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Here’s to the crazy ones. The misfits. The rebels. The 
troublemakers. The round pegs in the square holes. The ones who 

see things differently. They’re not fond of rules.
And they have no respect for the status quo.

You can quote them, disagree with them, glorify or vilify them.

About the only thing you can’t do is ignore them. Because they 
change things. They invent. They imagine. They heal. They explore. 

They create. They inspire. They push the human race forward.

Maybe they have to be crazy. How else can you stare at an empty 
canvas and see a work of art? Or sit in silence and hear a song that’s 
never been written? Or gaze at a red planet and see a laboratory on 

wheels? We make tools for these kinds of people.

 While some see them as the crazy ones, we see genius. Because 
the people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world, 

are the ones who do.

“Think Different” (Advertisement by Apple Inc., 1997)

C H A P T ER  10

THE COMFORT 
OF EASE: 

WE THINK WHAT 
WE KNOW, NOT 

WHAT WE THINK
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Apple’s “Think Different” ad won many awards including the 1998 
Emmy Award for Best Commercial and the 2000 Grand Effie Award 
for the most effective campaign in America. The ad turned heads and 
inspired people globally, but the ad also clarified the subconscious 
understanding shared in our society that cognitive creativity—think-
ing—is difficult. If those who think differently are misfits, rebels, 
troublemakers, and crazy, thinking differently sounds great only if you 
strive to be labeled in this way. The underlying message in this ad is 
that most people don’t think differently, thus those who do are likely to 
be seen as deviants from the norm, albeit deviants who will change the 
world.
 This ad helps us understand that we want to think differently, but 
at the end of the day, we tend to prefer the ease of thinking in line with 
others because thinking differently is difficult, and it requires the cour-
age to withstand being labeled a crazy misfit, rebel, or troublemaker.
 The previous chapter dealt with biases, stereotypes (including 
stereotype threat and stereotype lift), prejudices, and discrimina-
tions based on our identities, especially visible social identities. We’ve 
explored how these social categories keep the Retro IQ sticking to how 
we understand the world around us. We must remember, however, that 
diversity is a relative concept, not an absolute one. Nothing or no one is 
diverse by identity. We become (or don’t become) diverse in relation to 
the people and things in a particular context.
 From an identity or experience perspective, a woman adds gender 
diversity only if men are in the majority. There is no inherent diversity 
in being a woman. Thus, when we talk about differences, we can only 
talk about “different than” someone or something else. This “relative-
ness” attribute of diversity allows us to differentiate between people 
using visible identifiers such as gender, race, ethnicity, generation, abil-
ity, and so on, but the differences in how we think and how we prefer to 
solve problems can be as impactful in creating in-groups and out-groups 
as visible differences. More importantly, leaders who want to actively 
include and engage different perspectives in order to increase their own 
NEXT IQ as well as the overall NEXT IQ of their teams need to ensure 
that identity differences alone don’t account for the contextual diversity. 
The ability to recognize, encourage, and value the expression of cogni-
tive differences—differences in the way people think, analyze, and solve 
problems—is an essential component of increasing your NEXT IQ.
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 In 2009, the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 
2009, Section 596, Public Law 110-417, established the Department 
of Defense Military Leadership Diversity Commission (MLDC).1 
Although MLDC was specifically tasked by legislation to “conduct 
a comprehensive evaluation and assessment of policies that provide 
opportunities for the promotion and advancement of minority members 
of the Armed Forces, including minority members who are senior offi-
cers,”2 one of the very first Issue Papers that the MLDC released was 
on the importance of cognitive diversity and the relationship between 
cognitive diversity and identity diversity.3 Two of the primary conclu-
sions from this Issue Paper were:

 ■ “Diversity is often defined demographically, but it is also possible 
to define it more broadly in terms of cognitive traits . . . [and] 
Achieving diversity in this broader sense may improve the ability 
of the military to perform its wide variety of functions.”

 ■ “We conclude that efforts by the military to increase demographic 
diversity may also have the secondary effect of somewhat increas-
ing cognitive diversity. However, given the modest sizes of many 
of these relationships and the importance of other factors involved 
in increasing cognitive diversity, we expect this secondary effect 
to be small.”

 Cognitive diversity describes the differences in how we think, and 
how we think is informed by (1) our perspectives (our points of view, the 
lessons we’ve extracted from our experiences, our values, our beliefs, 
our definition of truth, etc.), (2) our interpretations (how we take in the 
world around us, how we understand what we see, etc.), and (3) our heu-
ristics (how we break down complex situations, how we solve problems, 
etc.). Our perspectives are the lens through which we see the world; our 
interpretations are the lens through which we take in information; and 
our heuristics are the ways in which we manage our perspectives and 
interpretations to make sense of the world around us.
 As we mentioned in the previous chapter, heuristics are basically 
mental shortcuts or rules of thumb that we’ve adopted to solve problems 
quickly; heuristics allow us to bypass the analytical thought process and 
arrive at a conclusion as soon as we receive input. For example, if people 
see two similar products with one product priced considerably higher 
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than the other, most of us conclude that the higher priced product is 
better in quality than the lower priced product. That assumption turns 
out to be true just enough in our experience that we will default to that 
conclusion without analyzing the situation. Another common heuristic 
is that the more effort something takes, the more we value it. Since we 
often have to work for things that we value, we have created a mental 
rule of thumb that if we have to work for something, it must be valuable. 
For example, if we earn $1,000, we value that money more than if $1,000 
was gifted to us. We are more likely to spend the gifted money on luxu-
ries and the earned money on necessities or put it into savings. Most of 
the time, heuristics help and they do save us time, but heuristics can 
also become cognitive liabilities as we will cover later in this chapter.
 Since identity diversity is often visible, it quickly allows a group 
to predict that differences may be present even if the differences 
don’t impact cognitive or behavioral diversity. Cognitive diversity, on 
the other hand, is invisible and is not triggered until differences are 
expressed. When these differences unexpectedly surface, cognitive 
diversity can create just as much tension as it does creativity and inno-
vation. In order to capture the opportunity created by cognitive diver-
sity, leaders have to better understand how to recognize and lead the 
impact of these differences.

Our Perspectives
The IBM Jams and wisdom of crowds models discussed in earlier chap-
ters reflect the growing body of research and business intelligence 
that demonstrates that multiple cognitive perspectives generate better 
ideas, insights, and solutions. IBM brings together diverse perspectives 
through its Jams to generate new ideas and even select new investments 
that the company will make. In the Wisdom of Crowds, James Surow-
iecki demonstrates through various examples how diversity of perspec-
tives leads to collective intelligence, and he illustrates that the collective 
intelligence of a group of diverse perspectives is more intelligent than 
the highest intelligence level of any of the individuals in the group. Sur-
owiecki advocates for aggregated intelligence over individual expertise 
and comments about the expertise hierarchies in many organizations: 
“Hierarchies have certain virtues—efficiency and speed—as a way of 
executing decisions. But they’re outmoded as a way of making deci-
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sions, and they’re ill-suited to the complex strategic landscapes that 
most companies now inhabit. Firms need to aggregate the collective 
wisdom instead.”4

 Michael Maubossin, in Think Twice: Harnessing the Power of Counter-

intuition, reports on how James Surowiecki asserted in a presentation at 
Best Buy that “a relatively uninformed crowd could predict better than 
the firm’s best seers”5 and inspired Jeff Severts, the head of Best Buy’s 
gift-card business, to experiment with collective wisdom in his busi-
ness unit. When Severts asked about two hundred employees to predict 
gift-card sales for February 2005, the collective wisdom of the crowd 
was 99.5 percent accurate compared with Severts’s team of experts who 
came in at about 95 percent accuracy.6 Severts ran another experiment 
later that year and asked people in the organization to predict sales 
from Thanksgiving to end of the year. The three hundred random vol-
unteers in the crowd came in at over 99 percent accuracy while the Best 
Buy internal experts came in at around 93 percent accuracy. Best Buy 
was convinced, and it created TagTrade, an internal prediction market 
that collects collective wisdom and has had a greater track record of 
forecasting sales and solving problems than the internal experts.
 It seems like a no-brainer that individual leaders would create ample 
opportunity to gather and learn from diverse perspectives, but in real-
ity many leaders feel more comfortable leading through easy consensus 
instead of productive conflict. “While many leaders pride themselves 
on their independence, research has consistently demonstrated that 
most people, including leaders, prefer conformity to controversy.”7

 Four primary stickers keep us spinning our wheels in the Retro IQ 
instead of thriving in the innovative possibilities of The NEXT IQ:

 ■ We value consensus over conflict, especially when the leadership style 
guiding the discussion does not actively encourage productive dis-
agreement and creative conflict. Even leaders who are open to this 
sort of conflict can sometimes be dissuaded by the overall culture 
of an organization or a team.

 ■ We value being an in-grouper and don’t want to risk becoming an 

out-grouper. We may see ourselves as having too much in com-
mon with the in-groupers to go against the grain of the majority 
opinion or we may not see ourselves as a true in-grouper, but we 
don’t want to risk the in-groupers seeing us as out-groupers. As 
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the Apple advertisement at the beginning of the chapter reflects, 
being an out-grouper is difficult, and the ease of being an in-grou-
per can sometimes outweigh the value in opposing the majority 
opinion.

 ■ We value established cognitive patterns over cognitive start-ups. Most 
of us are all for innovation, but we value the ability to rely on 
ingrained thought patterns instead of thinking freshly about each 
new thing with which we are confronted. We even highly prize 
experience because we can rely on an experienced person’s abil-
ity to provide the cognitive shortcuts needed to bypass having to 
think through everything.

 ■ We value one right answer over multiple right answers. Most of us 
are taught to identify something as “right” when it is opposed to a 
“wrong.” This binary construction makes it uncomfortable for us 
to negotiate a situation where there are multiple right answers and 
no wrong answers. In these situations, leaders often tend to veer 
back toward finding the one “right” answer because it makes deci-
sion making easier when there is simply one right course of action.

 What IBM Jams and Best Buy’s TagTrade do is create organiza-
tional mechanisms that bypass individual leaders’ tendencies toward 
consensus, in-groupness, and cognitive ease. These programs offer 
organized channels through which diverse perspectives are brought to 
bear on decisions without perceived conflict, loss of identity, or individ-
ual discomfort over cognitive complexity. Sharing a contrary opinion as 
part of a large crowd of opinions is easier than making a case for your 
perspective in the intimacy of a team meeting. That said, if leaders can 
recreate the wisdom of crowds in their teams by creating mini-jams and 
micro-trades, they can raise the overall intelligence of their teams.

Our Interpretations
Although facts are defined as objective pieces of information, the sec-
ond we “understand” a fact, that fact becomes an interpretation. When 
we take in a fact through any one of our five senses, that fact travels 
through the filter of our own experiences, expectations, and beliefs 
before we “understand” it. These cultural and personal filters are pre-
suppositions and presumptions that we “know to be true” in our minds. 
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Objective pieces of information that we perceive with our senses get 
filtered and interpreted in our minds and become “our facts.” For exam-
ple, words like warm, cold, tall, short, funny, and boring are relatively sim-
ple to classify as interpretive words because they derive their definitions 
through comparison to something else. Words such as paper, computer, 
pen, table, and chair, on the other hand, are assumed to be free of subjec-
tivity because they do not derive their definitions through comparison 
to anything else; however, they have been filtered through our cultural 
and personal filters even though we may not realize it.
 When my team does workshops on cognitive differences, we ask 
the group of individuals to identify five things in the room that can be 
objectively understood by everyone there. We usually end up with a list 
of things like paper, computer, pen, table, and chair. We then ask each 
participant to describe in detail what he or she meant by each word. 
When the participants are asked to read their descriptions of the items 
to the group, you can see surprise spread across the room as they realize 
that paper meant notepad, handouts, sticky notes, newspaper, and so on, 
and that chair was understood through filters of softness, height, seat 
material, and comfort. By the time we go through the descriptions of 
all five words, a quiet understanding has settled in the room that none 
of us can ever possibly be thinking the same thing no matter how clear-
cut we believe the object of our thoughts to be.
 For example, think of the difficulty in explaining the color yellow 
to someone who cannot tell the difference between yellow and green. 
How would you explain which bananas are ripe and which are not? 
How would you describe tropical heat to someone who has always lived 
in perpetually cold climates like Alaska? Interpretation occurs both 
in terms of the sender who codes the message and the recipient who 
decodes the sent message. Therefore, by the time an objective piece of 
information has been interpreted, coded, sent, decoded, and reinter-
preted, it is difficult to discern what is purely objective.

THE TRUTH, THE INTERPRETED TRUTH, AND NOTHING 
BUT WHAT YOU THINK IS THE TRUTH

Three youth are driving in a car. When they reach the intersection and see the 

stop sign, they come to a rolling stop and keep going instead of stopping fully. 

Two police officers see this rolling stop and pursue the car with their lights and 
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siren on. The music in the car with the youth is so loud that they do not hear 

the police sirens. After a few blocks of pursuing the youth, the police officers 

pull up next to the car and signal that the car should pull over. The car does 

pull over. The police get out of their squad car and ask all the youth to get out 

of the car. The police officers search the car and find some drugs in the trunk.

• What time of day does this story take place?
• Does this story take place in an urban or rural setting?
• What race were the youth?
• What gender were the youth?
• What race were the police officers?
• What gender were the police officers?
• What kind of car were the youth driving?
• What kind of music was playing on the radio?
• What kind of drugs were found in the car?

 I use this narrative and its related questions to illustrate how, as 
cultural beings, we are incapable of not seeing context, identity, and 
detail. When we are not provided the details needed in order to know 
how to interpret the information we are being given, we fill in the 
gaps with details from our own mind.
 In this particular narrative, the majority of people see this sce-
nario occurring in the evening in an urban setting with young African 
American or Hispanic men playing rap or hip-hop in a SUV or old 
car. The police offers are overwhelmingly male, but their races have 
been varied without any clear majority seeing any particular race. The 
drug was perceived by most to be either marijuana (loose in a baggie), 
marijuana (a joint), or methamphetamines (powder in a baggie).
 Even people who profess to be colorblind admit that as they read 
the narrative, they have to picture the people as having some identity. 
It is impossible to see the word youth driving in a car or see the words 
police officers chasing them in a squad car. It is hard to hear the word 
music, and it hard to see the word drugs. We interpret these words, and 
we inject images that seem to make the most sense with what we know 
to be true based on our cultural and personal filters.
 We have run this exercise with law enforcement officers, judges, 
prosecutors, defense attorneys, law students, and law professors with the 
same results. We see what we think should be, not always what is said.
 Interestingly, when we have asked people in other countries to 
take this exercise, the answers vary greatly from the U.S. responses, 
but they fall in line with responses from other people in their own 
country. For example, race is interpreted differently in other coun-
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tries as race/religion, race/nationality, race/tribe, and so on, but most 
people from France interpret race in the same way as other people 
from France, and so on.
 What can this narrative teach us about our own interpretations? 
For each of the professional categories listed below, quickly identify 
the race/ethnicity/culture, gender, and socioeconomic status of the 
type of person who would most likely occupy that role.

  Race/  Socio-
  Ethnicity/  economic
  Culture Gender Status
 1. Law Firm Lawyer _________ _________ _________
 2. Professional Athlete _________ _________ _________
 3. Teacher _________ _________ _________
 4. Nurse _________ _________ _________
 5. Cardiologist _________ _________ _________
 6. Babysitter _________ _________ _________
 7. Pilot _________ _________ _________
 8. United States Senator _________ _________ _________
 9. Astronaut _________ _________ _________
10. Forest Ranger _________ _________ _________

 The ability to do this exercise is, in and of itself, an exercise in 
interpretation. Without our ability to filter and categorize, we would 
not be able to complete the exercise. The word cardiologist, for exam-
ple, is a word that does not have identity characteristics attached to it. 
Yet, we cannot “see” that word without personifying it, and in order to 
personify the word, we have to socially categorize it because we don’t 
“see” neutral human beings.
 In this exercise, the visual representation of the presuppositions 
in our head—regardless of what the presuppositions are—allows us 
to be more aware that as soon as we “understand” something, it stops 
becoming purely objective.

 Getting around our own presuppositions is a tall order, but it 
can be done, and when it is done correctly, our presuppositions are 
reflected back to us in glaring candor. Prior to the 1980s, major sym-
phony orchestras were not only overwhelmingly male, but women were 
rarely even given the opportunity to compete because musical direc-
tors carefully selected who could audition and who would eventually 
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win a seat in the orchestra. In the 1980s, orchestras realized how 
lopsided their gender representation was, and they opened up their 
auditions to include more women. Many more women applied and 
auditioned; however, female musicians were presumed to have “smaller 
techniques” and “poorer sound.”8 When symphony orchestras went 
one step further and adopted “blind screens” to hide a candidate’s iden-
tity in a way where the candidate’s music could be heard while his or 
her identity was concealed, the number of female musicians who were 
hired increased significantly. Research by Cecilia Rouse and Claudia 
Golden found that “[a]mong musicians who auditioned in both blind 
and non-blind auditions, about 28.6 percent of female musicians and 
20.2 percent of male musicians advanced from the preliminary to the 
final round in blind auditions. When preliminary auditions were not 
blind, only 19.3 percent of the women advanced, along with 22.5 per-
cent of the men.”9

 Similarly, when more than a hundred psychologists were asked to 
evaluate the same curriculum vitae with a male name versus a female 
name, the psychologists rated the male curriculum vitae as better for 
teaching, research, and service experience; further, the psychologists 
were more likely to hire the male applicant.10 Keep in mind that the 
curriculum vitae was the exact same except for the change in the name! 
As the researchers discovered, “participants were four times as likely 
to write cautionary comments in the margins of the questionnaire if 
they had reviewed a female tenure candidate than if they had reviewed 
the male tenure candidate. The cautionary comments include[d] such 
comments as, ‘We would have to see her job talk,’ ‘It is impossible to 
make such a judgment without teaching evaluations,’ ‘I would need to 
see evidence that she had gotten these grants and publications on her 
own.’ Such cautionary comments on the male tenure candidate’s vitae 
were quite rare.”11

 These are but a few of the examples that research has unearthed in 
showing us that our brains interpret facts based on context, and often, 
these interpretations are based on social biases that are not in our own 
or our organizations’ best interests. If we know that we can’t really hear 
music in the same way if we see a woman playing an instrument instead 
of a man, we need that screen in order to pick the best musician. If we 
know that we see qualifications differently when they come attached to 
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a female name instead of a male name, we need to not see the name in 
order to evaluate the qualifications effectively.
 We create cognitive shortcuts in our mind in order to make life eas-
ier for ourselves, and many of them are quite effective in saving us time 
and energy; however, the key to excelling as a leader or creating teams 
and organizations that are competitive in the 21st century is recogniz-
ing how to stop taking cognitive shortcuts and actually think more than 
we have become accustomed to thinking. Once we start thinking more, 
we realize that in order to think effectively, we have to have the input 
of diverse perspectives. When we stay in the comfort zone of cognitive 
ease based on our unchallenged interpretations, we don’t see the need for 
diverse perspectives because we are barely using our own perspective.
 As Alfred Korzybski—philosopher, scientist, and founder of the 
field of general semantics—once said, “the map is not the territory.” 
In other words, no matter how exacting we think we are being in our 
details and descriptions, the map becomes our interpretation of the ter-
ritory, and someone else viewing the territory from the exact same van-
tage point would still draw a different map.

Our Heuristics
In our search for cognitive ease, we rely on the biases triggered by what 
our senses take in and the interpretations that our minds create with 
the input. When we put these perspectives and interpretations together 
and add some memories and past experiences, we arrive at heuristics—
the rules of thumb or common sense we turn to when we don’t care to 
reach a fully informed decision by analyzing a lot of data. Heuristics are 
the readily available, quickly employed techniques that we use to solve 
problems, and heuristics vary based on our perspective, interpretations, 
and experiences.
 We use many heuristics every day that serve us quite well, but there 
are also heuristics that lead us astray and fool us into thinking we have 
solved problems when we have done no good and maybe have even done 
harm. My research and experiences have found the following heuristics 
to be the worst offenders in preventing leaders from actively seeking, 
engaging, and integrating the diverse perspectives they need in order to 
lead for maximum impact.
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The Anchoring and Adjustment Heuristic 
Without realizing it, human beings can often fixate on a particular 
anchor in the decision-making process and then make decisions adjust-
ing for that anchor instead of solving problems or advancing toward 
a goal. Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, pioneers in identifying 
and researching the anchoring heuristic, conducted a study where they 
asked individuals to guess the percentage of African nations that were 
members of the United Nations. They started one group off at 10 per-
cent and asked them to adjust up or down to what they thought was 
the right answer. They started another group at 65 percent and asked 
them to adjust up or down to the right answer. The group with the 10 
percent anchor, on average, guessed that 25 percent of African nations 
were members of the UN, and the group with the 65 percent anchor, 
on average, guessed that 45 percent of African nations were members 
of the UN.12 Did the anchoring mechanism only work in this situation 
because people really did not know the right answer?
 Let’s take an experiment that Professor Dan Ariely conducted with 
postgraduate students at MIT. He auctioned off common items that the 
students would normally purchase such as computer equipment, bottles 
of wine, boxes of chocolates, and books. First, each of the students was 
asked to convert the last two digits of their Social Security number (SSN) 
into a dollar amount (for example 123-45-6789 would convert to $89), and 
each student was presented each item and asked if he or she would pur-
chase that item for the SSN-derived dollar amount. After Ariely went 
through all the items with the SSN-derived dollar amount as an anchor, 
he told the students that the SSN-derived dollar amount was purely arbi-
trary and had no relevance. The students were then asked to bid on the 
items purely based on what they thought the items were worth and what 
they would want to pay for each item. The students who had the higher 
digits in their SSNs entered bids that were 60–120 percent higher than 
the bids submitted by students who had lower digits in their SSNs.13

THE ANCHORING AND ADJUSTING 
HEURISTIC IN LEADERSHIP

The Compensation Conundrum

According to the National Association of Women Lawyers’ 2010 
National Survey on Retention and Promotion of Women in Law 
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Firms, female equity partners on average only get paid about 85 per-
cent of what their male peers get paid.14 That’s definitely not a good 
statistic for law firms, at least not for the ones interested in increasing 
the percentage of women in their partnerships past the dismal current 
norm of 18–19 percent.
 As with most partnership structures, law firms generally tend 
to determine compensation by committee. Many women’s organiza-
tions and advocates have argued that the lack of female partners in 
general and the lack of female partners on compensation committees 
specifically is the culprit for the compensation differentials. Plenty of 
evidence suggests that this may, indeed, be true. There may also be 
an anchoring and adjusting heuristic at work that could be dragging 
down women’s compensation.
 I was brought into a large law firm a couple of years ago to analyze 
the gender differentials in its compensation distribution. After study-
ing the numbers and interviewing all the members of the compensa-
tion committee, I found this firm’s compensation process relatively 
objective and deliberate. I could not find any overt mechanisms of 
gender bias even though the committee was overwhelmingly male. In 
order to identify possible implicit biases in the compensation process, 
I observed several of the compensation committee’s meetings.
 The committee followed a very methodical protocol with each 
partner’s portfolio. First, it looked at a partner’s total compensation 
from the previous year. Then it reviewed the productivity reports 
from the current year. Then it discussed the partner’s narrative about 
efforts expended and contributions made for that current year as 
well as the peer narratives and evaluations for that partner. Finally, 
the committee discussed the overall financial performance of the 
partner’s practice group in relation to the partner’s individual per-
formance. After this full protocol was executed, it would give the part-
ner an overall rating for that year, which, combined with a complex 
formula involving all the productivity numbers, would result in that 
partner’s compensation amount for that year.
 Once we had gone through about half of the partner portfolios, 
I asked if we could stop and see which of the factors correlated the 
strongest with a partner’s rating. Interestingly, the strongest correla-
tion was between a partner’s previous compensation and his or her 
current year’s rating. Partners who were similarly situated in regards 
to productivity for the current year would still be more likely to be 
ranked in accordance with the previous year’s salary instead of this 
year’s productivity. There were a few exceptions where extremely high 
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or extremely low productivity stood out on their own merit, but the 
majority of ratings were being anchored by the initial discussion of 
how much the partner made the previous year.
 When I pointed this out to the committee, it tried an experiment 
and analyzed the next 20 partners by putting the overall average part-
ner compensation from the previous year on a flip chart and jumping 
into the evaluation of each partner without consideration of how much 
that partner was compensated the previous year. After the commit-
tee rated these 20 partners, we went back and tried to correlate the 
inputs with the rating and found that these ratings correlated more 
closely with the current year’s productivity than they did with last 
year’s compensation.
 After this exercise, this law firm explored other arenas such as 
associate evaluations, associate compensation, and recruiting/hiring 
to see how anchors were playing a role in preventing fresh starts. The 
firm discovered what the Roman philosopher Seneca opined centuries 
ago: “Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.” 
The anchoring and adjusting heuristic can feel like it’s saving time, 
but if leaders want to create change, they do have to pull up those 
anchors that are keeping them moored to the past.

 A recent research study found that when job candidates who were 
interviewing for positions joked around about extremely high salaries, 
they were offered higher salaries than those who threw out reasonable 
salary numbers.15 The initial number, even in the context of a joke, 
anchored the potential future employers to think bigger in regards 
to initial salary offerings. Another study found that first offers in real 
estate transactions made by sellers resulted in higher sale prices than 
first offers made by buyers; the initial higher price in the negotiation 
anchors the price at a higher point.16

 Anchors make a difference, but the differences are masked in the 
shortcuts that our brain is taking. Asking ourselves if numbers in our 
mind are anchored to numbers that we did not intentionally hitch them 
to frees us up to think analytically instead of assuming we are thinking 
when we are just anchoring.

The Availability Heuristic 
The availability heuristic is a bit like the anchor heuristic in that the 
ways in which we learn and make decisions are more bound by what we 
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know than we realize. As we become more aware that what we already 
know plays a role in what we will get to know, we become better at mak-
ing heuristics work for us instead of against us.
 The more that people can quickly, easily, and vividly recall some-
thing, the more likely they are to assume that the “something” will 
occur again with frequency regardless of the actual probability of its 
occurrence.17 Particularly unusual, emotional, or graphic memories 
tend to be recalled easier than more mundane memories. This fact 
makes the unusual memories more “available” to people thereby caus-
ing people to think these unusual things are more likely to happen than 
their actual probability.
 For example, when asked to name the cancer that they feel causes 
the greatest number of deaths for women, the majority of women’s 
response is breast cancer. Yet, lung cancer kills almost twice as many 
women as breast cancer does every year. The media coverage of cancer 
in women, however, consists overwhelmingly of breast cancer coverage 
including individual stories, fund-raisers, and mortality statistics. For 
women, information on breast cancer is more readily available in their 
minds (think pink ribbon, and when was the last time you saw a ribbon 
of any kind for lung cancer?), so they overestimate the likelihood of 
deaths caused by breast cancer.18

 Another similar example is the discrepancy between what parents 
worry will harm their children versus what actually is most likely to 
harm their children.19 The top five worries that plague parents in this 
regard are:

1. kidnapping,
2. school sniper,
3. terrorists,
4. dangerous strangers, and
5. drugs.

Compare that with the top five things that actually cause harm and/or 
kill children:

1. car accidents,
2. homicide (usually committed by someone known to the child),
3. abuse,
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4. suicide, and
5. drowning.

 So, why do most parents fret more about stranger danger than 
buckling up in the car? The information about kidnappings is more 
available in parents’ minds than fatalities of unrestrained children in 
automobile accidents. Information about what strangers do to harm 
children is more available than what friends and family do to children 
even though the chances of a stranger harming a child is far less likely. 
The availability heuristic allows us to think we are making smart deci-
sions based on our perception of the probabilities of various events, but 
those probabilities are tainted by the immediate availability of particu-
lar memories and the usualness of other memories.

THE AVAILABILITY HEURISTIC IN LEADERSHIP 

Once Seen, Twice Remembered: The Overvisibility 

of Underrepresented Groups

In the late 1970s Rosabeth Moss Kanter studied how tokens—mem-
bers of underrepresented groups—in the workplace were perceived 
and treated. She concluded that “[T]okens are, ironically, both highly 
visible as people who are different and yet not permitted the individu-
ality of their own unique, non-stereotypical characteristics.”20 Since 
then, multiple studies have reified and reinforced Kanter’s findings 
that the visibility of individuals from underrepresented groups makes 
them and their actions unnaturally visible.21

 So, how does the hypervisibility of being a “token” translate into 
the underside of the availability heuristic? When someone is under-
represented in the workplace to the point of being hypervisible (the 
one Asian woman, the only African American man, the only Arab, 
etc.), everything that he or she does is noted. And the memories of his 
or her mistakes are readily available for leaders to draw upon quickly 
when the person is being evaluated, being considered for advance-
ment, or generally being discussed in a conversation.
 Whereas a mistake made by someone who is adequately repre-
sented feels usual, a mistake made by an individual from an underrep-
resented group feels memorable and important because that mistake 
becomes a data point by which you view the whole group.
 When we recently executed an attrition analysis for a Fortune 
500 company’s senior leadership ranks, almost everyone we inter-
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viewed could tell us every African American and Hispanic person who 
had been there in the last 10 to 15 years. The leaders could also tell us 
why they left and where they went. When I asked them to give me the 
same level of detail on white men who had left, they recalled a few, but 
not all, and the details were not as readily available to them for recall 
at a moment’s notice.
 If individuals from underrepresented groups are hypervisible in 
organizations, doesn’t that work in their favor if they excel? Don’t 
people notice their successes as pointedly as they remember their 
errors? They do, but an interesting phenomenon called the “ultimate 
attribution error”22 takes place through which people attribute nega-
tive behaviors by people in an out-group to natural characteristics 
for people in that out-group and positive behaviors by people in an 
out-group to luck or as exceptions to the rule. In other words, out-
groupers’ failures are the rule, and their successes are the exception.
 The availability heuristic explains why individuals who are 
underrepresented are more visible since they are deviants to the norm 
and unusual in the landscape, and when the availability heuristic is 
blended with the ultimate attribution error, we have highly visible fail-
ures that are attributed to the individual and highly visible successes 
that are attributed to serendipity. Without understanding and short-
circuiting this heuristic, decisions that seem intuitively right become 
inherently wrong.

The Recognition Heuristic
Daniel Goldstein and Gerd Gigerenzer, psychologists who believe that 
the recognition heuristic is a critical tool for human beings, discuss this 
heuristic in the following way: “Consider the task of inferring which of 
two objects has a higher value on some criterion (e.g., which is faster, 
higher, stronger). The recognition heuristic for such tasks is simply 
stated: If one of two objects is recognized and the other is not, then infer that 

the recognized object has the higher value.”23 Daniel Oppenheimer, another 
psychologist who perceives this heuristic as having the capacity to do 
both harm and good in decision making, defines it this way: “According 
to the recognition heuristic, when an individual only recognizes one of 
two items, the individual will judge the recognized item to be greater in 
whatever dimensions are positively correlated with recognition.”24 The 
difference between the two definitions is subtle yet significant.
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 Goldstein and Gigerenzer’s take on the recognition heuristic is that 
your mind will automatically recognize the item that is of higher value, 
and you should trust your brain’s ability to do that. Oppenheimer’s take 
suggests that your brain will automatically give higher value to the item 
it recognizes, and you shouldn’t always trust your brain’s ability to value 
two items because it will value them based on what it recognizes, not on 
a full evaluation of both items. The differences seem semantic until you 
contextualize them concretely.
 In 1995, Gigerenzer did a study where he asked Germans to identify 
whether San Antonio or San Diego was the larger city by population. 
The Germans were quite accurate in guessing that San Diego was the 
larger city, and Gigerenzer argued that this was the recognition heu-
ristic working well because San Diego was more recognizable precisely 
because it was the larger city (e.g., it was covered more by the media and 
was discussed more generally because it was the larger city). Gigerenzer 
qualified the findings by stressing that the recognition heuristic only 
works well when you connect things that can be correlated with recog-
nition such as size, popularity, and so on.
 Oppenheimer’s perspective, on the other hand, is that when there 
is a change in the facts, the recognition heuristic doesn’t always catch 
up. In the case of San Antonio and San Diego, although the Germans 
guessed the larger city correctly, San Diego’s population growth was 
not accelerating as quickly as San Antonio’s, so 10 years after the study, 
San Antonio was actually larger than San Diego even though San Diego 
continues to get about 33 percent more coverage in the media nationally 
and internationally.25 The recognition heuristic may work from time 
to time, but it is neither reliable nor consistent in its ability to act as an 
accurate surrogate for full information.
 The recognition heuristic works if, of the available options, you 
recognize one option over the other(s) in a context where the recogni-
tion is connected to the shortcut you are creating (e.g., larger cities get 
more attention, which means that you are more likely to recognize the 
larger city intuitively). Most importantly, the purpose that the recogni-
tion heuristic serves is to bypass the active thinking process and use 
a cognitive shortcut. Recognition (shortcut) is different than recollec-
tion (thinking) in the same way that selecting an answer on a multi-
ple-choice question is different than responding in detail to an essay 
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question. Recognition is triggered by your options, and recollection is 
the active search and seizure of memories you have created.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

The recognition heuristic is often as simple as actually recognizing 
someone by face and name. This is easier said than done in large orga-
nizations where people are spread out over several floors or across 
several buildings in a campus or even scattered across different cities 
and countries.
 Sam Walton expressed his understanding of the power of recog-
nition when he required all Wal-Mart employees to wear name tags 
with their first names so that customers had an instant connection 
with them. In 2008, the Wal-Mart in Dearborn, Michigan, took Sam 
Walton’s “instant recognition” idea one step further by including the 
languages spoken by multilingual associates on their name tags. Cus-
tomers now had more than one point of recognition with the associ-
ates, and the greater the recognition, the higher the trust. The higher 
the trust, the more loyal the customer.
 Many retail organizations quickly followed Wal-Mart’s lead by 
requiring customer-facing employees to wear name tags; however, the 
benefits of name and face recognition within organizations where cus-
tomer/client contact was infrequent or nonexistent have not been fully 
expressed or realized.
 Stuart A. Miller, CEO of Lennar Corporation (a Fortune 500 
company recognized by Forbes as one of “America’s Best Managed 
Companies”), has embraced the benefits of name recognition to the 
point of integrating name badges as part of the Lennar culture:

 A very special part of the Lennar Culture is our Name 
Badge. Our Name Badge is an outward sign of an inner 
accomplishment, a powerful statement, announcing to 
everyone that we work for one of America’s top homebuild-
ers. Our Name Badge is a badge of honor. It displays pride 
in ourselves and pride in our Company . . . The prominence 
of our Name Badges invites our Customers, our Business 
Partners, our personal acquaintances and friends, and even 
our own Associates to ask about it. What a great opportu-
nity! Once someone asks about our Name Badge, we have 
a chance to tell the Lennar story. Our Name Badge is our 
Family Crest and represents our pride in our Company and 
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its successful five-decade history . . . Our Name Badge helps 
our Customers feel at ease. Introductions are often a stressful 
event for people. Our Name Badge provides our customers 
with an easy reminder of our names. They will not have to 
feel awkward about asking our name after they have toured 
our models. Instead they can feel comfortable about asking 
questions about our homes.26

 We have recommended and implemented “name badge” strate-
gies in organizations where our assessments have found noninclusive 
behaviors by leaders that reduce the willingness of personnel to fully 
bring forth their perspectives, interpretations, and ideas into the 
workplace. The name badges often act like vision correctors for lead-
ers who have developed organizational myopia where they only con-
sistently see the people in their inner circle, and the people are in their 
inner circle because the leaders was more likely to see them initially.
 In many organizational cultures, the initial reaction to the idea 
of name badges is skeptical at best if not wholly negative. In one law 
firm (where the partners were adamantly opposed to the idea), we con-
vinced them to implement one week per quarter where everyone wore 
name badges. The recognition levels increased exponentially during 
those weeks as people connected names and faces in the elevators, the 
hallways, and even in the parking garage.
 In a large corporation with offices in multiple countries, we rec-
ommended that they tweak their internal email systems to show the 
sender’s picture as well as the current time and weather where he or 
she was located. Just those details alone created deeper connections 
immediately even over email as people responded to the senders with 
comments about how late/early it was for them or remarks about the 
weather. As recognition levels increased, people commented that they 
felt they were emailing “to people” instead of “about things.”

 The recognition heuristic creates cognitive ease for us because it 
allows us to bypass thinking about things by simply attaching greater 
value to the things we recognize over the things we don’t. In isolated 
situations where there is a clear relationship between what we are try-
ing to analyze and why we may recognize one thing over another, this 
heuristic is indeed a good shortcut. However, in most situations—espe-
cially those involving leaders who are responsible for teams of people—
the recognition heuristic eases the way by limiting our vision thereby 
also limiting the ability of our NEXT IQ to grow and thrive.
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The Fluency Heuristic
Whereas the recognition heuristic is the preference for the option that 
you recognize over the option that you don’t recognize, the fluency 
heuristic is the preference for the option that you recognize more flu-
ently when you recognize both available options. Framed another way, 
the fluency heuristic is the cognitive ease of identifying which option 
you prefer when you have to select between recognized and recognized: 
“If two objects, a and b, are recognized, and one of two objects is more 
fluently retrieved, then infer that this object has the higher value with 
respect to the criterion.”27 The fluency heuristic allows us to “feel” like 
we are thinking because of the fluency of the context instead of forcing 
us to actually think.

Query: How many animals of each kind did Moses take on the ark?

 If you took less than two seconds to read and answer the question, 
you probably answered “two.” If you took more than two seconds to 
read and answer the question, you probably arrived at the right answer, 
which is “none” because Moses never took any animals on the ark; 
Noah did. In his book, On Second Thought, Wray Herbert talks about 
the Moses Illusion and other fluency tricks our brain plays to bypass 
conscious thought and deliberate analysis.28 The Moses Illusion, aptly 
named, would not work if the query inquired how many animals Michael 
Jackson or Jennifer Lopez took on the ark. The illusion works because 
Moses and Noah are close enough—both players in the Old Testament, 
both older bearded men—that our brain reads what it thinks should 
be there instead of what is actually there. The appearance of Jennifer 
Lopez in a question about animals and an ark would alert the brain that 
there is incongruence present with what it knows to be true, but Moses 
slips in because he is close enough to Noah for our brains to read the 
question as fluent even though it is not.
 Read the following paragraph to the best of your ability:

The phaonmneal pweor of the hmuan mnid, aoccdrnig to rschee-
arch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, is that it dseno’t mtaetr in waht oerdr 
the ltteres in a wrod are, the olny iproamtnt tihng is taht the frsit 
and lsat ltteer be in the rghit pclae. The rset can be a taotl mses and 
you can sitll raed it whotuit a pboerlm. Tihs is bcuseae the huamn 
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mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe. 
Azanmig huh? So mcuh for slpeling bineg ipmorantt!29

This is the power of the fluency heuristic. Your mind will figure out a 
way to make sense of the gibberish especially if the gibberish gives you 
any reason to keep believing that it is not gibberish. As each word made 
sense, and a sentence seemed to be starting to form, you kept reading, 
and you kept making it make sense. That’s the fluency heuristic at work!
 Now, take a look at the following paragraph and see if you have the 
same patience to activate your fluency heuristic:

The phaonmneal pweor of the hmuan mnid, aoccdrnig to 
rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, is that it dseno’t mtaetr in 
waht oerdr the ltteres in a wrod are, the olny iproamtnt tihng is 
taht the frsit and lsat ltteer be in the rghit pclae. The rset can be 
a taotl mses and you can sitll raed it whotuit a pboerlm. Tihs is 
bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, but 
the wrod as a wlohe. Azanmig huh? So mcuh for slpeling bineg 
ipmorantt! 30

If you became quickly dissuaded from deciphering the text, you are not 
alone. The complexity of the font reduces the likelihood of your mind 
triggering the fluency heuristic because the font makes the words and 
their meanings feel not so fluent. The positive aspect to your mind 
not defaulting to its fluency heuristic is that the trick query regarding 
Moses is less likely to trick people if the question was presented in a 
complex font instead of a simple font.
 Additional research has also found that bypassing the fluency heu-
ristic through use of complex fonts that are difficult to read actually 
improves students’ abilities to learn.31 This research has demonstrated 
that “student retention of material across a wide range of subjects (sci-
ence and humanities classes) and difficulty levels (regular, Honors and 
Advanced Placement) can be significantly improved in naturalistic set-
tings by presenting reading material in a format that is slightly harder 
to read.”32 Easier fonts make it easy for us to think we know what we 
are reading thereby activating the fluency heuristic and allowing us to 
confuse Moses and Noah. Complex fonts force us to slow down and 
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deactivate our fluency heuristic thereby allowing us to fully read and 
deliberately process what we are taking in instead of automating the 
process.
 So, the less our mind has to work to figure something out, the 
more we trust it. Easier is more trustworthy as far as our brain is con-
cerned. So, a statement like “what sobriety conceals, alcohol reveals” 
is perceived to be more truthful than “what sobriety conceals, alcohol 
unmasks.”33 The same is true for “life is strife” versus “life is mostly 
struggle” and “caution and measure will win you treasure” versus “cau-
tion and measure will win you riches.” In other words, “rhyme, like rep-
etition, affords statements an enhancement in processing fluency that 
can be misattributed to heightened conviction about their truthful-
ness.”34 Rhyming creates a fluency that translates into credibility. The 
iconic moment in the O.J. Simpson defense in his 1994–1995 murder 
trial came when his attorney, Johnny Cochran, pointed to O.J. Simpson 
with the gloves from the crime scene barely fitting on his large hands 
and fluently said to the jury, “[i]f they don’t fit, you must acquit.” Rhym-
ing makes it easier for our brain to remember things, so the fluency 
heuristic allows us to default to what rhymes as what is true because it 
takes less work to recall a rhyme.
 By understanding the fluency heuristic, we can create more fluent 
messages for people that resonate and stick, but if we don’t actively ana-
lyze the ways in which the fluency heuristic is affecting our decision-
making process without our knowledge and/or permission, we could be 
making decisions that are easy instead of right.

WHAT YOU SEE IS NOT ALWAYS WHAT YOU GET

Many models of understanding differences in learning styles have 
been postulated from Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory to Flem-
ing’s Visual/Audial/Kinesthetic Learning Preferences to Howard 
Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences, but there is one constant among 
researchers who study how people think, learn, and work; that is that 
we all think, learn, and work differently. Very differently!
 In our work on how people give and receive informal feedback as 
well as formal evaluations, we continue to observe that a supervisor’s 
learning style gets reproduced in his or her subordinates unless that 
supervisor is made aware of his or her preferences. Supervisors need 
to understand how their learning style preferences can impact their 
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abilities to teach, grow, and evaluate someone under them who may 
have a very different style of thinking, learning, and working.
 There has been much dialog in professional development circles 
about the “Matthew Effect,” which reprises the biblical warning that 
“To him who has shall be given more, and he shall have abundance: 
but from him who does not have, even that which he has shall be taken 
away.” According to research on the Matthew Effect, supervisors cre-
ate self-fulfilling prophecies by “teaching up” selected in-groupers 
to live up to high performance evaluations and “ignoring down” out-
groupers to low performance evaluations.35 In other words, supervi-
sors hand out their verdicts and then select the evidence that will back 
up their verdicts.
 The research on how in-groupers and out-groupers are treated by 
senior leaders in organizations is pretty clear about the “what”—in-
groupers are evaluated better than out-groupers for the same work 
and same errors—but what the research has not yet shown decisively is 
why senior leaders show this disruptive streak in their leadership pat-
terns. Is it due to racial/ethnic, gender, or other identity bias as some 
have articulated? Is it weak leadership skills as others have posited? Or 
is it a simple lack of awareness or a lack of prioritization?
 When we have coached senior lawyers, consultants, executives, 
and other leaders, we have worked with individuals who score low on 
racial/ethnic, gender, and other identity bias criteria. They don’t seem 
to distinguish based on what someone looks like or who they are, but 
when we dig deeper, we find that they do in fact differentiate based on 
people’s learning and working styles.
 We coached one senior executive who had a very strong prefer-
ence for a visual learning and working style. He loved graphics, Pow-
erPoint presentations, flip charts, and other visual learning tools in 
meetings. He encouraged his team to study the visuals and give him 
their suggestions on next steps and action items. He did not, how-
ever, discuss the visual aids to any great extent so anyone on his team 
who learned by discussing, talking, listening, and even debating were 
often left with a jumble of images that they couldn’t really under-
stand enough to integrate into their thinking and problem-solving 
mechanisms. The learners who were kinesthetic and needed to physi-
cally move around and interact with the materials tuned out halfway 
through the meeting as the presentations continued and the flip chart 
pages started papering the walls.
 When we shared our assessment with him, he was shocked to 
discover how much he evaluated people on their ability to think and 
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learn like him. He recalled instances of talented people who needed 
to talk through issues with him, and he realized that they had irri-
tated him because he perceived the need to discuss as an inability to 
work independently. He remembered one person in particular who 
could not sit through the staff meetings without getting up and stand-
ing or pacing at the back of the room. The executive had deemed 
this person as distracted and had viewed much of this person’s work 
from that filter. The executive eventually had all his team members’ 
learning styles assessed fully, and he rotated the responsibility for set-
ting agendas, flow, and even venue for the meetings so that every-
one could experience the different styles of their colleagues. He also 
shifted to an evaluation system that allowed for greater input from 
self-evaluations.
 The more people think and learn the way we do, the more flu-
ently we are able to understand them and “see” their intelligence. In 
order to “see” intelligence that is presented to us in ways that doesn’t 
feel fluent, we have to actively disrupt our automatic mental shortcuts 
and find ways to be comfortable with what feels disjointed because our 
disjointedness is someone else’s fluency.

 In the previous chapter we saw how biases triggered by visual simi-
larities and differences can keep us stuck in the Retro IQ even when 
we see the benefits of The NEXT IQ and intend to move into a more 
inclusive intelligence. This chapter has explored how we veer toward 
the mentally easy through biases in the ways we think, learn, and lead, 
and how our preference for cognitive ease also keeps us stuck in the 
Retro IQ though we want to engage our NEXT IQ. The differences 
in our perspectives and our interpretations combine with how certain 
heuristics bypass our active thinking process through cognitive short-
cuts, and when we bypass our ability to proactively think, we default to 
our Retro IQ.
 Yes, The NEXT IQ requires more cognitive effort, but the effort 
gets you to better results faster. The cognitively easy way makes you 
feel like you are moving forward when you are mostly recycling what 
you already know. The Retro IQ, in addition to being easier, creates 
less tension because a lack of differences leads to a lack of disagreement, 
but by actively creating this tension at the intersection of differences, 
leaders activate the power of The NEXT IQ in their teams.



162 | The NEXT IQ

A Deeper Dive into Cognitive Ease
We’ve covered the major heuristics that can, in the pursuit of cognitive 
ease, lead us down the path of stagnation instead of innovation. In this 

section you will find additional 
examples of cognitive biases that 
impede the process of creative 
thinking. To explore how some 
of these biases may be impacting 
you as a leader or your team col-
lectively, have your team gener-
ate some examples for each of the 
biases.

COMMON COGNITIVE BIASES CONNECTED 
TO THE COMFORT OF EASE

Bias Description Examples
Confirmation 
Bias36

Our preference for interpret-
ing information in a way that 
confirms what we already think 
so we are more likely to believe 
something that is consistent 
with what we think instead 
of something that challenges 
our perceptions, beliefs or 
experiences.

Overconfidence 
Bias37

Our extreme confidence in 
our own answers because our 
answers comport with our per-
spectives and experiences.

Illusory 
Correlation38

Our tendency to see a rela-
tionship between two or 
more things when none exists 
because of prejudice, our own 
interpretations, or our inability 
to see conflicting information.

A great many people think 
they are thinking when they 
are merely rearranging their 
prejudices.

William James (psychologist 
and philosopher, 1842–1910)
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Bias Description Examples
Semmelweis 
Reflex39

Named for Ignaz Semmelweis, 
a doctor who was soundly 
rejected by the medical com-
munity in the middle 1800s 
for saying that doctors could 
dramatically reduce deaths 
from puerperal fever by dis-
infecting their hands between 
treating patients, the phrase 
now refers to the rejection of 
new knowledge that contradicts 
established norms, beliefs and/
or paradigms.

False Consen-
sus Effect40

Our false overestimate of how 
much people really agree with 
us.

Halo Effect41 Our tendency to attribute a 
positive (or negative) character-
istic of a person in one area of 
life to other areas of that per-
son’s life.

The Next IQ Bias Breakers©

Courage is indeed required to break away from the comforts of cogni-
tive ease and to think critically by seeking and integrating multiple per-
spectives. Challenging the path 
of cognitive ease means disrupt-
ing norms and making it difficult 
for people to carry on business 
as usual, which is not always an 
easy path to travel, even if there 
is understanding that the path 
will lead to a better destination. The four Bias Breakers. covered in the 
previous chapter work equally well in breaking through the leanings 

Clear thinking requires cour-
age rather than intelligence.

Thomas S. Szasz (Hungarian 
psychiatrist and author)



164 | The NEXT IQ

explored in this chapter, and the following four Bias Breakers give you 
additional tools to correct for your tendencies to lean toward what you 
already expect to find.

1. Create Constructive Conflict.
 Although consensus seems like a positive aspiration, trying to 

make decisions by consensus can often drive us to artificially 
agree with points of view that don’t actually reflect our true 
perspectives. Pushing for consensus creates a goal of agreement 
instead of a goal of finding the best answer(s).

  Create constructive conflict (in teams and organizations) by 
creating a workforce where different perspectives, problem-solv-
ing methods, and interpretations create organic conflict. When 
those different views don’t organically exist, try assigning some-
one the role of actively and constructively disagreeing with both 
the process and the conclusions of decision-making processes. 
“Why did we choose to do it this way?” “Why did we rule out 
that option?” “What if we waited to make this decision?” “What 
if we accelerated this decision?” “What would be the opposite of 
what we are trying to do, and what are reasons to not do it the 
opposite way?”

  As individuals, we can generate constructive conflict in our 
lives by fostering relationships with people who have very differ-
ent perspectives than us and talking with them about decisions 
that we want to make. If we look at our lives and realize that we 
are primarily associated with people who agree with us, we can 
ask a few of them to serve as constructive conflict creators for us 
by playing the role of a dissenter.

  This tool does require an initial reflection on constructive 
conflict (conflict that produces better communication) versus 
destructive conflict (conflict that disrupts communication). One 
primary way to stay with the former and avoid the latter is to 
create conflict around ideas or concepts instead of individuals or 
personalities.

2. Experiment with Being an Out-grouper.
 If it takes courage to be a voice for constructive conflict, it 

takes sheer bravado to actively become an out-grouper. When 
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you are in a position of leadership, it usually means that 
you have penetrated some in-group enough to advance into 
leadership. The more comfortable you feel when you walk 
into a situation, the more of an in-grouper you have become. 
One way to see beyond the comfort of being an in-grouper 
is to actively become an out-grouper periodically in order to 
remember what it feels like to not be part of the in-group—to 
not know the informal rules, to doubt your skill set, to won-
der if you will fit in. Even if we wouldn’t necessarily choose 
to become integrated into this out-group, the experience of 
being an out-grouper can stretch our minds beyond our com-
fort zones.

  Join a running group (if you are not a runner), a knitting 
circle (if you are not a knitter), a golf clinic (if you have never 
played golf), or take part in other such benign activities where 
you will experience the sense of being on the outside looking in. 
Take those perspectives that you acquire into understanding the 
ways in which out-groupers in your organization may be perceiv-
ing their daily work lives.

3. Disrupt Your Patterns.
 We all have regular patterns from the foods we eat to the routes 

we travel to and from work to how we unwind at the end of the 
day. Our routines form a solid foundation into which we can 
lean when we are tired, but they also limit the ways in which 
our brain will think because it is easier for the brain to default 
to habit than to think of a new way to do something.

  Challenge yourself to disrupt your patterns maybe 
just once a day to start. Change what you eat for breakfast. 
Change how you get to work. Change what news sites you visit 
to get your news. Any change you make to a pattern in your 
life will translate into an opening for your mind to think dif-
ferently. As Marshall McLuhan, the philosopher who coined 
the phrase “global village,” noted: “The mark of our time is 
the revulsion against imposed patterns.”42 The 21st century 
will eventually create new patterns, but for now, it definitely 
requires the breaking of old patterns, individual, collective, 
and organizational.
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4. Generate Multiple Right Answers.
 We live in a culture where we still depend on that one singular 

right answer to resolve any question or challenge at hand. Dr. 
Arash Naeim, an oncologist at UCLA’s Jonsson Comprehensive 
Cancer Center, concludes in his research that patients should 
always “[a]sk for alternatives. There is no one right answer and 
there are multiple options.”43

  Take that approach to any problem and challenge your-
self, your team, or your organization to generate multiple right 
answers to any question. If you are looking for only one right 
answer, then you will stop the critical thinking process at the 
first right answer you find. If, by chance, you do generate more 
than one right answer, then, the “only one right answer” model 
forces you to choose the answer that is “more right.” If the model 
actually shifted to “more than one right answer,” and decisions 
actually required more than one right answer, then the next 
action you undertake becomes a choice of which right answer 
you will try first.

  For every question you ask yourself, don’t stop thinking until 
you come up with at least two right answers. Sometimes mul-
tiple right answers will be similar to each other, and sometimes 
they may even contradict each other. Either way, multiple right 
answers will allow you to think about a problem more inclusively 
than the search for that one right answer.

  Needless to say, the more diverse perspectives that are rep-
resented in the answer generation process, the easier it will be to 
come up with multiple right answers.

The Next IQ Insights: Chapter 10
 ■ Cognitive diversity—ways in which we perceive, interpret, and 

analyze the world—is as critical to The NEXT IQ as visible differ-
ences in identity. Leaders who want to maximize their individual 
intelligence and the intelligence levels of their teams will focus on 
cognitive diversity as much as they do visual diversity.

 ■ Generally, we tend to value consensus over conflict, in-groupness 
over out-groupness, established cognitive patterns over cognitive 
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start-ups, and one right answer over multiple right answers. This 
tendency reduces our ability to think beyond what we know.

 ■ Our perspectives are our points of view based on our own expe-
riences, our interpretations are how we use our perspectives to 
make sense of new data, and our heuristics are the ways in which 
we choose to analyze and solve problems using mental shortcuts 
based on our perspectives and interpretations.

 ■ The anchoring and adjustment heuristic, the availability heuris-
tic, the recognition heuristic, and the fluency heuristic all tend to 
limit our thinking to past thoughts.

 ■ The confirmation bias, the overconfidence bias, the illusory cor-
relation, the Semmelweis Reflex, the false consensus effect, and 
the halo effect are common cognitive biases.

The Next IQ Actions: Chapter 10
 ■ Anchors Aweigh! Reduce the effects of anchors and biases in 

the way you think by using the following techniques: (1) create 
constructive conflict, (2) experiment with being an out-grouper, 
(3) disrupt your patterns, and (4) generate multiple right answers.

 ■ Keep pulling up your anchors and interrupting your biases! Biases 
don’t disappear upon interruption, and anchors don’t always 
stay up. Attention needs to be paid constantly to both biases and 
anchors in order to think, learn, and lead in new ways.




