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One of the things that distinguishes man from other animals is his almost limitless capacity to
learn. Yet, paradoxically, man appears unable to learn from his own mistakes. Each generation
makes the same mistakes as the generations before it. In the memorable words of the philoéopher
George Santayana, “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”

In 1812, Napoleon invaded Russia with an army of 6ver 600,000 soldiers. Five months later,
500,000 of those soldiers had died or been captured. In 1941, Hitler tried to succeed where
Napoleon had failed, and invaded Russia with a modern army of over 3 million men. The result?
Over 25 million deaths from war, disease and hunger.

It is easy to conclude that Santéyana'was right, and that Hitler had forgotten or ignored the
lesson of 1812. A closer examination, however, shows that this is untrue. The decision to invade
Russia was not taken lightly. Thousands of military experts were involved in months of
planning, and records show that the bitter lesson of Napoleon's defeat was never far from their
minds.

Hitler and his generals were fully aware of what happened to Napoleon's army in 1812, yet
their own plans ended in an even more terrible disaster. The key to understanding this apparent
contradiction is simple: history never repeats.itself. We never step into the same river twice, as
Heraclitus said. Each moment in time, each situation is different. If Hitler's invasion of Russia

teaches us anything, it is that no amount of planning, no amount of historical research will ensure

Success.

Even if we can never be totally sure of success, this does not mean that we can do without .
planning and preparation. Common sense tells us that there are good ways and bad ways .to
make plans and decisions.

Scientists who have. studied the mechanisms of planning tell us that two things are needed for
good decisions: ratio‘nality' and measurement. Rationality means a logical method of setting goals
and working with other people, and measurement means collecting all the data necessary for a
decision. , '

Rationality and measurement alone, however, cannot guarantee success or avoid _disaster. On
January 27, 1986 the space shuttle Challenger exploded soon after taking off from Cape
Canaveral. An investigation showed that the explosion was caused by the effect of cold weather
on the solid-fuel booster rockets. Many people blamed NASA and Morton Thiokol, the
manufacturer of the rockets, for deciding to launch in such cold weather.

A nine-year study of the Challenger disaster has shown that the decision to launch was
basically a sound one: that both NASA and Morton Thiokol were aware of the dangers and were
following strict risk-management guidelines.

Is there any way to avoid decisions that lead to disaster, or at least to reduce the probability
of disaster happening? One solution is to balance logic and rationality with intuition—to make use
of the creative powers of the unconscious mind.

In 1865 the German scientist Kekule was studying the chemical structure of benzene*, with
little success. One day, tired from his work on the problem, he sat down in front of a warm fire

and fell asleep in his chair. In a dream he saw carbon atoms dancing around, arranging



themselves into long strings. As he watched, one-of these strings began to twist and turn like
a snake. Suddenly, the ‘head’ of the snake bent around and bit its own ‘tail’, forming a ring. In
his dream, Kekule had discovered the structure of benzene and, thanks to his discovery, the
science of organic chemistry was born.

The story of Kekule’s dream is famous and has much to teach us. Kekule’s dream did not
come out of thin air: it came after months of study. All the information necessary for the
discovery was already in Kekule’s head; all that was necessary was the key to unlock it. It goes
without saying that thousands of people have dreamed of snakes without making great
scientific discoveries. Likewise, thousands of scientists have worked on problems for years
without any success. What is needed for a discovery like Kekule's is a combination of
knowledge, intuition and understanding, and this combination is, unfortunately, extremely rare.

A survey of some of the world’s richest and most successful businessmen shows that almost
all of them possess this rare combination of business know-how, intuition and management skill.
Asked how they ran their multi-million-dollar companies, most of them answered, “By the seat of
my pants,” an expression going back to the early days of flying, when pilots relied on skill and
. feeling alone. . ' o

This kind of inspired leadership obviously works for companies headed by charismatic
businessmen, but can the same combination of know-how, intuition and skill be applied to »Ilarg."evr
projects in which decisions are made by hundreds or thousands of people? The answer is yes,
but creating a decision-making environment in which rationality is effectively balanced by
intuition is no easy matter. '

One of the great dangers of the rational approach to planning is that it encourages group
decisions, and group decisions often lead to ‘groupthink’.

In any group of people working on a problem, there is a tendency for the members of the
group to avoid differences-of opinion and try to reach agreement by compromise, even if it means
choosing a bad solution. We call this ‘groupthink’.

It is at times like this that intuition can play an important role—if only we let it do so in a
constructive manner. Finding a way to make use of intuition in decision making without creating
chaos and confusion is the big challenge. - .

We need to create an environment in which talented ahd knowledgeable people are involved
in each step of the decision-making process, in which they are encouraged to put forward new
and exciting ideas, and—even more importantly—in which they are allowed, when necessary, to
say, “Wait a minute, thié doesn’t feel right,” without béing criticised as uncooperative, irrational

troublemakers.

* benzene = N ¥
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