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Why a Leader's First Decision is Often Wrong 
 

November 19, 2012 
 
I've chosen a word at random. 
  
Is it more likely that the word starts with a K, or that K is the third letter in the word? 
  
If you're like most people, you'll say it's more likely the word starts with a K. 
  
However, there are more than twice as many words that have K in the third position than 
those that start with it. 
  
So why do we think there are more words starting with K? 
  
Answer:  We use the availability heuristic. 
(See Tversky & Kahneman [1973]. "Availability: A heuristic for judging frequency and 
probability", or the abbreviated: "A heuristic for judging frequency and probability"). 
  
What's the "availability heuristic"? 
And what's a "heuristic"? 
  
Essentially, a heuristic is a strategy we use to solve a problem or to figure something out. 
  
The availability heuristic is the tendency for us to answer with whatever most readily 
comes to mind. 
  
It's easier for me to think of words starting with the letter K than it is for me to think of 
words where K is the third letter.  So I think words starting with the letter K are more 
common, which is incorrect.   
  
(If you're interested in this type of human behavior or, more correctly, misbehavior, I highly 
recommend Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman's latest book, "Thinking, Fast and Slow"). 
  

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENGzfSqn-mAXLEJMgYjQw-iOO9wQpu6_l27HPNyDf1Q9-j-LpXO8GR_5aMV9I1lPKQyqn_tlDlMflj5tRp_Msl9IwuIkVH0D3x3IhSQKxzzEY=
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENGzfSqn-mAXLEJMgYjQw-iOO9wQpu6_l27HPNyDf1Q9-j-LpXO8GR_5aMV9I1lPKQyqn_tlDlMflj5tRp_Msl9IwuIkVH0D3x3IhSQKxzzEY=
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENe6OIqqB6PzWK7EqiPmdaYQhd_pKXHXzXI9t3VeVveCqyNJPShOMJ32k8HHC8EGg58CEn5yi_WbxLWsICDm9eNw9-BPOO-z2RZuECa6TKgMf3nPJfJDesumOsKNDfGie1_xm6yzNJH01qbBpkrhbHlA==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENGzfSqn-mAXK7zkDfyo8N1DTLNQ7O72d1oJ6kT3eY6PeH389ULfHGlyT2uS9TtdC7tux2n0rJ2gZpUAqX1f6R-NafyyyR648is9psaPx8EoWNizKrARcsAQ==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENGzfSqn-mAXKWfdVQ1vO11mbfXLvFv2Y-8PWFvnv8f8l6vpGPtpWnemrq4h3WywoHcRIHFWZJMYkp0M9xvJgqmJr_fDRZevzAP5TW-I0L36I=
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And to be clear, this is not some sort of trick or parlor game.  This is an example of real 
and often significant errors of judgement we make.  (See the Kahneman book for 
examples of other different types.) 
  
So what does all this have to do with leaders, leadership, organizations, etc.? 
  
Consider a leader's blind spot.  Why is it so tenacious?  Why do we tend to reject 
feedback when it contradicts our self-concept? 
  
In part, it's due to the availability heuristic. 
  
When I'm considering the "truth" of the feedback I've just received, what will I compare it 
to? 
  
My self-concept. 
  
So which is more available to me?   
This new piece of contradictory feedback that I'm seeing for the first time? 
Or my self-concept, which I constantly carry around with me. 
 
My self-concept, of course. 
 
Feedback, and corrective feedback in particular, is difficult to digest, in part, because of 
the availability heuristic.  
  
So how does a leader prevent his/her judgement from being hijacked by the availability 
heuristic? 
  
By being vigilant, and recognizing this faulty thinking is human nature. 
  
The availability heuristic happens automatically.  You didn't have to struggle to come up 
with the (incorrect) answer regarding the letter K.  For most of us, the thought just comes 
to us: "More words start with the letter K." 
  
This quick reaction is what Kahneman calls "thinking fast". 
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To prevent us from making poor decisions by thinking fast (because of the availability and 
other heuristics, e.g. anchoring, fundamental attribution error, primacy and recency 
effects), we must then "think slow". 
  
That's the deliberate, focused thought process that evaluates what we just quickly 
thought: "Are there really more words that start with the letter K?  I know those are easy to 
think of: kangaroo, kayak, keys.  But are there more words that have K in the third 
position?  Hmmmmmm." 
  
The same with corrective feedback. 
  
Thinking fast says:  "Who are these numbskulls?  They have no clue what they're talking 
about.  Don't they know what I'm having to deal with around here?!  That's just their 
perspective, which just happens to be wrong." 
  
Thinking slow then adds: "Okay, so now that I've got that all out, what does this feedback 
mean?  And what's the truth I can find in it?  What can I learn from it?  They may be 
numbskulls sometimes, but this time, I may be the numbskull." 
  
It's certainly not simple or easy to do. 
  
But then again, neither is leadership. 

~~~~~~~ 

What are some common errors of judgment you've seen leaders make? And why do 
some leaders make great decision-makers?  Post your answers and your comments on 
our blog. 
  
You can access all of our 60-Second Emails (TM), including the most recent issue, In '08 
& '09, You Were Downsized. Now, You're Being Inflated. What Should You Do?, via 
this link.  
  
To our American readers, have a great Thanksgiving. 
To them and to you all, as always, thanks for reading. 
 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENE4vuzLesDx2UvDiXUx9RufQcyHrwrq_l79Z3gBINgrvaMa44eO4R-bc0Fnen8JkuTR371nfCctCAJsHBO9CzVQ==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENE4vuzLesDx2UvDiXUx9RufQcyHrwrq_l79Z3gBINgrsJLU7Bb9qcFG6zFhyLf-lsXgCfvVhlwtI_3U_wQ9FOag==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENE4vuzLesDx2UvDiXUx9RufQcyHrwrq_l79Z3gBINgrv_bqzOsqiVp89gf6IQ85k3iAdGeT-mjy7ju4Nd7NlJqk7OJ1wQGmBQ
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001cOnFhU-80H3fakI_cwat7wc0rIbB8CFuATC2G9TEvVNxLHMwdJ6Faw-_LjWOqBENE4vuzLesDx2UvDiXUx9RufQcyHrwrq_l79Z3gBINgrv_bqzOsqiVp89gf6IQ85k3iAdGeT-mjy7ju4Nd7NlJqk7OJ1wQGmBQ
http://www.advisoryalliance.com/blog/?p=477
http://www.advisoryalliance.com/newsletter.php
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Best regards, 

 
 

David Harper, Managing Principal 

dharper@advisoryalliance.com 

 

The Advisory Alliance helps Fortune 500 & Mid-Market companies select and 

develop exceptional talent.   

 

Specifically, we deliver services for enhanced Leadership Development, Executive 

Coaching, Talent Selection, and Succession Planning. 

 

We welcome your reproducing this newsletter.  We only ask that you include the copyright 

below and a link to: www.AdvisoryAlliance.com. 

mailto:dharper@advisoryalliance.com

