and expand their knowledge, they remain engaged and motivated. As a result, environments that cultivate continuous learning outperform those that rely on rigid processes and fixed mindsets.

In learning environments, a purpose only needs to be provided, and people will naturally seek the means to accomplish it.

The third intrinsic motivator, connection, is fundamental to human well-being. Humans are inherently social creatures, wired to seek community and belonging. Studies demonstrate that positive social interactions reduce pain, anxiety, and stress while boosting mood through increased oxytocin production.

Oxytocin interacts with serotonin pathways, making it integral to emotional resilience and overall happiness. In fact, social connection is one of the strongest predictors of life satisfaction and longevity.

In the workplace, strong interpersonal relationships enhance engagement, productivity, reliability, innovation, and collaboration. Employees with close workplace friendships are more likely to be engaged and exhibit higher levels of performance. Companies that foster meaningful connections create resilient, motivated teams capable of overcoming challenges and driving sustainable success.

Another way of creating connection is by providing a purpose. Humans long for purpose—a sense of being part of something greater than oneself, a reason for being. Gallup found that employees are the most engaged and productive when they feel their work contributes to something meaningful beyond just a paycheck.

Employees who are intrinsically motivated are more likely to be engaged than their extrinsically motivated counterparts. Research indicates that highly engaged employees lead to 10 percent higher customer advocacy, 17 percent higher productivity, and 21 percent greater profitability. Conversely, low engagement results in 24 percent more turnover, 28 percent more shrinkage, and 70 percent more workplace accidents.

Given this data, intrinsic motivation is the clear choice for companies seeking to maximize their investment in their employees. Investing in your most valuable asset, and likely most expensive one, benefits everyone. While conventional wisdom might suggest otherwise, empirical data paints a clear and compelling picture.

Humans are motivated by the same forces in both their personal and professional lives because they are, quite simply, the same person in both settings. Even if we could sever work from personal life, like in Apple’s sci-fi drama Severance, the fundamental drivers of human motivation would remain unchanged.

At our core, humans have an innate desire to learn. What we choose to learn is shaped by three intrinsic motivators: control, competence, and connection. Unlike machines, humans cannot be forced or coerced into true learning. Instead, we thrive when these intrinsic motivators are nurtured, whether in ourselves, our children, our friends, or our colleagues.

So, ask yourself: why are you reading this book right now?
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3. The Science of Good Enough
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“Science is a way of thinking much more than it is a body of knowledge.” – Carl Sagan

––––––––
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Humans have a romanticized notion that the world is orderly and rational. We build plans, forecasts, and metrics as if uncertainty were a temporary inconvenience rather than a permanent condition. Despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, we cling to the illusion of control over the uncontrollable. This is the comedy of the human condition. Ironically, part of the reason for this misconception is that humans themselves are not rational creatures to begin with.

The more a person pays for medicine, the more likely they are to report it as effectively treating their symptoms. However, paradoxically, the more people pay for medicine, the less likely they are to take it as directed. Similarly, when bundling a low-value item with a high-value item, consumers are willing to pay less than when purchasing the high-value item alone.

To complicate matters further, humans often believe in things without fully understanding the reasoning behind them. This is fine when it comes to things like gravity, which will inevitably pull you back down every time you jump, regardless of whether you believe in it or not. Amusingly, even scientists do not fully understand gravity, yet they still manage to strap mammals to giant controlled explosions and catapult them into outer space.

In organizations, these tendencies don’t stay abstract. Instead, they shape hiring, planning, investment, and what gets defended versus questioned. Where this becomes a problem is when people believe in things without any supporting evidence whatsoever. In fact, studies show that evidence itself is generally not very convincing to most people. The irony is that data shows that data is not effective. Which presents a problem for a book arguing in favor of evidence.

Humans tend to cling to prior beliefs even when confronted with conflicting data, a phenomenon known as belief perseverance. In some cases, exposure to contradicting evidence can even strengthen existing beliefs, a cognitive quirk known as the backfire effect. Additionally, people selectively search for evidence that aligns with their current beliefs (confirmation bias) and employ motivated reasoning to justify beliefs when they are emotionally convenient.

The next challenge has to do with how the brain operates. Through a function known as heuristics, humans have adapted mental shortcuts that allow for quick decision-making. This is incredibly useful for habitual tasks like brushing one’s teeth or making coffee in the morning, which is critical before the brain is fully caffeinated.

However, heuristics also lead to cognitive illusions, such as the illusion of explanatory depth, where people overestimate their understanding of a topic, believing they grasp complex concepts more deeply than they actually do. In other words, people rely on assumptions. The true extent of their misunderstanding only becomes evident when they are asked to explain these complex concepts in detail.

This illusion is particularly difficult to overcome because it is often perceived as confidence. Confidence is a powerful social signal, shaped by evolutionary pressures that
































	Plan: Design the SOP.

	Do: Run the assembly line.

	Check: Measure the time and identify bottlenecks.

	Act: Adjust the workstations or tools to improve the flow.
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