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I knew it! At last, How Smart People Think

confirms a suspicion I’ve long held.




Let me go back a bit. Dick Richardson has been a friend and

mentor for more than thirty years, and he might be the most productive and

innovative learning leader I’ve ever worked with.




And here’s the thing: In all of those years of delivering

brilliantly creative solutions at IBM and beyond, I never saw him break a

sweat. He was always so relaxed. Solutions focused. Seemingly in command of the

client and the process, immune to the chaos. He made it look easy. I started to

suspect he must be harboring some kind of secret. What kind of shortcut was he

taking?




It turns out that he was indeed taking shortcuts. But not the

lazy kind; the smart kind.




With How Smart People Think, Dick

has curated a treasure chest of “mental models” that brought actionable wisdom

to his career. They will do the same for yours.




Imagine it: You’re in one of those spiraling “blaming”

conversations with your team, where someone is being scapegoated for some point

of failure. Now imagine saying, “Hey guys, are we guilty of an Attribution

Error here? What if we shifted our attention to the system rather than one

person?” Boom. The energy changes. The emotional temperature changes. The

problem-solving is back on track.




And all you did was invoke the model.




I can envision a world where leaders make a discipline of

learning these mental models, just as we memorized our multiplication tables as

kids. I believe this might be one of the few books that can actually raise your

IQ.




How Smart People Think is arriving

in the world at a good time. We are at the dawn of the AI revolution, and today

there is a lot of speculation on whether AI is going to be our savior or our

destroyer. Most of that fearful speculation is about a zombified generation

seduced into outsourcing its ability to think to the robots. 




That makes How Smart People Think a

bit of a radical act. Maybe we call this “the resistance,” because Dick is

inviting us to recommit to our humanity by recommitting to thinking. And just

as he’s always done in his career in leadership development, he’s equipping us

with tools to do it. Smarter. Faster. More efficiently. 




I was fortunate. Dick was a mentor to me when I was a young

guy entering the organizational learning space. I absorbed a lot of these ideas

by osmosis over a few decades of collaboration.




You’re fortunate too, because you don’t need twenty-five

years. Just spend an afternoon with How Smart People Think,

and you’ll have the cheat code. The shortcuts. And then you’ll be equipped to

lead in a complex world that needs your best thinking more than ever before.




David Hutchens


















 




 




Introduction


The Way You Think Shapes Your Life 




 




[image: image001]




 




You’ve launched your career. The first few years are

exciting—new roles, new teams, new challenges. But they’re also full of

decisions that can change your trajectory: Should you take the promotion that

pulls you into management? Should you stay with a stable company or jump to a

start-up? Should you spend your evenings networking, upskilling, or protecting

your work-life balance? These are not simple choices—and in today’s

fast-changing world, relying on “common sense” isn’t enough.




In 2008, Brian Chesky was a young designer living in San

Francisco, struggling to pay rent. Along with his co-founder Joe Gebbia, he

came up with a scrappy idea: rent out air mattresses in their apartment to

conference attendees when hotels were booked up. They called it “Airbed &

Breakfast.”




It didn’t look promising. Friends told him it wasn’t

practical. Investors laughed them out of the room. To stay afloat, Chesky and

Gebbia even sold custom cereal boxes during the election season (“Obama O’s”

and “Cap’n McCain’s”).




Then Chesky faced a career-defining decision. He received an

offer for a stable design job. Or should he double down on a failing idea that

no one believed in?




Here’s where a mental model kicked in: Opportunity Cost. He

realized the real cost of taking a job wasn’t just about what he’d gain (a

paycheck, stability), but what he would lose—the once-in-a-lifetime chance to

build something that was his and that could change the way people travel.




Using the Opportunity Cost framework, Chesky chose to keep

building Airbnb. That decision, made in his twenties when failure seemed almost

certain, led to a company now valued in the tens of billions.




That’s the power of mental models. They’re lenses you use to

see situations more clearly, frameworks that help you cut through complexity

and make sharper choices. They don’t give you answers, but they allow you to

ask better questions. 




The most successful leaders, entrepreneurs, and innovators use

them constantly. In these pages you’ll find the favorite decision-making models

of smart people, including:




 




Warren Buffett 




Beyoncé




Steve Jobs




Martha Stewart




Jeff Bezos




Richard Branson




Vera Wang




Sara Blakely




Jamie Diamon




Sully Sullenberger




Oprah Winfrey




Elon Musk




William Occam




Ekkapol Chantawong 




 




This book is your toolkit. Each chapter focuses on one mental

model and is designed for action, with stories, real business examples, Key Takeaways, and applications. 




The truth is that predictable progress is a thing of the past.

Careers don’t move in neat, upward lines anymore. They zigzag. They stall. They

leap. But if you know how to think, you’ll thrive no matter how the landscape

shifts.




The way you think shapes the way you decide. And the way you

decide shapes your career and life. 




Let’s get started.




 




 


















 




 




 




 




PART I: Foundations of Thinking




 




 


















 




 




Chapter 1


Map vs. Territory 
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The high-concept grocery chain, Harvest Mart, invested heavily

in a new customer analytics system. The data (their “map”) showed that

customers most frequently bought milk, bread, and eggs, so the corporation

moved those staples to the back of the store to “increase dwell time.”




Their spreadsheet said: More walking = More impulse buys =

More revenue.




But in the “territory”—the real store—shoppers weren’t playing

along. In particular, busy parents and elderly customers hated the change and

the extra walking. Complaints rose. Reviews fell. Cart abandonment increased.




Local store managers warned headquarters. But the corporate

team trusted the data model. “It’s working in our simulations,” they insisted.




Within a year, sales declined across multiple locations. Only

after visiting stores in person did the executives realize that the data map

had missed real-world friction.




What is the problem? 




People and organizations often mistake their assumptions,

plans, data, or beliefs (the “map”) for objective reality (the “territory”).

Overreliance on mental and statistical maps can lead to dogmatic thinking and

failure to see reality. This leads to misjudged risks, strategic blind spots,

and subsequently poor decisions.




“The data showed what people bought—but not how they moved,

felt, or reacted.” – Harvest Mart spokesperson




What is the Map vs. Territory Mental Model?




The Map vs. Territory mental model reminds us that our models,

theories, perceptions, and data are merely representations of reality, not

reality itself. A “map” can be a business plan, forecast, org chart, customer

persona, or even a belief system. The “territory” is what actually exists and

unfolds in the real world.




A Real Business Example: White Star Line’s RMS Titanic




In 1912, the RMS Titanic was marketed and believed to be “unsinkable.”

That belief—the map—was shared by the designers, owners, and even many

passengers. The White Star Line had innovative watertight compartments, and it

met or exceeded all safety regulations at the time.




Philip Franklin, Vice President of White Star, is quoted as

saying, “We place absolute confidence in the Titanic. We believe the boat is

unsinkable.”




But the territory, the real-world physics of iceberg

collisions, didn’t care about reputations or engineering pride. When the ship

struck an iceberg, it sank in under three hours, killing over 1,500 people. The

discrepancy between the mental belief system of safety and the brutal reality

was catastrophic.




Key Takeaways




· 

Reality always has the final say. No matter how elegant your

model or strategy, you must continually compare it against the ground truth.




· 

Beware of belief traps. It’s easy to confuse what you want to be

true with what is true.




· 

Field feedback matters. Stay close to the front lines: customers,

competitors, and data provide real-time updates to your map.




 




How to Apply the Map vs. Territory Mental Model




The Map vs. Territory mental model is about understanding that

our perceptions, beliefs, and representations (the map) are simplifications or

abstractions of reality (the territory). Effectively applying this model

involves recognizing the gap between your assumptions or mental constructs and

the actual state of affairs, which helps to avoid misjudgments.  




Two simple steps:




First, clarify your assumptions (Your Map)




· 

List your beliefs, expectations, and mental models explicitly.




· 

Regularly question: “What assumptions am I making?”




 




Example:




At Amazon, the executives believed that the phone wait time

for customer complaints was “pretty good.” 




Second, verify with real-world data (The Territory)




· 

Actively seek data or direct evidence to challenge or confirm

your assumptions.




· 

Ask: “Is my belief aligned with real-world evidence?”




 




For example:




During a staff meeting at Amazon, the discussion shifted to

complaints about wait times for calls to customer service. The head of

operations informed everyone that the issue had been resolved. Jeff Bezos

called the customer complaint line on the speakerphone. The hold time extended

to nearly ten minutes, changing the dynamics of the meeting.




Related Frameworks




· 

Confirmation Bias or the tendency to seek information that

confirms existing beliefs can create false maps in our minds. 




· 

First Principles Thinking is the process of breaking problems

down into fundamental truths and reasoning up from there, instead of relying on

assumptions. This is an excellent way of verifying our maps.




· 

Thinking backward from the desired outcome or focusing on

avoiding failure through Inversion thinking can help us create new and more

accurate mental maps.




· 

Seeking the perspectives of others by using the No-cost

Consultant model is an informal way to test our assumptions.




 




“The map is not the territory, but if correct, it has a

similar structure to the territory, which accounts for its usefulness.” –

Alfred Korzybski




 
















 




 




Chapter 2


Fast and Slow Thinking
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On July 3, 1988, the USS Vincennes, a US Navy cruiser in the

Persian Gulf, mistakenly identified an Iranian civilian airliner (Iran Air

Flight 655) as an attacking fighter jet. Under battlefield pressure, it shot it

down, resulting in the deaths of all 290 civilians on board.




The ship’s crew was operating in a combat zone, under high

stress and uncertainty. Multiple cognitive biases—Confirmation

bias, Anchoring, and Pattern matching—kicked in.

The crew misread the aircraft’s transponder signals and ignored conflicting

data. Rapid, fear-based decision-making using incomplete data resulted in a

catastrophic error.




Despite advanced technology and trained personnel, the

high-pressure environment triggered quick, instinctive reactions rather than

slower, structured analysis. The radar profile didn’t correspond to any enemy

aircraft. The aircraft was climbing, not descending like an attacker, and none

of the crew double-checked the electronic identification markers.




A formal investigation later revealed that the incorrect

assumptions could have been contested with better deliberation.




What is the problem? 




We humans often make quick, emotionally driven decisions

through automatic thinking. 




While this can be advantageous at times, it may also lead to

cognitive biases and judgment errors—especially in complex, high-stakes, or

unfamiliar situations where deliberate reasoning is required. Some symptoms of

the problem include:




 




· 

Snap decisions based on limited data




· 

Failure to analyze second-order effects or long-term consequences




· 

Overreaction to short-term signals (e.g., fear, trends, peer

pressure)




 




“When you’re in a rush, you tend to believe what you want to

believe.” – Charlie Munger




What is the Thinking Fast and Thinking Slow Mental Model?




The Thinking Fast and Thinking Slow mental model refers to the

dual-system theory of cognition proposed by psychologist Daniel Kahneman. It

describes how humans engage in two modes of thinking:




 




· 

System 1: Fast, intuitive, automatic, and emotional




· 

System 2: Slow, deliberate, logical, and effortful




 




This model helps explain why people often make quick judgments

that may be biased or flawed, and how deliberate reasoning can override those

errors. In academic circles, this is known as the “Dual-Process Theory.”




The model is valuable because it helps you identify when you

are thinking too quickly and need to slow down. It provides a framework to

toggle between intuitive and analytical thinking, and it encourages

metacognition: thinking about how we think.




A Real Business Example: Target’s Failed

Expansion into Canada (2013–2015)




In 2013, the US department store Target launched a rapid

expansion into Canada, opening 124 stores in just one year. This aggressive

rollout was driven by enthusiasm and confidence stemming from its success in

the United States. Target’s CEO, Gregg Steinhafel, was the architect of the

Canadian expansion. He said, “We’re successful in the US, so we’ll succeed in

Canada.” His overconfidence and pattern-matching bias led to hasty decisions:

skipping full pilots, rushing logistics, and underestimating market differences.

This flawed decision-making resulted in $5.4 billion in losses.




The chart below illustrates how Target used System 1 thinking

and how they could have used System 2 thinking. 


















 






 


  	

  Decision Area


  

  	

  System 1:


  What Target Did

  (Fast Thinking)


  

  	

  System 2: 


  What Target Could

  Have Done (Slow Thinking)


  

 


 

  	

  Expansion Speed


  

  	

  Launched 124 stores in 1

  year—rapid, large-scale rollout


  

  	

  Begin with a pilot program in

  select regions; test and iterate before scaling


  

 


 

  	

  Assumptions


  

  	

  Assumed US success model would

  work identically in Canada


  

  	

  Conducted deep market research to

  identify local expectations, supply chain needs, and consumer preferences


  

 


 

  	

  Supply Chain


  

  	

  Overestimated readiness—poor

  logistics led to empty shelves


  

  	

  Stress-test infrastructure and

  vendor readiness through phased inventory simulations


  

 


 

  	

  Pricing Strategy


  

  	

  Kept US-style pricing, which

  appeared expensive after currency conversion and import costs


  

  	

  Adjust pricing models to local

  market conditions and tax structures


  

 


 

  	

  Store Experience


  

  	

  Focused on brand recognition and

  footprint, not experience


  

  	

  Invest in customer insight studies

  to learn shopping behaviors, cultural nuances, and expectations


  

 


 

  	

  Feedback

  Mechanism


  

  	

  No meaningful learning loop—too

  fast to course correct


  

  	

  Built in deliberate checkpoints to

  monitor early store performance and adjust strategy dynamically


  

 


 

  	

  Mindset


  

  	

  Confident, reactive,

  expansion-first mindset


  

  	

  Cautious, reflective,

  feedback-driven approach with scenario planning


  

 









 


















Key Takeaways




 




· 

Use fast thinking for routine or time-sensitive decisions, but

don’t rely on it for strategy, hiring, or innovation. 




· 

Biases tend to reside in System 1: confirmation bias, halo

effect, and anchoring often emerge in snap judgments. 




· 

Train yourself to trigger System 2 thinking in high-stakes

decisions: pause, reflect, ask “What am I missing?” 




· 

People and organizations need rituals for slowing down:

checklists, Premortems, and using the No-cost

Consultant can prompt analytical processing. 




 




How to Apply The Thinking Fast and Thinking

Slow Mental Model




First, you need to know the two systems.




System 1 is fast, intuitive,

emotional, and often automatic. It’s effective for time-sensitive, routine,

low-risk decisions.




System 2 is slower, rational, and

deliberate. It’s best for complex, unfamiliar, strategic, or high-stakes

decisions. 




Second, you should establish mental cues to help evaluate your

thinking. One way to do this is to train yourself to ask, “Am I making this

decision too quickly?” Another meaningful approach is to listen to your body

and emotions. Are there any uneasy feelings or mild anxiety about your

decision? 




Third, use tools that promote slow thinking.




 




· 

Premortems can help you anticipate

potential failures. “Imagine this decision failed a year from now. Why did it

fail?”




· 

Use the No-cost Consultant framework to

check your thinking.




· 

Use Scenario Planning to map out possible

futures before making a commitment.




 




These tools relieve your brain of the burden and create

external structures to activate System 2.




Related Frameworks




 




· 

We can fool ourselves with Confirmation Bias

because we all have a tendency to seek information that confirms existing

beliefs. 




· 

Divergent and Convergent Thinking is a

process that not only slows our thinking but also gives us a structure for the

problem-solving process. One way to check your thinking is the Dr. Phil Mental Model—using reflective accountability.




· 

Inversion Thinking is one of the most

effective System 2 processes for avoiding mistakes and failure. 




 




“System 1 is the first draft. System 2 is the editor.” – Unknown


















 




Chapter 3


Circle of Control
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During the summer of 2018, Ekkapol Chantawong, also known as

Coach Ek, led his Wild Boars soccer team on a short trip into Thailand’s Tham

Luang cave system. Unfortunately, heavy rains flooded the caves and trapped

Coach Ek and his twelve players deep inside. In the darkness and uncertainty,

Coach Ek faced a difficult situation: He didn’t know why the water was rising,

when they would be rescued, or how long their oxygen supply would last. 




Despite these overwhelming circumstances, Coach Ek remained

focused on what he could control to keep himself and the boys safe, calm, and

alive for the next eighteen days until they were finally rescued.




With a positive attitude and using techniques he learned as a

former monk, Coach Ek taught the boys meditation to help them stay calm,

conserve energy, and manage their fear and anxiety. He also made sure that

everyone received equal portions of the limited food supplies brought by the

team. He even sacrificed his own share to prioritize the boys’ survival.

Throughout this ordeal, Coach Ek emphasized the importance of sticking together

and supporting one another.




After nine days, rescuers finally found all thirteen

individuals alive—a testament to Coach Ek’s determination to focus on what he

could control. His ability to maintain his and his team’s mental and physical

well-being gave them precious time while rescuers devised an unprecedented

extraction plan. All were eventually rescued. 




What is the problem?




We can become distracted by issues or concerns over which we

have no influence. Any ergs of energy we spend on those things are wasted.

Instead, successful people focus on the things that they can influence.

Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference. 




“God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot

change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.”

– Reinhold Niebuhr




What is the Circle of Control Mental Model?




The Circle of Control mental model is

a valuable tool for focusing your energy on things you can directly influence,

rather than worrying about matters outside your control. The framework

categorizes concern into three categories:




 




· 

Circle of Control: Things within your

power to affect, such as actions, choices, and reactions.




· 

Circle of Influence: Things you can

impact but not fully control, like team dynamics or client decisions.




· 

Circle of Concern: Things you have no

control over, such as market trends or economic downturns.
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As a professional, you should focus on the factors you can

control or at least influence. Worrying about things beyond your control

provides no benefit. By concentrating on the two inner circles, you can

alleviate stress for yourself and your employees, enhance productivity, and

achieve meaningful progress. 
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