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PRAISE FOR NOT KNOWING



“Knowledge was power; now curiosity is power. To be curious, we must fundamentally accept that we don’t know everything and be open to exploring the myriad of information sources that we now have at our finger tips. I love this book because it not only encourages us, but it compels us to be comfortable with Not Knowing and helps us realise that a new and exciting path can be created when we do. A must read for anyone who wants to be successful in the 21st Century and beyond.”


Rebecca Miller, Head of Future Capability at National Australia Bank


“This is an important and significant book. It is well written and lucid, using a wealth of examples and stories to develop arguments in a compelling way. Its message is critical in these difficult times. It should be required reading for rationalists everywhere.”


Gareth Jones, Visiting Professor IE Business School and bestselling Author of Why Should Anyone Be Led By You?


“Not Knowing is being comfortable with curiosity, loving it, as we create the future we all want to be a part of. The craft of entrepreneurs is to demystify the unknown. Master storytellers Steven and Diana help us explore this fascinating world, in an erudite and engaging manner, in which we all become a part of the stories behind the people driving change.”


Sherry Coutu CBE, Entrepreneur, Non-Exec Director, Investor and Advisor to companies, universities and charities


“A fascinating, insightful, reassuring and practical exploration of a critical stage that will unnerve even the most productive person. This book demystifies what all of us experience, worry about, try to avoid and yet live with. It is a must have for any person facing the unknown, dancing at the edge of discovery, wanting to break out of their existing mould. It will be recommended reading for all my leadership programmes.”


Magdalena Bak-Maier PhD, Talent Coach, Leadership Development Specialist and Author of Get Productive!


“Despite our brains being programmed to search for certainty, a commonly cited proverb states that the only certain things in life is death and taxes! D’Souza and Renner’s book is a vigorous, lucid and illustrative tour on the meaning of uncertainty and its implications for our private and professional lives. Destined to become a reference book for managers who aim to improve their strategic vision, the book offers valuable insights and advice on how to find equilibrium in a constantly changing and uncertain world.”


Santiago Iniguez de Onzono, Dean of IE Business School


“This book is a critical guide for current and future leaders. We need our leaders of today and tomorrow to navigate and embrace the unknown in order to successfully respond to that which awaits us. Embrace the stories that are told within this work- they are powerful. Then ask yourself what is your story and your ability to lead in such a time.”


Kate Harris, Chief Executive Officer at the Centre for Sustainability Leadership


“Not Knowing is brilliant. Renner and D’Souza condition us to accept what we know and to lean in to what we don’t. Who knew Not Knowing was such a smart thing to do? I’m not vulnerable if I don’t know what I or others think I need to know. Rather, “not knowing” is a gateway to more progress. This book is a helpful mix of theory and practice. It’s grounded and well researched. Well done! The book helped me and I’ll recommend it to others.”


Ed O’Malley, President and CEO of Kansas Leadership Center


“In an interconnected world, dealing with complexity distinguishes the great leader from the adequate manager. Future shock and tipping points lead us to “Finisterre”: the edge of knowledge. Our daily life in the planet human system requires new approaches. Renner and D’Souza’s work provides new insights and practical tools to guide us.”


Richard Dent OAM, CEO of Leadership Victoria


“The premise that D’Souza and Renner offer is intuitively obvious, but rarely recognized and they do a terrific job of bringing it to our consciousness. It is certainty they argue against; the arrogance of believing somehow that knowledge is finite and waiting as a bride in the vestibule for us to merely get our cognitive tuxedo on. Yet all of us - even the brilliant and successful - realize it is the Unknowing that provides the inspiration for all that we do. It is so seductive to be right, even as that prospect strips our world of wonder. To read and practice what this work suggests is to shrug off habits and attitudes that keep us from the true joy of living and creating. I will keep it next to my bed.”


Terry Pearce, author of Leading Out Loud and Clicks and Mortar, Founder and President of Leadership Communication


“We all need the safe and familiar but your relationship with the unknown plays a big part in determining the quality of your life. When you see the unknown as full of possibility and potential, you will allow yourself to be excited, inspired, curious, empowered and courageous. Steven and Diana’s book is an invitation to your enquiry with the unknown and an opportunity to develop a new relationship with the unknown. Read and be curious.”


Nick Williams, author of eight books including 



The Work We Were Born To Do


“We’re most comfortable and confident as leaders when the issues we face are within our level of competence; we are much less so in the unchartered waters beyond the edge of our competence. The complex and chaotic nature of our lives and work suggest that leaders will increasingly face more ‘unknowns’ than ‘knowns.’ Indeed, the capacity to engage one’s self and others in addressing these unknowns may be the critical leadership success factor for the coming decade. This book is your valuable guide for that journey.”


Dr Barry Bales, Assistant Dean at the 
Lyndon B Johnson School of Public Affairs, 
The University of Texas


“To a degree, certainty has always been a delusion, but no more so than today. Humans are wired to rush to solve instead of rush to discover. Paradoxically, if we are to solve the 21st Century’s wicked problems, we need to embrace the unknown, to be comfortable with and appreciate it, even immerse ourselves in it, at the edges of the known. This is how we will gain insights, see opportunities, create innovations and develop relationships that lead us to the solutions. The stories in this book will give you the confidence to thrive in not knowing by learning how others have managed it. Perhaps you can add your story at the end.”


Deborah Mills-Scofield LLC, Brown University 
Visiting Scholar and Partner at Glengary LLP


“The well written wisdom you will find here is hard to come by in our information obsessed world. Learn from the older tradition, and learn from D’Souza and Renner who could only say it so well because they both experienced it and also learned from it.”


Richard Rohr, OFM at the Center for Action and Contemplation, Albuquerque, New Mexico


“This is a rare book that moves beyond oversimplifying the complexity and ambiguity facing organisations and surfaces an instinctive but dangerous truth; it is human not to know. Renner and D’Souza encourage us to work against our hardwiring to embrace Not Knowing as a way to thrive in uncertainty rather than retreat to the false security of easy answers.”


Andrew Stevens, Director, Executive Education at 
The University of Adelaide


“The future belongs to the learners, not the knowers. Steven and Diana are master storytellers, taking us on a journey to the edge of curiosity – Not Knowing. The people you meet in this book will become your companions and inspiration along the way.”


Richard Leider, international bestselling author of The Power of Purpose, Repacking Your Bags, & Life Reimagined


“Being comfortable with leaning into your own Not Knowing is at the heart of all great leadership work today. The essence of leadership is about sensing, leaning into, and actualizing emerging future possibilities. D’Souza and Renner’s book gives you a highly fascinating account on the frontline of this new leadership work.”


Dr C Otto Scharmer, Senior Lecturer at MIT, author of Theory U and Founding Chair of the Presencing Institute


“Not Knowing is a critical skill needed by leaders to tackle the complex problems in society. D’Souza and Renner’s book gives readers the confidence to face the edges of their own expertise and to create new value by venturing into new territory.”


Carsten Sudhoff, Former Chief HR Officer at theWorld Economic Forum and Founder and CEO of Circular Society


“We yearn for certainty, but certainty can make us blind. Not Knowing reminds us that our knowledge may be illusion. This fascinating book is both reassuring (you don’t have to know everything to be effective) and challenging (the effective use of not knowing is a hard-won skill). But most of all, the vivid stories, so well chosen and told, offer inspiring examples of the unexpected ways Not Knowing can deepen our lives and even lead us where we need to go next.”


Betty Sue Flowers, Co-author of Presence: Human Purpose and the Field of the Future and Professor Emeritus, University of Texas at Austin


“Several decades ago, Nobel laureate Werner Heisenberg reminded us that physics does not describe nature, but our current knowledge of nature. Yet, we often assume that our knowledge of the world and the world are the same. It is a dangerous assumption, as the recent financial crisis has shown. This book is a timely reminder that the map is not the territory and that all knowledge is partial and therefore provisional. We should learn to live with the uncertainty of “Not Knowing,” and act accordingly.”


Martin Gargiulo, Professor of Organizational 
Behaviour at INSEAD
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To our parents,
Christine and Silverio D’Souza, and Margit and Petru Gheorghiu, whose courage leaving familiar shores and venturing into the unknown is a constant source of inspiration.




FOREWORD


It takes a certain amount of chutzpah to write a book about the virtues of Not Knowing. After all, if my friends and colleagues, Diana Renner and Steven D’Souza, want you to acknowledge your ignorance and enjoy the rewards of stepping into the unknown, how can they possibly know enough about it to write a whole book, making it comprehensible to us? How can anyone be “knowledgeable” about Not Knowing?


Nevertheless, this paradoxical quest for knowing about Not Knowing has to resonate with anyone who has been in professional life, or who has even experienced being a parent. It certainly does with me. The pressure to “know” has been present throughout my professional journey.


As a young, over-educated, under-experienced political operative, I was charged with running a big chunk of my mentor’s campaign for Attorney General of Massachusetts. I had no idea what I was doing. Rather than acknowledge that to myself or my superiors, I tried to compensate by coming into the office earlier and earlier, as if somehow spending more time at the job would compensate for my ignorance. I was close to a nervous breakdown.


As a politician – an ambitious three-term-elected Massachusetts state legislator – I was expected to have the answers and to have a point of view about everything. I complied, talking authoritatively about whatever I was asked by constituents or reporters.


Then I became a journalist myself, eventually the editor of a weekly newspaper. It was my first job as a manager and, once again, I had no idea what I was doing. I had to act, to make decisions, both managerial and journalistic, and had neither the courage nor the confidence to acknowledge how much I was floundering in the Not Knowing realm and ask for help.


Finally, in my dotage, with a lot less to prove to myself or to others, I have spent the past 30 years teaching at Harvard. In that environment, where knowledge is king, I have finally been able and willing to enjoy Not Knowing and being seen as abdicating my responsibility to disseminate wisdom. The classrooms in which I teach are designed so that everyone faces the front of the room, where the professor professes, dispensing pearls of knowledge, as if the students had nothing to contribute except their deference. My best teaching, when I make the greatest contribution to the growth of my students, always comes when I enter the classroom completely empty-headed, when I am fully present and listening to them, rather than to the voices in my head that are full of teaching plans and assumed truths.


As a parent, I have experienced that wonderful and difficult moment when your child suddenly realizes that you do not know everything, that you are not infallible, and that you make mistakes on a regular basis. I remember once yelling at my middle child, my older son, probably then about 9 years old, when he was playing baseball. I was urging him to stand closer to the home plate so that he would have a better chance of hitting the pitch. He did what I said and the next pitch hit him squarely in the arm. That was more than 30 years ago and I can still see the look on his face as he ran up the first base line, in pain, holding back the tears, bewildered that he had followed my advice and that it had caused him grief. The scales had fallen from his eyes.


As a human being, functioning in organizational life, you must have experienced both the pressure on you to “Know” and the pressure you put on others, especially those in authority, to know the answers, to provide the classic functions of authority: direction, protection and order, even when they didn’t have the slightest idea about what was going on.


This book, honoring and legitimizing the space of Not Knowing is the work of liberators not Luddites, freeing us to innovate, adapt, and address the complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty of life in the 21st Century with curiosity, empathy and, yes, the courage to withstand the resistance of those who desperately hold on to the illusion that current knowledge can solve the most vexing problems.


This book is a living example of that courage, that willingness to jump off the cliff into the nothingness of Not Knowing, which is so essential if we are to make progress on the most intractable challenges we face globally and in our everyday lives.


Marty Linsky
Faculty, Harvard Kennedy School;
Co-Founder of Cambridge Leadership Associates; 
Co-Author, Leadership on the Line and
The Practice of Adaptive Leadership


New York, NY March 20, 2014




INTRODUCTION


Imagine that the person you are secretly in love with gives you a present. “Here it is,” they say with a smile on their face, as they hand you a large, oddly shaped box, carefully wrapped. You’re surprised and about to open it when they remark: “But you have to wait three days to open it.” “Three days?” you reply. What’s in it, you wonder? The box feels heavy, but with its odd shape it could be anything. You shake it gently, but there is no sound or clue to its contents. Could it be the statement of love you’ve been yearning for, or perhaps something more mundane? You don’t get much sleep that night. Your curiosity becomes insatiable and you feel you cannot wait another day – you want to know. Would you open the box before the three days were up?


When we want to know something, not knowing is tough. Most people’s natural reaction to not knowing is to shun it. Yet to be human is not to know. We naturally turn to those who promise answers: the experts, the leaders and those who appear to know. We hold on to the knowledge we already have, we are afraid to let it go. We are neurologically hard-wired to avoid the unexpected and prefer certainty. Situations that are ambiguous or uncertain can make us feel incompetent, embarrassed and ashamed.


Yet we live in a world of uncertainty, complexity and volatility. We are unable to define the most complex challenges we face, let alone solve them. When we reach the edge of our knowledge, our default responses include clinging to our existing knowledge, attempting quick-fix solutions, or avoiding the situation altogether.


This book is about the problems that arise from our usual approach to the unknown, and it proposes a more fruitful relationship with not knowing. At the edge between the known and the unknown there is a fertile place, full of possibility. Playing at the edge can lead us to experience fresh new learning, creativity, joy and wonder. The edge is the place where something new can emerge. We call this Not Knowing. When we talk about Not Knowing (capitalized as a proper noun – “ing”) we are suggesting a verb, a process, not a thing.


Books are traditionally vehicles for expertise and knowledge. As soon as we began work on this book, we were struck by the irony of writing about Not Knowing. How could we even imagine that we could write something knowledgeable about a topic that is, by its very nature, mysterious and unknown, even unknowable?


This book is not a “how-to” guide, and it does not provide easy answers either. Instead, it invites you to explore your own relationship with Not Knowing through the stories and experiences of others. The stories explore Not Knowing through a variety of lenses, such as art, science, literature, psychology, entrepreneurship, spirituality and the wisdom traditions. In researching this book we have curated a rich collection of diverse stories from all over the world. We meet people who have struggled with the unknown and, at the edge, discovered something that was not possible before, as well as people who are comfortable living and working at the edge.


A few of the stories are taken from history, but most are of recent or contemporary events, from people we have interviewed personally. We had the privilege of listening to their tales of Not Knowing, which were often shared with great honesty and vulnerability. With this in mind we have changed some names to respect anonymity. Although this book is primarily written for those in the world of work, we hope you can apply it to a range of situations in your personal and professional life. As authors, we have written this book with one collective voice, for clarity. Where we also share our own individual stories, we have highlighted this.


Our interest in writing about Not Knowing comes from our own experiences of being in the unknown. We both have a long history of fighting, resisting and, on many occasions, simply hating it.


Diana: I was born in Craiova, a town in the middle of rolling fields in the province of Oltenia in south-western Romania. My parents were respected artists – my father a stage and film actor and my mother a concert harpist. I remember a happy childhood overall, summers visiting the family farm and winters sledding down the hill near our house with my brother Stefan. Yet we lived with a constant uncertainty – that at any moment a neighbour could alert the secret police to a rebellious activity in thought or action. 


With state-controlled media, it was common not to know about what was happening in the wider world. To fight the propaganda, my father would regularly listen to Radio Free Europe, which was broadcast from West Germany in defiance of communist censorship. Being caught listening to that crackly station meant interrogation by the secret police. The sounds of Radio Free Europe form a backdrop to my memories of childhood. I can still hear the main theme song in my head and the familiar murmur of voices. 


I learned the day-to-day oppression of having knowledge denied and the power of knowing the truth. 


I remember one balmy summer afternoon falling asleep at my grandmother’s house in the countryside, and waking up to the news. The journalist was accusing former Romanian President Ceausescu of murdering children. It was the story the whole world found out about with horror after the Revolution in 1987. Children were being kept like animals in orphanages without the basic necessities and adequate love and support. 


I was only 12 years old and I still remember the shock of hearing that story. Not just the horrific details, but also the fact that I was now privy to secret knowledge that might place my family in danger. 


In 1987 my father said “enough is enough” and we escaped Romania to Austria. That period in Austria was a time of utter Not Knowing – where we would live, what would happen to us, how it would all turn out. One year later we moved to Australia, where we were granted permanent residency as refugees. Another transition, another stage of Not Knowing - living in a new culture, learning a new language, starting a new school... From a childhood in a land of manipulated truth, to a time of uncertainty and change, I have lived and wrestled with Not Knowing.


Steven: In 2000 I was struggling to get out of bed and was losing weight, with a dry cough and pain in my lungs. As a stoical and stubborn man, I brushed off the symptoms until they became so painful that one morning I could not even tie my shoelaces. When I finally decided to go to the doctor, I was diagnosed with tuberculosis, which was drug-resistant and I was immediately sent to hospital. It meant an operation, many months of taking strong antibiotics and, at one point, as my condition was failing to respond I did not know if I was going to get well again. 


I bought my first home in London at the height of the property market in 2006, just before the financial crash. Being cautious, I did a full survey before making the purchase and yet when I was just about to sell it I received a letter from the council saying that the render, windows, boundary fence and extension were all illegal. The previous owner had not acquired the necessary planning permissions and my solicitor had not picked this up. I was given a 30-day notice to remove the extension, which contained the only 


toilet, kitchen and bathroom in the small cottage – so this would mean literally knocking down half the house. I appealed, but lived for over a year not knowing if I would have a home to come home to. 


At that time I worked in an investment bank - feeling secure and enjoying my job. One morning I got a call from a colleague saying that the name of our firm had changed. Overnight we had been bought out, to save the firm from financial collapse - a danger we knew nothing about, even the evening before. Projects were put on hold and every day we would see new emails wishing people well in their new endeavours as they were made redundant. After six months of constant uncertainty I was called into my manager’s office with an HR representative and was made redundant in a phone call. Even though I was expecting it, it did not make it any easier and I was uncertain about what the future now held professionally and how I was going to pay my mortgage. 


In life choices I always seemed to be in a bind about making important decisions. Should I take this option or should I take the other? When thinking about most decisions about the future and how to respond, I would paralyse myself, vacillating between options that became constant dilemmas in my mind. A friend said to me, “Steven, you seem to embody hard decisions.” It was painful and I hated the tyranny of choice and of not knowing what to do. I joked with them that I had a PhD in uncertainty! Life for me has been a constant struggle with Not Knowing, not only the more dramatic events I have described above, but the everyday choices I had to make. I only knew that there had to be a better way of being with the unknown.”


Like you, we came to this book struggling with the unknown. The journey of researching and writing has helped us to develop a fresh relationship with Not Knowing. We are less eager to rely on our existing knowledge, more sceptical about those who proclaim certainty, and more comfortable with being in a state of Not Knowing. We hope that you will experience this too.


At the end of the book we offer questions for reflection and experiments to play with to support you in developing your inquiry further.


As you commence your journey in this book, we invite you to bring along an exploratory mindset and to be open to the twists, turns and discoveries that you may make along the way. As the Spanish writer Antonio Machado said: “Traveller, there is no path, the path is made by walking.”




PART I




Two kinds of intelligence


There are two kinds of intelligence: one acquired, as a child in school memorizes facts and concepts from books and from what the teacher says, collecting information from the traditional sciences as well as from the new sciences. 


With such intelligence you rise in the world. You get ranked ahead or behind others in regard to your competence in retaining information. You stroll with this intelligence in and out of fields of knowledge, getting always more marks on your preserving tablets. 


There is another kind of tablet, one already completed and preserved inside you. A spring overflowing its spring-box. A freshness in the center of the chest. This other intelligence does not turn yellow or stagnate. It’s fluid, and it doesn’t move from outside to inside through conduits of plumbing-learning. 


This second knowing is a fountainhead from within you, moving out. 


Rumi, Persian poet and Sufi mystic




CHAPTER 1
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1.
KNOWLEDGE IS POWERFUL


A child takes her first faltering steps and her parents grin with delight and gather her up in their arms for cuddles. She says her first words, performs a new song, or makes the final of the school spelling bee – and she gains praise and respect. From the very beginning, we are valued, appreciated and rewarded for accumulating knowledge and mastery.


Sir Francis Bacon’s iconic phrase “knowledge is power” is so obvious that it doesn’t bear mentioning. We know from school, work and life that expertise – being seen to know – determines our status and provides us with influence, power and reputation. The mere appearance of knowledge confers dignity and demands our attention.


In the past few decades, developed and developing economies have continued to shift inexorably towards services and away from agriculture and manufacturing. An increasing number of us are now in professions where we “think for a living.” In many countries the attainment of a certain level of formal education increases average incomes through access to opportunities in employment. Higher levels of education are directly related to better health outcomes, lower fertility and longer lives.1


Beyond the practical benefits, the rank and power that we can draw from our knowledge and expertise can make us feel more important and more worthy. In turn this gives us more confidence. It may fuel our ambition as we seek to grow the status that comes with success.


Author and philosopher Nassim Nicholas Taleb tells us that we tend to treat our knowledge as “personal property to be protected and defended. It is an ornament that allows us to rise in the pecking order. We take what we know quite seriously.”2 Our thirst for knowledge is continuously fed by organizations that put a premium on competence and expertise. Performance according to specific criteria is evaluated and linked to promotions, remuneration, bonuses and other rewards. These reinforce the belief that the more competent we are, the more successful we will become, the higher up we will go, and the more we will get paid.


The rewards we acquire from knowledge, from certainty, are not only external – they are hard-wired into our brains. Recent studies in the field of neuroscience have shown that certainty is one of the key conditions we need to learn to function optimally and neuroscientist David Rock even argues that threats to our certainty can be neurologically as painful as a physical attack.3


This is supported by other research on the effect of uncertainty on the brain that shows that even a small amount of uncertainty generates an “error” response in the brain. It is debilitating to live with significant uncertainties, such as not knowing our boss’s expectations or having to wait for medical results to find out if we have a serious illness. Our brain is always searching for the answer.


Neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga, from the University of California, has researched this rationalization by studying those who have had hemispheres of their brains severed as a treatment for severe epilepsy. Applying the same experiment to each half separately, Gazzaniga was able to conclude that in the left hemisphere of the brain there is a neural network he calls “the Interpreter.” The left hemisphere’s capacity of continual interpretation means that it is “always looking for order and reason, even when they don’t exist.”4


It is little wonder we voraciously pursue knowledge in all its forms because knowledge is a wonderful thing. It promises that we will be rewarded, respected, promoted, and become wealthier, healthier and more confident.


Yet perhaps a little caution is in order. When was the last time someone tried to sell you something with many benefits, but no downsides? The problem with knowledge is in the very fact that it is so useful. We cling to it even in situations when it has the potential to limit us – to paradoxically get in the way of new learning and growth.
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2.
THE ALLURE OF THE KNOWN


Padua 1537. Andreas Vesalius, a young Flemish anatomist, enters the city gates heading for the university, with a few belongings and a burning desire to understand the human body. He’d arrived in the right place, at the right time. The Renaissance city of Padua, lying 35km west of Venice, was quickly becoming an international hot bed for the development of the arts and sciences. Vesalius joined what was considered at the time to be the most distinguished school of medicine and anatomy in Europe, founded more than 200 years earlier.5


Born in Brussels in 1514, the son of a court apothecary, as a child Vesalius became fascinated by the body. He was often found with dismembered dogs, cats and mice that he’d caught in the neighbourhood to dissect,6 and would later steal a corpse from the gallows to obtain a complete human skeleton,7 at great risk to himself and his family. At 18 his passion for learning about the body took him to Paris, where he commenced his medical studies. It was there that he first came across the seminal anatomy work of Galen of Pergamon, a Greek physician, surgeon and philosopher.


Galen was an influential figure in the world of medicine. His writings had been informed by his extensive experience treating the injuries of gladiators, serving as a physician to three Roman emperors. What had made his work so useful was that he had explained not just the structure of the human body, but the intricacies of the body’s workings. For example, he demonstrated that the larynx generates the voice and was the first to recognize that there were distinct differences between venous (dark) and arterial (bright) blood. His work was slavishly followed by doctors over the centuries, who unequivocally believed in the accuracy of his claims. So although more than 1,400 years old, Galen’s studies of the human body had remained the key references for anatomists and physicians and formed much of the basis for medical training in Europe during the Renaissance.


Like many students before him, Vesalius was fascinated by Galen’s findings, which he initially found to be clear and persuasive. However, as he immersed himself in anatomical studies and read the Galenic texts more critically, Vesalius started noticing discrepancies and small mistakes. His doubts about some of Galen’s claims were further reinforced by his experience attending many private and public lectures at the university.


In those days dissections were a grand affair, carried out before large audiences of students and invited guest scholars. These were highly ritualized and controlled events, bound in tradition and rigid rules set down by the university. A professor of anatomy would preside from a large, raised chair, removed from the actual proceedings. His only role was to read from Galen’s anatomical texts while a surgeon would perform the actual dissection and a demonstrator would point out the specific parts of the body that were being examined. Even though these dissections were carried out by experienced scholars, it seemed to Vesalius that the work served to reinforce the old Galenic texts, rather than acting as an opportunity for new learning. This blind obedience to Galen was so strong that even when the surgeon held a human heart he would comment on three ventricles as outlined in Galen, in spite of him seeing that there were four. As Vesalius commented in a book a few years later, contradicting the authority of Galen was unthinkable, “almost as if I were secretly to doubt the immortality of the soul.”8


Galen’s book represented the state of knowledge, the known certainties, the place of comfort. And although Roman anatomy might seem quaint today, we still make similar errors in relying on the certainty of our existing knowledge.




3.
OVERCONFIDENCE BLINKERS


“Overconfident professionals sincerely believe they have expertise, act as experts and look like experts. You will have to struggle to remind yourself that they may be in the grip of an illusion.” 


Psychologist Daniel Kahneman


Maximilien de Robespierre, Galileo Lovano, Bonnie Prince Lorenzo, Wounded Knee, Queen Shaddock, Pygmalion, Murphy’s Last Ride, Doctor Faustus. Do you recognize any of these?


These were the historical names and events that a team of researchers, led by Cameron Anderson from Haas School of Business, University of California, gave 243 MBA students at the beginning of the semester. The students had to identify which ones they knew or recognized. Mixed in with the real names, the researchers included made-up ones such as Galileo Lovano, Bonnie Prince Lorenzo, Queen Shaddock, and Murphy’s Last Ride (you knew that, didn’t you?). Those students who selected the most invented names were considered to be the most overly confident, because they believed they were more knowledgeable than they actually were.9


A survey at the end of the semester revealed that those same overly confident individuals achieved the highest social status within their groups. They engendered respect among their peers, tending to be more admired, listened to and generally having more influence in the group’s decisions. Anderson noted that the group members did not think of their high-status peers as over-confident. They simply thought that they were fantastic, so their overconfidence did not come across as arrogant or narcissistic, but as a sign of their wonderful natures.10


A sense of realistic confidence, based on competence, is vital for surviving and thriving in the world. A lack of realistic confidence results in low esteem, under-performance in the workplace, poor relationships and can have negative consequences for our mental health and our quality of life.11 Conversely, taking Anderson’s research one step further, realistically confident people tend to attract success and achievement in their chosen fields, including getting the jobs they apply for, promotions, clinching the big deals, or winning the big accounts.12


Realistic confidence doesn’t get us in trouble, but its bedfellow, over-confidence, does. Over-confidence is a bias where we inaccurately perceive and assess our judgement and abilities as being overly positive. Research carried out over more than 50 years shows that people have an overwhelming propensity to rate themselves as being “above average” in almost all respects. For example, motorcyclists believe that they are less likely to cause an accident than the typical motorcyclist, and business leaders believe their company is more likely to succeed than the average firm in their industry. Research also shows that 94% of university professors say that they do above-average work, surgical trainees place too much confidence in their diagnoses after looking at X-ray evidence, and clinical psychologists overestimate the chance that their predictions will prove accurate.13 Despite its pitfalls, over-confidence is still common due to its profound social benefits. In the political arena, for example, it has been shown that if voters find confident politicians more credible, then contenders for leadership learn that to win an election, they need to express more confidence than their opponents.14


Professions that rely on the accumulation of knowledge and expertise must then be cautious about falling victim to their own over-confidence and the expectations of those who rely on them for advice. Heraclitus’ words recorded more than 2,500 years ago still ring true today:


“Although we need the Word to keep things known in the common, people still treat specialists as if their nonsense were a form of wisdom.” 


Diagnosed with prostate cancer in 1995, Andy Grove, then CEO of Intel, was dismayed by the doctors’ straightforward and categorical advice that surgery was the best treatment option for him. Nicknamed “Let’s think for ourselves Grove” by his autobiographer Richard S Tedlow, Grove did not take the advice of doctors at face value. As someone who had survived both the Nazis and the communists before migrating from Hungary to the US in the 1950s, Grove was determined to explore the best options available to him to survive the cancer. He undertook extensive research into his illness, which quickly revealed alternatives to surgery. He uncovered data that was readily available, but which none of his doctors had mentioned or advised him to take seriously. Shocked to be confronted with the narrow mindset of his doctors, Grove settled on an alternative procedure known as “radiation seeding.”


When Grove asked the doctor who carried out this procedure what he would do if he were in his shoes, the doctor said that he would probably have surgery. Then he continued to explain to a surprised Grove: “You know, all through medical training, they drummed into us that the gold standard for prostate cancer is surgery. I guess that still shapes my thinking.”15


In an article he wrote for Fortune magazine in 1996, “Taking On Prostrate Cancer,” Grove recalls the words of Dr Thomas A Stamey, the head of the urology department at Stanford University at the time, who explained the challenge facing the medical profession:


“...when faced with a serious illness beyond our comprehension [each of us] becomes childlike, afraid, and looking for someone to tell us what to do. It is an awesome responsibility for the surgeon to present the options to a patient with prostate cancer in such a way that he does not impose his prejudices, which may or may not be based on the best objective information. I think we have a long way to go to reach this ideal.” 


The reality is that the very thing that enables people to become experts and contribute to their own field, their deep knowledge and specific focus of research may also limit their perspective. People who are recognized in their area of expertise and rewarded for their specialization usually don’t have the incentive to look outside that area. The more specialized they become, the narrower their view may become. Experts are often too invested in what they know to question what they know, or to admit that they don’t know.16
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