
Are	you	getting	intelligence	right	or	
only	paying	for	what	it	is	worth?	

	
	

Politics	and	gut	feelings	can	dominate	high-stake	decisions.		
Does	this	happen	at	your	organisation?	
	
• Is	your	intelligence	gathering	intelligent	enough?	
• Are	you	doing	what	is	needed	to	overcome	bias	when	evaluating	

intelligence?		
	
The	process	of	making	decisions	within	organisations	is	a	complex	mix	of	rules	
of	thumb	that	has	been	acquired	over	time.		This	includes	a	number	of	stage	gate	
processes	 to	 ensure	 compliance	 with	 governance	 and	 risk	 management	
practices,	 and	 a	myriad	 of	metrics	 and	 analytics	 to	measure	 past	 performance	
and	forecast	future	earnings.	Whilst	each	of	these	approaches	provides	decision	
makers	with	very	powerful	tools,	they	also	have	a	number	of	weaknesses	when	it	
comes	to	organisational	politics.			
	
When	facing	a	high	stake	decision	about	the	future,	decision	makers	are	required	
to	make	a	judgement	in	the	midst	of	great	uncertainty,	typically	involving	a	lot	of	
politics	that	increases	with	the	number	of	people	involved.	As	a	result,	the	best	
outcome	will	more	 likely	 be	 given	 to	 the	most	 plausible	 rather	 than	 the	most	
probable.	 Why?	 Because	 a	 story	 that	 appears	 credible	 can	 be	 easily	
communicated	and	understood.	
	
For	instance,	consider	the	following	proposition	“We	need	a	new	widget	because	
our	competitors	have	one	and	are	using	it	to	grow	their	business”.		This	is	much	
easier	 to	sell	 than	 if	you	said	 “We	need	 to	build	a	new	widget	because	 it	has	a	
30%	probability	of	increasing	market	share	by	10%	next	year”.		A	plausible	story	
is	 very	 compelling,	 digestible	 and	 feels	 ‘solid’	 enough	 to	 act	 upon.	 In	 contrast,	
propositions	 based	 upon	 probabilities	 appear	 too	 conceptual,	 complex,	 and	
impersonal.	Whilst	 stories	 engage	 us	 and	 get	 us	 excited	 to	 pursue	 a	 particular	
direction,	by	themselves,	 they	are	are	not	enough	to	balance	the	risks/rewards	
inherent	in	the	decision	being	faced.	
	



This	conflict	happens	because	of	the	way	our	mind	works.		There	is	one	thinking	
mode,	 called	 System	1	 (Kahneman,	 2011),	which	 is	 intuitive,	 quick,	 and	 for	 an	
average	 human	 being,	 it	 is	 the	 first	 port	 of	 call	 as	 far	 a	 decision	 making	 is	
concerned.	For	System	1,	if	a	narrative	is	plausible	is	good	enough.	Then	there	is	
the	System	2,	a	mode	of	thinking	that	 is	rational,	pedantic	 if	you	want,	but	also	
slow	and	effortful.	System	2	has	the	capacity	to	go	beyond	plausibility	and	think	
in	terms	of	probability	but	engaging	System	2	requires	deliberate	effort.	
	
To	overcome	the	bias	of	System	1	when	evaluating	alternatives,	 focus	needs	to	
be	 on	 assessing	 probabilities,	 evaluating	 the	 impacts	 of	 assumptions,	 and	
identifying	 the	 few	 features	 that	 are	 the	most	 important	 and	 have	 the	 biggest	
impact.	 By	 thinking	 in	 terms	 of	 probabilities,	 we	 are	 preparing	 the	 ground	 to	
engage	 our	 system	 2	 thinking	 and	 see	 the	 real	 possibilities	 that	 lie	 beyond	 a	
seductive	story.	

Is	your	intelligence	gathering	intelligent	enough?	
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/your-intelligence-gathering-intelligent-
enough-scott-evans		
	
One	 of	 the	 key	 factors	 that	 can	 lead	 organisations	 to	 pay	 too	 much	 for	
intelligence	 is	 the	 scope	 used	 to	 evaluate	 alternatives.	 When	 we	 assess	 our	
options	 in	 isolation	 we	 are	much	more	 prone	 to	 overvalue	 information	 about	
those	specific	options.	 	The	result,	we	pay	more	dollars	 for	 information	 that	at	
the	end	of	the	day	is	not	going	to	contribute	to	better	decisions.	
	
Lets	consider	the	situation	again	where	a	company	wants	to	build	a	new	widget	
to	 increase	 their	 market	 share.	 They	 have	 validated	 forecasts	 and	 projected	
revenues	but	there	is	insufficient	margin	to	make	it	a	viable	product.	The	logical	
thing	 to	 do	would	 be	 to	 focus	 intelligence-gathering	 activities	 on	 reducing	 the	
costs	of	the	widget	so	that	it	can	become	a	viable	product.	However,	what	is	the	
real	 problem	 being	 faced	 here?	 	 Is	 it	 how	 to	 cut	 costs,	 or	 is	 it	 how	 to	 take	
advantage	of	an	emerging	market	opportunity?	What	if	the	widget	was	going	to	
disrupt	 the	 market	 where	 cutting	 costs	 would	 only	 hinder	 efforts	 to	 further	
develop	the	product?	It	is	likely	you	may	change	your	approach,	starting	small	to	
manage	the	risk	and	then	scale	up	once	you	have	found	a	way	for	the	widget	to	
produce	a	good	margin.			
	
This	 change	 of	 preference	 happens	 because	 of	 how	 alternatives	 are	 evaluated,	
either	 jointly	 or	 separately,	 which	 is	 called	 the	 ‘less	 is	 more’	 phenomenon	
(Kahneman,	2011).	In	the	context	of	intelligence	gathering	activities,	it	can	lead	
decision	makers	to	pay	too	much	money	for	information.		As	a	result,	they	fail	to	
focus	 on	 what	 is	 important	 by	 balancing	 the	 inherent	 risk/reward	 in	 the	
situation	 they	 are	 faced	with.	 	 This	 is	 especially	 true	 for	 high-stake	 decisions,	
which	may	prevent	organisations	from	being	able	to	capitalise	on	an	investment	
opportunity	because	they	have	delayed	making	a	decision	for	too	long.	
	
To	overcome	the	‘less	is	more’	bias	when	making	high-stake	decisions,	evaluate	
all	possibilities	 in	parallel	using	an	economic	model,	 allowing	 the	 true	value	of	
more	 information	 to	 be	 understood.	 	 This	 provides	 the	 means	 for	 decision	
makers	 to	 keep	 focused	 on	 what	 is	 important	 and	 balances	 the	 risk/reward	
trade-off	to	exploit	a	new	market	opportunity.	
	



	

Are	you	doing	what	is	needed	to	overcome	bias	when	
evaluating	intelligence?	
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/you-doing-what-needed-overcome-bias-
when-evaluating-scott-evans		
	
Intelligence	 gathering	 is	 all	 about	 obtaining	 the	 evidence	 needed	 to	 make	
decisions	about	the	future.	Paradoxically,	much	of	this	evidence	comes	from	the	
past	and	the	problem	with	this	is	that,	unless	conditions	are	perfectly	stable,	the	
past	 is	 unlikely	 to	 be	 a	 true	 reflection	 of	 the	 future.	 The	 fact	 is,	 the	 future	 is	
inherently	 uncertain	 and	 unless	 we	 factor	 this	 in	 when	 we	 make	 high-stake	
decisions,	our	organisations	could	be	much	more	vulnerable	to	disruptions	in	the	
market.	
	
Consider	 Kodak,	 who	 first	 developed	 the	 digital	 camera.	 Whilst	 they	 had	 the	
opportunity	 to	 commercialise	 a	 very	 disruptive	 technology,	 they	 failed	 to	
understand	 the	 changing	 preferences	 of	 people.	 They	 did	 not	 understand	 that	
consumers	would	prefer	 to	take	pictures	of	 lower	quality	because	 it	gave	them	
immediate	 feedback	and	 the	ability	 to	share	with	others.	This	ultimately	 led	 to	
their	downfall,	now	only	a	 faction	of	what	 they	were	worth	when	they	were	at	
their	peak.	
	
When	using	probabilities	 assesses	 future	possibilities,	 errors	 in	 judgments	 can	
be	made	 (Kahneman,	 2011).	 The	mind	 favours	 intuition,	 taking	 short	 cuts	 and	
making	 fast	 decisions,	 as	 such,	 it	 does	 not	 do	 a	 very	 good	 job	 at	 comparing	
alternatives	 in	 a	 credible,	 comparable	 and	 consistent	 manner.	 To	 evaluate	
alternatives	 in	more	rational	manner,	probabilities	need	to	be	translated	 into	a	
monetary	value	using	an	economic	model.		This	highlights	the	risk/reward	trade-
offs	needing	to	be	made	in	a	consistent	manner,	providing	the	means	to	facilitate	
discussion	around	how	to	best	balance	them	in	the	overall	scheme	of	things.	
	
To	 overcome	 errors	 in	 judgments	 when	 using	 probabilities	 to	 evaluate	
alternatives,	convert	them	into	monetary	terms	using	an	economic	model.	 	This	
provides	the	means	to	identify	what	is	important	to	focus	on	and	how	to	identify	
the	 alternative	 that	 creates	 the	 most	 value,	 maximising	 the	 upside	 of	 the	
opportunity	whilst	also	minimising	downside.	
	
	

	
	
	



	
	
	

What	can	you	learn	and	take	away	from	these	new	insights?	
	
When	 making	 a	 high-stake	 decision,	 it	 is	 vital	 that	 the	 right	 intelligence	 be	
gathered	for	an	effective	outcome.		However	it	is	not	that	simple,	especially	when	
needing	to	navigate	an	environment	that	puts	so	many	roadblocks	on	the	way	of	
decision	makers.	Start	by	asking	yourselves	the	following	questions:	
	
Where	 can	 improvements	 be	 made	 in	 the	 way	 your	 organisation	 evaluates	
alternatives	for	high-stake	decisions?	
	
When	performing	an	economic	evaluation,	are	you	considering	a	holistic	range	of	
alternatives,	 or	 only	 the	 few	 that	 are	 the	 easiest	 to	 gain	 traction	 across	 the	
organisation?	
	
Do	you	evaluate	uncertainty	in	monetary	terms	when	conducting	your	economic	
evaluations,	 providing	 the	 means	 to	 keep	 focused	 on	 what	 is	 important	 to	
balance	the	risk/reward	trade-off?	
	
There	 are	 hidden	 costs	 in	 avoiding	 these	 questions:	 the	 cost	 of	 paying	 for	
information	of	negligible	value	and	 the	cost	of	a	 lost	opportunity	by	 taking	 too	
long	to	make	a	decision.	On	the	contrary,	 if	 the	time	is	right	to	take	the	bull	by	
the	horns,	these	three	simple	high-level	questions	can	become	the	starting	point	
towards	 greater	 transparency,	 credibility	 and	 consistency	 in	 the	 way	 your	
organisation	goes	about	high-stake	decisions.	
	
	
Stay	tuned	for	more	information	about	gathering	intelligence	for	high-
stake	decisions?.	
	
Scott	Evans,	Decision	Coach	at	Markamind,	will	be	providing	a	series	of	monthly	
articles	that	expand	on	these	points	in	more	detail.	 	He	specialises	in	designing,	
deploying	 and	 scaling	 advanced	 decision	 tools	 that	 facilitate	 agile	 decision-
making	processes,	helping	business	leaders	better	balance	risk	and	reward	in	a	
way	that	they	can	be	comfortable	with	and	confident	in.	
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