
“Sometimes it pays to go against your gut instinct” – Mike Clark 

What would you do?  You are asked to guess which one of 3 boxes has a large prize in 
it. You guess box 2. They take away box 3, showing you it was empty, and ask you if you 
want to stick with box 2 or change to box 1. What would you do now? Most people stick 
with their original choice. Statistics show you should change. It is an effect dubbed the 
“Monty Hall problem” made famous by the 1960’s show “Let’s Make A Deal.”   

Think about it. Originally you had a 33% chance of guessing right. Then you are offered 
a 50% chance. We choose to stick with our original choice because of our gut/intuition/ 
instinct.  That little voice/feeling that kicks in and you listen. That “voice” will not serve 
you well in this case. 

Your brain wants to keep you alive! This is a really great thing – most of the time. When 
you need to make a quick decision with limited data, often we will rely on our “gut”. 
Sometimes, in an attempt to keep you safe, your thought patterns get you to do ‘dumb 
stuff’. This is where the value of counter-intuitive action comes to the fore. Following are 
some examples, followed by 3 top tips for applying the counter intuitive approach. 
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Your spouse snaps at you and says something 
mean and hurtful – instinct says to withdraw, 
retaliate or freeze. Withdrawal leads to distance and 
coldness/silent treatment. Retaliation leads to a 
shouting match. Freezing leads an atmosphere you 
can cut with a knife. Counter intuitive action says to 
reach out. Hug. Hold. Take time and ask questions 
to find out what is really sitting behind the angry 
outburst.

A client does not call back when they said they 
would. ‘Instinct’ (maybe mixed with fear?) says they 
are not interested and not to disturb them. Counter 
intuitive approach says take charge of the 
relationship and reach out offering to help them get 
what you know they want and need. 

The new employee asks if they can help on a complex job. It
is busy season. Instinct says, “I can do this quicker”, “If you

want it done right, do it yourself”, “Showing someone else will
take 2-5 times as long”, “No-one can do this as well as me.”

(BTW – you are probably right on all of these statements,
hence the ‘gut’ reaction). The counter intuitive approach

knows that as long as you do it, you will always land up doing
it. Training is counter intuitive in the short term because it
does slow things down. It will take longer in the short term
but in the long term there are multiple benefits to training.

In Daniel Kahneman’s excellent book, “Thinking Fast and Slow”, he shares research he 
and Amos Tversky did, showing how some of our “instincts are uncannily accurate and 
some sadly lacking – the more complex the situation you are dealing with, the more 
likely your “gut instinct/approach” is going to be wrong.
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                      3 tips to help you make the best of both systems: 

Intuition and ‘gut instinct’ are useful but it pays to know when to rely on this and when to 
question it. Know when to slow down and listen for that counterintuitive reason. It could 
lead to decisions that you live to enjoy for years to come. 

“System 1” thinking is intuitive thinking – fast, 
automatic and emotional – and based on 
simple mental rules of thumb (“heuristics”) and 
thinking biases (cognitive biases) that result in 
impressions, feelings and inclinations. 
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The idea is simple – there are two ways we decide, based on two 
basic modes of thinking. 

“System 2” thinking is rational
thinking – slow, deliberate and

systematic – and based on
considered evaluation that

results in logical conclusions.

Our system is 
inherently lazy, always 
looking for the easiest 
way to do things. Aim 
to ‘routinalise’ as much 
as you can. This saves 
energy for when our 
brains are required to 
manage more complex 
tasks. 

Keep healthy. Drink water. 
Get enough sleep. Build 
short stretches and 
exercises into your day. 
Remember to HALT when 
you are Hungry, Angry, 
Lonely or Tired. Attempting 
anything complex in these 
states invites errors in 
judgement. 

“Know thyself” – Plato. 
Increase your self-awareness 
and knowledge. The better we 
understand how prone we are 
to bias, the more likely to spot it 
when it arises. For example we 
are far more prone to loss 
aversion than potential gain and 
will tend to favourably weight 
options that decrease ‘losing’. 


