From “Why people fail to learn”

Experience provides only data, not knowledge. And people can turn it into the knowledge only when they know how to evaluate the data for what they really say.

Decision Trap #8: Fooling Yourself about feedback – failing to interpret the evidence from past outcomes for what it really says, either because you are protecting your ego or because you are tricked by hindsight effects. 

Claming Credit & Rationalization are two ways to protect your ego by misinterpreting reality. In the first case, people tend to ascribe their successes to their genius or actions because individuals feel much more comfortable if they have some control over reality (this article describe absurd interview of lottery winners, ritual/religious dances of Iowa Native Americans, coin experiments – see D&D (). Rationalization (self-serving explanations) means that people underestimate their errors then actions turned out badly. In short, “our successes are due to our skill, our failures to bad luck.”

What to do? Set criteria or milestones that define success or failure; specify to what extent you believe your own choices can influence outcome; ask other people who has nothing to do with the projects; periodically list your failures. LEARN FROM YOU FAILURES.

Hindsight. Tendency to change your initial false or unproven opinion/judgment gradually without a critic reasoning why the initial guess was wrong. The hindsight appears because human mind is not simply filing memory slots. It synthesizes and integrates new data into old knowledge. (For example, adults can not draw pictures like 4-year old children even if they want. The elements of proportions and perspective will be present). 

The false clarity of hindsight creates the illusion that there is no lesson to be learned. If your boss’s best  guess about an important decision is, say 10%, he will consider all your possible research having this number in mind. The closer your result to the guess that happier he feels. The boss will be sure that he/she knew everything all along and there is no real value in what you have done. However, if you present something like 40% estimation, this result will be perceived badly. 

What to do? Record important agreements of all kind in writing. A judgment dairy to record current predictions and options can minimize hindsight effect. Compare real outcome with  initial expectations and figure out what should be learned.

From “Improving Feedback”

Decision Trap #9: Not keeping track – assuming that experience will make its lessons available automatically and therefore failing to keep systematic records to track the results of your decisions and failing to analyze these results in ways that reveal their lessons. 

Missing feedback. No feedback and post-analysis of actions and decisions. 

Treatment effect. A treatment is anything done after a judgment that influence the outcome. A common form of treatment effect is the self-fulfilling effect: a prediction that comes true not so much because of the quality of prediction but because of actions by someone who believed in it (A bartender may believe that a certain group of customers will leave good tips. Therefore he starts to serve better, and receive good tips as a result of these extra efforts).

Random noise. Uncontrollable and unpredicted factors (a restaurant becomes popular because it sold a winning lottery ticket). No matter how wise you are, “noise” greatly complicates learning from a single or isolated experience. 

Ignored feedback. People tend to study reasons of successful experiments rather than factors that caused unsuccessful attempts.

A regular learning analysis is a key step in fighting missing feedback, treatment effects, etc. You should address the question: “ What have I learned from recent experience?”: my own frames, the way we gather intelligence for our decisions, the process by with we reached final conclusions.

If you do not have a good feedback, you can design a statistical experiment to gather missed information (D&D).

Sometimes you can not get an outcome of a decision in principle. Therefore, you have to focus not on learning from outcomes but on learning through analysis of the decision process itself. Where outcomes are dependent on both your decision and on chance, the feedback from reviewing your decision process may help far more than the feedback from reviewing outcomes (Japan outperforms in many technological areas other countries because they optimize and study decision -making).

From “Cognitive repairs”

Individuals are limited, their decision process is biased, they often make costly mistakes. Organization, in turn, can provide individuals with norms and procedures that mitigate their limitations and reduce their shortcomings. Such practices are called “cognitive repairs” (a) motivation repairs increase enthusiasm and (b) cognitive repairs improve mental procedures of individuals - procedures.

Problems in learning process:

Learning consists from three parts:

Hypothesis generation

Individuals generate hypotheses that are shallow rather when deep.

· explanations that make them look good; 

· focusing on people rather than on situations; 

· stop searching as soon as they generate one hypothesis

Individuals generate hypotheses that are narrow rather when broad

Collecting information and evidences

Individuals collect small samples

Individuals collect biased samples

· This data maybe the only available

· This data may be based on their pre-existing theories

· Can consider only a part of relevant information

· Those who collect biased data fail to correct for biases

Drawing conclusions

Individuals weigh vivid and extreme evidences more heavily

Individuals use their pre-existed theories to interpret these evidences

Individuals draw conclusions that are overconfident and overly optimistic

Overconfidence - “often wrong but rarely in doubts” Safety factors and industry standards to protect from wrong decisions should be maid. The organization shields individuals inside from acting on their flawed decisions and both inside and outside from suffering the consequences.  

Cognitive repairs may solve up to 75% of individual shortcomings. Managers should watch for such opportunities and target them more effectively (for examples see this 20 page and very bad structured document in Syllabus). 

