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STUFF: Stress, Time Constraints, 
Uncertainty, Fatigue, and Fear
In October 2010, Science magazine published an article on a research 
study conducted by researchers from Carnegie Mellon University, Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology, and Union College in New York 
that showed that the collective intelligence of groups was significantly 
higher than the sum of the individual intelligence levels of each group 
member.1 In other words 1 + 1 + 1 = 5, not 3. The study divided 699 
people into random groups of 2 to 5 and gave them a wide array of chal-
lenging tests. The researchers found that the group’s average IQ (based 
on individual IQ tests taken by the group members) had no correlation 
with the group’s collective output, even if a group had an individual 
with an exceptionally high IQ. They also found three group dynamics 
that correlated with successful output:

1. Social Sensitivity in the Groups—the more people in a group 
asked questions of each other, listened to each other, and were 
empathetic to each other’s emotions, the higher their collective 
intelligence.
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2. Turn Taking—the more people in a group took turns speaking, 
resisted dominating a conversation, and asked each other to con-
tribute, the higher the collective intelligence.

3. Female Members—simply put, the more women there were in 
any group, the more intelligent the group. The researchers noted 
that in individual social sensitivity tests, women scored higher 
than men. They believed that the presence of women raised the 
likelihood of the group being more socially sensitive and led to 
more turn taking in the group, thereby raising the probability of 
higher intellectual output.

 Dr. Anita Williams Woolley, one of the study’s researchers, 
“speculate[s] that one particularly important behavior that many women 
display is the willingness to admit what they don’t know, and ask if any-
one else in the group has better expertise . . . Men seem less likely to 
reveal such deficits.”2 She further explains that, as the global market-
place grows increasingly complex, “more and more of our problems will 
have solutions that lie at the intersection of individuals with specialties, 
so they need to be able to collaborate.”3

 One area of the global marketplace where we see Dr. Woolley’s 
prediction manifesting is in patents. Not only has the number of 
inventors per successful patent application increased dramatically over 
the last couple of decades, but the number of cross-national teams 
filing for patents has also increased significantly.4 In 2010, patents 
issued in the United States had an average of 2.7 inventors per pat-
ent, with 68 percent of the patents having multiple inventors and 13 
percent having 5 or more inventors.5 The majority of issued patents in 
1990, in comparison, had only 1 inventor. In regards to cross-national 
filings in 2010, 8 percent of patents issued in the United States had 
at least one inventor from another country listed; this was true of 20 
percent of patents issued in Germany, 26 percent in Canada and in 
France, 36 percent in the United Kingdom, 38 percent in China, and 
48 percent in Switzerland. The United States had the highest prob-
ability of being the country of origin for co-inventors for these inter-
national patents.6

 So, if we know that the global marketplace is really becoming more 
seamless, and working in diverse groups makes us far more intelligent 



The STUFF that Makes the RETRO IQ Really Sticky | 183

than working by ourselves, no matter how brilliant we are, why aren’t 
we all clamoring to create diverse groups where productive conflict and 
collective intelligence dynamics elevate us to higher intellectual output?
 In the previous three chapters, we discussed the strong pull of our 
comfort zones. The comforts of similarity, ease, and predictability keep 
us stuck in the Retro IQ even though we want to actively engage with 
our NEXT IQ. Revisiting our cruise control versus active driving meta-
phor, we want to actively drive because we know we can maximize our 
ride, but we slip back into cruise control because it just takes less effort. 
We are especially susceptible to reverting back to our Retro IQ when 
STUFF. happens—Stress, Time Constraints, Uncertainty, Fatigue, 
and Fear. Even when we recognize our need to shift from cruise control 
back to active drive, the STUFF of life and work keeps us in cruise con-
trol because it feels like it takes less work.

Stress
Richard Carlson, bestselling author of the Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff 
books, once said that “[s]tress is nothing more than a socially accept-
able form of mental illness.”7 The quote is funny until you really think 
about it and realize that stress can be quite debilitating to our cognitive 
abilities. In the context of how we activate and engage our intellectual 
capacities, a high level of negative stress can chain people to the Retro 
IQ even when they want to break free and move toward a more innova-
tive way to think, learn, and lead.
 Chronic stress measurably affects almost every aspect of our cog-
nitive abilities from memory retention to analytical problem-solving 
skills to decision-making capacities. (In discussing stress, it is important 
to note acute stress—stress created in an emergency—is not the same 
as chronic stress—a high stress level that becomes the normal state of 
being.) When people are in states of high chronic stress, they move into 
a rapid analysis mode (often unconsciously), deciding whether some-
thing is necessary/unnecessary, good/bad, or safe/unsafe.8 This rapid 
analysis mode feels like a “do or die” moment in which people don’t feel 
like they have the time or resources to make thoughtful decisions, and 
the rapid analysis mode becomes the default mode of operation. Chron-
ically elevated levels of stress actually reroute our cognitive resources 
away from the task at hand because we are using our resources to “stress 
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out” instead of attending to the problem.9 Chronic stress negatively 
impacts our cognitive abilities in specific ways:

 ■ It blocks our ability to use our full range of taking in information, 
thereby creating a “tunnel vision” through which we fixate on cer-
tain information to the detriment of missing the larger picture.10

 ■ It increases the likelihood that we will make decisions based on 
incomplete information.11

 ■ It increases the likelihood that we will use heuristics and other 
cognitive shortcuts instead of fully thinking through what is in 
front of us.12

 ■ It increases the probability that we will use habits instead of analy-
sis to make our next decision.13

 ■ It decreases our abilities to manipulate information, analyze com-
plex situations, and solve problems.14

 ■ It decreases overall accuracy in task completion and increases 
overall amount of time necessary to complete the task.15

 As chronic stress narrows our range of vision, increases our depen-
dency on heuristics, and decreases our ability to manage complex 
problems and layers of information, we become focused on surviving 
instead of thriving, on getting by instead of getting ahead. The irony, 
of course, is that the more we default to surviving, the easier it becomes 
to stay in that mode instead of stepping out of our comfort zones to 
actively solicit, include, engage, and integrate different and contrasting 
points of view in order to create high-impact solutions. Engaging The 

NEXT IQ sounds overwhelming when you are under a heavy amount of 
stress, especially because chronic stress results in negative emotions, 
and the act of trying to decrease the stress without changing the pres-
ent situation only results in more negative emotions. These emotions 
then impact how we see the world and what we believe about the world; 
these emotions also influence how we interpret cues from our environ-
ment and interact with our environment.16

 The cycle of “context-stress-negative emotions-greater stress-
inability to do anything about the context-more stress” is very com-
mon when the Retro IQ is at work. Precisely because the Retro IQ 
assumes that intelligence resides as expertise in each solitary individual, 
stress causes us to look inward to see if we can change the context that 
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is causing our intelligence to be out of sync with our environment. If 
our knowledge and experiences don’t give us a way to sync up with the 
environment, and we don’t feel that we have the power or authority to 
change our environment, the stress continues to build with no release. 
We become even more out of harmony with expectations in the envi-
ronment because we are now disabling ourselves from performing at 
our best.
 It is important to note that not just individuals are prone to los-
ing capability in high-stress situations. Organizations, as collectives 
of individuals, often develop chronically stressful cultures where the 
structures of the organization (and the people within those structures) 
are prone to defaulting to rapid analysis mode instead of critical think-
ing mode. When chronic stress is maintained at high levels in organiza-
tions, the following breakdowns are likely to occur:

 ■ a decrease in overall communications and a decrease in the effec-
tiveness of communications that do occur17

 ■ an increase in “groupthink” where individuals in a group agree 
with each other without expressing individual perspectives and/or 
disagreements necessary to reach a good decision, not just a deci-
sion of consensus18

 ■ a decrease in an individual’s commitment to the team/organiza-
tion and an increase in an individual’s risk of detachment and 
attrition from the team/organization19

 When chronic stress is high, it is harder to move into active drive, 
and it is easier to justify staying in cruise control even when the con-
texts and conditions require an active driver. Paradoxically, it is pre-
cisely in moments of chronic stress that shifting out of the Retro IQ 
to The NEXT IQ can infuse the individual and/or organization with the 
new ideas, innovative thinking, and creative leadership necessary to 
decrease the stress.

Time Constraints
Working under time constraints is a specific and narrow slice of the 
general stress we’ve just discussed that deserves to be explored and 
understood as a unique circumstance since working under time con-
straints has quickly become a component of competing and thriving 
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in the 21st-century global marketplace. As a subset of stress, time con-
straints can lead to many of the decreases in cognitive abilities that 
general stress does, but when time constraints become really tight, 
people rely even more heavily on heuristics that lead to biases.20 When 
we operate under the stress of time constraints, we are more likely 
to engage in stereotyping (especially racial/ethnic stereotyping) and 
anchoring (in ways that reinforce in-groups and out-groups).21 When 
we see the clock ticking, we have difficulty remembering things that 
we would normally remember, and we have difficulty doing things that 
normally come naturally to us.
 Time constraints push us into instinctive thinking that is automatic, 
implicit, heuristic, and biased without our awareness. While we think 
that time constraints merely make us reason through the necessary 
facts faster than we normally would, we are actually using completely 
different cognitive mechanisms with reason than we do with instinct.22 
Time constraints make us less likely to check that we have the avail-
able information to make well-informed decisions or that we have spent 
adequate time analyzing the situation before deciding on a course of 
action. As the global marketplace becomes more seamless, more of us 
are operating in a 24/7 day where time constraints are an unavoidable 
component of global competition. The Retro IQ is vulnerable to time 
constraints because individual stress impacts individual performance, 
but The NEXT IQ is less vulnerable because collective intelligence can 
diffuse the effects of stress across different minds while benefiting from 
the strengths of each individual mind.

Uncertainty
Human beings do not like uncertainty. We will pay dearly and often in 
order to reduce uncertainty even if the uncertainty portends potentially 
great results and the certainty that would take its place portends defi-
nite doom. No, we do not like uncertainty. So, when we are faced with 
uncertainty, we play mind games to reduce (or even erase) the uncer-
tainty in order to make ourselves think that we have the information we 
need to make logical decisions when we really don’t.23 We tell ourselves 
that we know things we really don’t know in order to manufacture cer-
tainty, and we default to a “preference fluency” that draws us into what 
is familiar when faced with uncertainty.24
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 A challenge with uncertainty is that we often confuse uncertainty 
with risk, and because we value and reward risk takers in many indus-
tries, we are loath to discuss uncertainty. One way to separate risk 
from uncertainty is to think of risk as choosing between options that 
have known outcome probabilities, whereas uncertainty means choos-
ing between options where the outcome probabilities are unknown.25 
While taking risks, especially calculated ones, can be rooted in criti-
cal thinking, making decisions in uncertainty most often involves using 
heuristics.
 Interestingly, new research is finding that while individuals tend to 
cooperate less in groups when there is certainty, they cooperate much 
more when uncertainty is introduced into the context.26 The coopera-
tion is a sign of seeking different perspectives when our own perspec-
tives are evidently limited in allowing us to make decisions. The more 
uncertainty we deal with, the more we benefit from (and feel better 
with) diverse perspectives providing alternative courses of action in a 
world where uncertainty is often the new normal.

Fatigue
None of us needs a study to tell us that when we are tired, we don’t 
think as clearly or as sharply. That said, there are researchers who have 
investigated the specifics of how our cognitive skills (such as reaction 
time, concentration, and memory27) are affected when we are fatigued, 
and analysis has shown that eight cognitive functions are specifically 
impacted when we are tired:28

 ■ appreciating a complex situation while avoiding distraction
 ■ keeping track of events and developing and updating strategies
 ■ thinking laterally and being innovative
 ■ assessing risk and anticipating range of consequences
 ■ controlling mood and uninhibited behavior
 ■ showing insight into own performance
 ■ remembering “when” rather than “what”
 ■ communicating effectively

 For example, a study conducted on the cognitive and physical motor 
skills of surgical residents before and after their calls found that fatigue 
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after a call caused a significant deterioration in the surgical residents’ 
cognitive and physical motor skills.29 Not only is our ability to pay 
attention decreased when we are fatigued,30 but our perception of how 
we are performing and solving problems gets greatly compromised.31

 In 2007, the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) asked 
the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and the National Air Traffic 
Controllers Association (NATCA) to collaborate to revise the schedules 
for air traffic controllers in order to reduce the number of controller-
related aviation accidents.32 As the American Society of Safety Engi-
neers reported in 2007, “According to NTSB, the controller errors in 
each incursion incident were similar in nature and were consistent with 
the known effects of fatigue. ‘In each case, critical information about 
the traffic situation was forgotten, resulting in the controller issuing 
a conflicting or inappropriate clearance,’ NTSB explains.”33 Fatigue is 
not just an issue in professions where “high alertness” is a key requisite 
such as air traffic controllers, surgeons, or truck drivers; fatigue is now 
linked to lowered productivity in almost every profession.34 A recent 
Society for Human Resources Management article reported that “81% 
of 820 HR leaders think that fatigue among workers is worse than in 
previous years” and that “cognitive fatigue affects alertness, perception, 
reasoning or learning [in the workplace].”35

Fear
Fear plays a predictable role in our conscious actions; we are less likely 
to do things when we are afraid, but the conscious predictability of 
what we may or may not do pales in comparison to what fear does to 
us unconsciously. Fear can be understood as having five main compo-
nents—affective responses (facial, vocal, or physical expressions), physi-
ological responses (increased heart rate, shallow breath, etc.), perceptive 
responses (actual perception of thing causing fear), cognitive responses 
(confusion, anxiety, avoidance, etc.), and behavioral responses (fight, 
flight, etc.).
 For instance, when two groups—one group of people who were 
afraid of heights and another group who were not afraid of heights—
were asked to estimate the distance from the ground to a second floor 
balcony, the acrophobic group far overestimated the height of the bal-
cony in comparison to the other group.36 We perceive the objects of our 
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fear in exaggerated ways, and the exaggerated vision of what we fear 
makes us even more afraid.
 This phenomenon helps us understand the impact of individual 
perceptions of individual fears, but the impact of collective percep-
tions is far more severe. Recent research reveals that “individuals from 
a racial group other than their own are more readily associated with an 
aversive stimulus [fear] than individuals for one’s own race, among both 
white and black Americans.”37 This fear of “the other” manifests in an 
implicit fear that translates into affective, physiological, cognitive, per-
ceptive, and behavioral responses just as a fear of heights does.38

 In addition to the fear of “the other,” people fear change and the 
unknown.39 The status quo and familiarity biases discussed in previ-
ous chapters are consistent with fear of change. Fear of the unknown 
keeps people rooted to what they know even if what they know is no 
longer what they want. An interesting study involving children with 
Williams Syndrome (WS), a 
neurodevelopmental disorder in 
which there is abnormal activity 
in the amygdala where responses 
to social threats usually originate, 
found that not only are these chil-
dren overly friendly to strangers, 
but they never develop negative 
attitudes about people from other 
races/ethnicities.40 Much of our 
in-group versus out-group behaviors in the workplace relate more to 
our fears of “the other,” “change,” and “the unknown,” than conscious 
distinctions that lead to active differentiation on our part.

The Next IQ Insights: Chapter 12
 ■ The resistance to change (discussed in Chapters 9–11) that makes 

the Retro IQ sticky is exacerbated by the STUFF of life—Stress, 
Time constraints, Uncertainty, Fatigue, and Fear. The transition 
to The NEXT IQ requires an understanding of how this STUFF 
makes us crave the comforts of similarity, ease, and predictability 
even more than we normally do. 

In the perspective of every 
person lies a lens through 
which we may better under-
stand ourselves.

Ellen J. Langer (professor 
of psychology, Harvard 

University)
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 ■ Stress, time constraints, uncertainty, fatigue, and fear reduce our 
overall cognitive and critical thinking abilities thereby making it 
more likely that we revert to reactive and habitual patterns that 
block out new ideas and keep us mired in the past.

The Next IQ Actions: Chapter 12
Many resources focus on how to deal with stress, time management, 
uncertainty, fatigue, and fear. I will not attempt to quickly and concisely 
summarize the wisdom of the material that already exists on these top-
ics. The following are the “If I could just do one thing today to make 
it better, what would it be?” suggestions that I share with my clients on 
each of these topics.

 ■ Stress: Stress is the difference between expectations and reality, so 
the one thing you can do immediately is decide whether it is easier 
for you to shift your expectations or your reality. Just making that 
decision will change your perspective on your stress.

 ■ Time constraints: Focus on the next thing that you have to do. 
That’s it. There is always time to do the very next thing.

 ■ Uncertainty: Identify if what you are dealing with is risk (known 
probabilities) or uncertainty (unknown probabilities). Risk 
requires a calculated decision. Uncertainty requires a leap of faith, 
and leaps of faith cannot be proven or market-tested so don’t 
bother trying.

 ■ Fatigue: Sleep. Seriously, take a nap. There’s plenty of research 
that now shows that short naps, long naps, vacations, and so on 
allow us to think better.

 ■ Fear: Fear is a natural instinct that tells us that we need to be on 
alert, but fear should not cause you to stop moving; accept your 
fear as the very conservative companion on your journey that you 
have to listen to every once in a while.




