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‘Intuition offers a breakthrough perspective on intuition based on neurological research. I loved the clarity in its definition of intuition; it is inspiring and deeply original, transforming abstract concepts into a practical guide for developing and harnessing intuition in our lives.’


Ed Catmull, New York Times bestselling author of Creativity, Inc. and co-founder of Pixar


‘A superb guide to the science and art of intuition. Pearson marries the science of psychology with a string of fascinating anecdotes to explain when and why humans should rely on intuition, and wraps his ideas in a framework that’s as useful as it is memorable. Highly recommended!’


Adam Alter, New York Times bestselling author of Irresistible and Anatomy of a Breakthrough 
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Introduction


Intuition in action: dodging disaster in the skies


On a clear day with the kind of expansive deep blue sky that only Australia seems to offer, Jason sat comfortably in the cockpit of his A-4 Skyhawk flying a practice session for an upcoming air show. The Skyhawk is an older plane but still a proper fighter jet: agile, loud, all metal, capable of extreme warfare, the type you typically see only in movies. He and another pilot were flying formation near the town of Nowra, south of Sydney.


Jason is a clean-cut, well-groomed man, precise in his definitions, descriptions and actions, in the way military personnel often are. The straining and screaming of the jet engines was a familiar, almost comforting sound to him. When flying formation, it’s the job of the pilot who’s following in the rear – in this case, Jason – to stay 100 per cent focused on the lead plane and to mirror its moves exactly: ascents, descents, turns or rolls. So that from the ground, the two planes appear to move in perfect synchrony.


In this particular session, Jason and the lead pilot were practising several manoeuvres, including one called a barrel roll. In a barrel roll the aircraft rotates around its own axis, spinning as it flies, whilst at the same time flying in large loops – a bit like spiralling around the inside of a giant barrel. Everything was going as it should: both pilots felt good, they were well rested, the sky was clear, and the planes were flying perfectly.


Then something went tragically wrong. As the two aircraft began to pull out of the roll, it suddenly became clear that they were flying too close to the ground. The lead pilot sounded an emergency call: ‘Pull up, pull up!’


But Jason found that he had in fact already pulled back on the plane’s joystick, well before the lead pilot called the emergency. Keep in mind that Jason’s job when flying formation was to wait for the lead aircraft to manoeuvre and then mirror those moves. Yet somehow, without knowing why or when, he had done the opposite; his body had begun reacting to the situation before the lead pilot’s call, before even his own mind had grasped what was happening.


Data from the aircraft later confirmed that Jason had begun to pull his aircraft up before the emergency call. Tragically, the lead pilot did not react in time; his plane crashed and he was killed on impact.


Jason’s precognition response in this scenario is amazing, particularly given that he was flying formation. Pilots are taught right from the start to use their instruments, and not to rely on feeling, bodily sensations, or what they see out the window. There are many stories of pilots flying out of clouds upside down: unable to believe what their instruments are telling them, they keep adjusting the aircraft based on their own, inaccurate sensory information, until they are completely inverted.


Despite, or perhaps because of, Jason’s extensive training and his decade of experience flying fighter jets, all the sensory cues that his brain was processing during that practice session, some conscious, some not, brought his brain to the conclusion that something was not right. His brain instructed him to act without having to think through the process consciously. He responded to his brain’s call for action, saving his aircraft and himself.


In the crucial seconds or milliseconds between the end of the manoeuvre and the lead pilot’s impact, Jason’s brain had processed all the real-time sensory information, too rich and fast for him to be fully conscious of, which then triggered negative associations in his brain, based on thousands of hours of experience in similar contexts. The negative sensation immediately transferred to action signals in Jason’s motor cortex, and he pulled back on the joystick, bringing his aircraft’s nose up just in time.


This is intuition in action. Against all the odds, the brain of a pilot trained to use the plane’s instruments, and to focus only on the lead plane, was nevertheless tracking everything going on, unconsciously processing a mass of information from all his senses, crunching the data and rapidly concluding that something was amiss, until his arms pulled back on the joystick.


Jason’s example cuts to my definition of intuition: Intuition is the learnt, productive use of unconscious information to improve decisions or actions. Jason’s brain was processing many streams of incoming information in real time, and because he’d flown so often before, the information was already associated with positive or negative outcomes. These associations translated into brief feelings – gut feelings – that rapidly drove Jason to the action of pulling back on the throttle.


Jason’s story sums up what this book is about. It strives to make sense of the ability to tap into the extra information normally hidden outside of awareness, and to provide a new, all-encompassing theory and practical guide for everyone to understand intuition and learn to use it safely.


But how does this example of a pilot in a life-anddeath situation relate to you and me, everyday people on a quest to becoming better decision-makers? There are many extreme cases of intuition saving lives, but the same principles apply when you choose a café for lunch, say, or decide to trust someone you’ve just met, or to go on that second date. It applies when you, as a parent, know that something is up with one of your kids; and every time you make a choice or perform a rapid action in sport, or in your car, or at work, or in countless other day-to-day scenarios. You have the opportunity to tap into a vast sea of unconscious information, sourced from your five senses, often sitting there unused. With training, this extra data can enable better decisions and actions in all of us.


We’ve all heard the saying ‘go with your gut’; we may have asked someone facing a tricky decision, ‘What is your intuition telling you?’ Maybe we can think of a time when we acted intuitively, without consciously or logically processing our surroundings. This book explores the layers of these intuitive processes. It breaks down and analyses what’s actually happening in your brain when you tap into your intuition to make a decision or take action. It simmers down all the neuroscience and psychology to demystify intuition and provide a safe and reliable everyday guide to your decisions, in the form of five easy rules.


I have spent the past ten years actively researching human intuition, and my lab and I were the first to develop a scientific test to measure intuition. Before this, scientists weren’t even agreed that intuition was a real thing, or they argued about how to define it. I am now on a mission to get the new science of intuition out into the world, where it can have a massive transformative impact.


A lot of people already use intuition, sometimes on a daily basis. Partially its use is ingrained – that moment when you go quiet and check in with how your body is feeling in order to decide something – but it’s also something many have learnt to rely on, particularly in decision-making. Importantly, as we will see, there is such a thing as the misuse of intuition, so how can we know if we’re using it in the right way? How can we be sure that the decisions and actions that feel intuitive are not based on misunderstandings or biases fooling us into making bad choices?


Because a lot of the science of intuition is new, or hidden behind another name, the information that is available is often not backed up by scientific evidence. Intuition has even become wrapped up with woo-woo wellness and spirituality, and sometimes gets defined as a magical sixth sense, outside the realm of science. In this book, I sift through all the most up-to-date science of intuition, consciousness, learning and decision-making, and transform it into five science-based rules that allow the safe and informed use of intuition.


Our brains collect and store immense amounts of data from the world around us that we are completely oblivious to – it remains unconscious. The five rules of intuition allow us to tap into that great reservoir of information, giving us a clear advantage for better, faster, more confident decisions – from the boardroom to the sports field, from a pilot to a busy parent, from complex life-changing decisions to the most simple. But let’s be clear: there are also many situations when we should not use intuition, and this book lays out exactly how to distinguish those. My science-first approach mainstreams intuition, through compelling real-life stories to build an evidence-based practice.


A mission statement


This book does not set out to be an in-depth textbook on intuition: its mission is to distil the science of intuition into simple, practical rules that are easy to follow and can improve decision-making. I have taken the knowledge gained from the research done in my lab, and also drawn on the research of many others, in other disciplines and on other related topics, to help you to understand when you can safely use your intuition.


The science of intuition is in its infancy, and there is far more yet to discover than is already known. However, this does not prevent the application of the knowledge we already have.


Psychologists have argued a lot about whether intuition is good and useful or dangerous and to be avoided. Indeed, there are many examples in books and in scientific literature of terrible cases where intuition has led people astray, but, as we shall see, these are in fact tragic cases of something I call misintuition. There are also many stories of intuitive feelings saving lives. The fact is that no one blanket statement – ‘intuition is good’ or ‘intuition is bad’ – is either truthful or practically useful once you understand how the human brain and mind work. If you know when you should and should not use intuition, you can reduce the negative potential, and avoid the situations where it will lead you astray while maximising its benefits.


The definition for intuition that I will use in this book is the learnt productive use of unconscious information to improve decisions or actions. Today, in business, for example, most leaders have to make rapid decisions with only a small amount of conscious information available, and intuitive decision-making plays a key role. Indeed, the speed at which things are changing is now faster than ever before and uncertainty is growing, therefore the need for intuition in business is only going to grow along with it. But here’s the catch: how many people in leadership positions feel comfortable disclosing that they use intuition? How many would tell their employees, their board of directors, or the public for that matter, that they made an important decision using their intuition? My hope is that by spreading the word about the science of intuition, those who use it, even at the highest levels of decision-making, will be more comfortable discussing it.


By creating a science of intuition, we allow people to understand and tap into a real, measurable human ability. An extraordinary gift of the brain. Intuition can be explained by phenomena we already know from neuroscience and psychology. We don’t need to bring in ideas about something extrasensory. Or ideas of collective intelligence, collective unconscious, or indeed anything magical or spiritual. Intuition is real. Science can explain it.


The five rules for intuition


Drawing from extensive studies in psychology and neuroscience conducted over many years, these rules provide a framework for understanding and safely using your intuition. For ease of memory, I have summed up the rules with the acronym SMILE:


S Self-awareness (Feeling emotional? Don’t trust your intuition)


M Mastery (Learn before you leap: why mastery matters for intuition)


I Impulses and addiction (Never mistake impulsive desires for intuitive insights)


L Low probability (Resist the temptation to use intuition for probabilistic judgements)


E Environment (Only use intuition in familiar and predictable contexts)


Each science-backed rule is illustrated with stories of real-world, life-changing examples of intuition. You’ll meet an intuitive mountain climber, learn about the gameshow that uses our innate misunderstanding of probability to rig its prizes, discover how the movie Inception inspired my lab’s breakthrough on intuition science, learn why you should never go rock-climbing on a first date, and discover what happens when Usain Bolt races in low gravity.


You will learn why self-awareness is so important and why you shouldn’t trust your intuition when you’re emotional. And why you need mastery in an area before you can trust your intuition for it. Intuition is learnt, and you need to develop it for each area of your life.


Think about the last time you made a decision based on intuition. Did you consider your emotional state? Your prior experience in similar situations? Were any primal brain impulses, such as a craving or an addiction, leading you astray? Or did you make a bad choice based on the probabilities in play? Did you make sure you were in a familiar environment? In other words, were you able to use the untapped power of your unconscious brain to make the best decision available to you? No? Then this book will teach you how. But first, let’s look more closely at the power of intuition, why it’s a real thing, and the new science of measuring it.









PART ONE


The Background









The Power of Intuition


Feeling the unconscious


Jon Muir’s story is one of incredible passion, relentless determination, and unparalleled adventure. Born just outside the Australian coastal town of Wollongong in 1961, Muir was just fourteen when his life was forever changed by a documentary about Mount Everest. From that moment on he knew that his destiny lay in the mountains. Jon has many stories of being saved by his gut-based decisions, whether it be while solo kayaking or climbing or trekking across deserts. ‘The difference between life and death in extreme adventures,’ he says, ‘often comes down to intuitive decisions.’


Muir began his training to become a professional rock climber as a teenager, scaling the local cliffs around Illawarra’s iconic escarpment, just south of Sydney. His hunger for adventure led him to make the bold decision to drop out of school and pursue his dream full-time. He has since travelled and climbed all over the world, and in 1988 became the first person to climb Mount Everest from the south side without a Sherpa. He has kayaked oceans, trekked the North Pole, and walked across Australia unassisted, setting numerous world records.


On the day I meet him, Jon doesn’t look like your typical adventurer. He is not clad in high-tech, extreme outdoors gear, but dressed in an outfit of a singlet, kilt, huge hiking boots, and, under his beard, layers of leather necklaces sporting a Noah’s Ark-worthy range of different animal teeth. His eyes are alive with adventure, they sparkle with the unexpected, and his voice is genuine and unfiltered, mainlining his personal way of talking. We’re talking about the attempt Jon and a team made to summit Everest in 1984.


‘In those days you couldn’t just buy your way to the summit,’ he says with a laugh. At that time, the mountain had been climbed fewer than a hundred times, and a summit attempt was not to be taken lightly. It was years in the making; the amount of preparation, travel and focus required was immense, putting all the more pressure on pushing all the way to the summit when the final day came.


Five team members set out to make the summit that morning; one stayed behind at the camp, feeling too tired to go. In the early hours of the morning it was still dark and bitterly cold. The wind howled as it contoured over the world’s most famous mountain. The team had camped for the night – if you can call only a few hours of sleep ‘the night’ – about 8,000 metres up on the west ridge, which had been climbed only once or twice before.


It wasn’t like you see nowadays on Netflix or the Discovery channel, with huge teams of Sherpas carrying all the bags, ropes, ladders and oxygen tanks, and climbers being supervised by safety officers all the way. In 1984 there was none of that. No high-tech clothes or energy gels, just six people packing up a tent in the bitter cold dark.


Moving slowly up a steep gully, the five were initially sheltered from the icy wind that was ripping up the mountain at 100 miles per hour, but Jon was worried all morning about that wind. He knew that if it dropped they would be okay, they could reach the summit; if not, there could be trouble.


Jon is famous in the adventurer community for having a stainless-steel stomach. He never gets sick, even eating at street stalls from India to Thailand – nothing sets off his stomach. But on this particular morning his stomach was heavy. It was an odd feeling of his stomach sinking and pulling him down. A feeling of dis-ease, as he describes it.


At first, he didn’t know why or what was causing it. With each small slow step up the mountain, the feeling got stronger; it started to feel like a little voice inside him saying things might not be okay. It was late summer, which was late in the Everest season, it being too cold to summit in the winter, and this was their one shot. It was all or nothing – if they called it off now, that would be it for the year. At these heights, the air is thin, dangerously low in oxygen, which clouds your judgement. ‘The momentum was all up up up,’ says Jon.


And then Jon stopped dead still on the mountain. ‘This isn’t right,’ he told the team, ‘this is all wrong. It’s going to be too windy up there. We’re going to get frostbite at the very best or blown off the mountain at worst.’


The others stopped in shock, offended that he could even suggest that. They were standing at the top of the gully, at the point right before they would lose their protection from the wind – the point of no return. Jon, following the inner voice of his soul, as he calls it, emanating from his gut, said confidently, ‘That’s it, I’m turning around and heading back down.’


After a moment’s thought, two others decided to go with him, while the other two said, ‘No, we’re going to do this thing, we’re going for it.’


A couple of hours later, as Jon and the two others were carefully making their way back down the mountain, the two who had continued on up came hurtling down the ice and snow, barely missing Jon and one of the others. ‘They almost took us out,’ says Jon sullenly. The men fell to their deaths. Jon goes quiet for a moment and then says, ‘I had thought they would just get frostbite, but no, they fell.’


In this and other life-or-death situations Jon has faced, the idea to stop and turn back didn’t just appear in his head from nowhere, it always began with a feeling. A sinking sensation in the gut or belly, heaviness or dis-ease, sometimes nausea, but always with a feeling, a sensation, not an intellectual idea or concept.


Remember that intuition is the productive use of unconscious information to improve decisions or actions. But how do your decisions get access to your unconscious?


In Jon’s case, his brain had processed a wealth of information about the wind, the temperature, how the team was feeling, and countless other things – all this valuable information was being processed unconsciously, without Jon knowing it. His brain had learnt over hundreds of previous climbs that particular patterns of data tend to result in particular outcomes; it had previously associated things that his senses were now processing with negative outcomes. When he saw how the wind was blowing off the ridge, and perhaps the way the snow had formed on it, and how the clouds were moving, and many other micro-patterns on the mountain, it triggered negative associations. These associations triggered negative feelings, those gnawing, sinking feelings in his gut, which made their way up to his decision-making.


Crucially, it matters how you access such information. We know of two primary ways to access and use unconscious information. One is to feel it, the classic gut-feeling definition of intuition, as Jon experienced on the mountain. The other is to let your body directly take action, a physical action, such as running left, running right, passing the ball, or pulling up on the throttle of a Skyhawk jet fighter. Your body’s movement has direct access to some of your unconscious.


People who’ve made intuition-based decisions often report that they ‘felt it’ in the gut, chest, or all over their body. The important point here is that they felt something that swayed the decision.


But wait: how can we feel the effects of unconscious information in our bodies?


You’ve probably heard intuition sometimes being referred to as a sixth sense, but there are actually eight sensory systems. Along with the five we’re all familiar with – visual (sight), auditory (sound), olfactory (smell), tactile (touch), and gustatory (taste) – there’s also proprioception (the sense of body awareness, knowing where your body parts are), vestibular (the sense of balance and motion), and interoception (our perception of all things internal to our body).


Interoception, which is often referred to as the eighth sensory system, tells us if we are hungry, stressed, sick, thirsty, need to go to the bathroom, or any other type of internal perception. Interoception provides a moment-by-moment mapping of the body’s internal landscape across conscious and unconscious levels. But it also does a lot more than just tell you when you should eat, drink or go to the bathroom.


After a breakup or the loss of a loved one, people tend to say they are broken-hearted. Following a shock, they often say their heart skipped a beat. A case of nerves is frequently described as having butterflies in the stomach. Language often pairs body sensations and emotions like this. And there’s a long history of talking about emotions in terms of the body, literally experiencing emotions in the body. This is called embodiment, or embodied emotions. As we feel an emotion, or even before we feel it, a whole array of bodily changes begins: the heart speeds up, blood pressure increases, we start sweating, our breathing changes, muscles tense up or relax.


The precise order of these events – whether the bodily changes come first or the brain-based emotions do – is a controversial topic. But the data does indeed suggest that bodily sensations, or interoception, are linked to how we feel emotions.


The distinction between emotions and feelings is not something that is universally agreed upon, and the terms can be used in different ways in different contexts. For the context of this book, I will note that emotions are made up of multiple things; these include not just our experiences, but also our behaviours and physiological responses. These elements coalesce, forming a vivid, multi-layered reaction to the situations we encounter in the world.


Feelings, conversely, can be considered as the conscious experience of emotions. Yet they are not confined solely to emotions. They extend beyond, allowing us to comprehend sensations that reside outside the standard emotional landscape – the gnawing feeling of the winter chill, the heavy feeling of fatigue after a long day.


In his 1994 book Descartes’ Error neuroscientist Antonio Damasio describes a patient known as Elliot, who, after surgery to remove a brain tumour, displayed very strange and intriguing changes in behaviour. He seemed to be emotionally flat, and didn’t display the normal range of emotional responses that he had had prior to the surgery. When it came to making decisions, he would endlessly debate the rational and logical pros and cons of each choice. Damasio describes asking him, ‘What restaurant do you want to go to tonight?’ Elliot answered, ‘Well we could go to this restaurant, but I’ve heard it’s been rather empty, which suggests it might not be good, but on the other hand if it’s empty we will definitely be able to get a table, so we should go there.’ The pros and cons would go on and on and on like this. Without the typical emotional response to the different options, Elliot had real trouble deciding what he wanted to do.
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