Symbiotic Duality of Learning Holmes & Columbus-Not Holmes vs. Columbus
In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow, the Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman writes that the human cognitive machine
has developed two systems of thinking. System 1 is intuitive and fast but prone to cognitive bias, while System 2 is
analytical and slow but prone to “analysis paralysis.” Making effective decisions requires both types of thinking,
along with the ability to know and decide which system to override and which to use in a given situation.

The use of data (or, in simpler terms, “observations”) helps individuals and organizations hone their System 1 and
System 2 abilities. Traditionally, most organizations look at analysis and data only when they have to solve a
business problem or address a business priority. This problem-specific way of looking at data (the “Sherlock
Holmes” method, as described in the Point post and in the diagram below) starts from a definition of the business
problem, proceeds to identifying factors affecting the business problem, and leads to hypotheses, which get tested
on data to help derive insights and recommendations.
Problem-Driven (Holmes) Approach

This structured approach to data and problem solving relies on structured analytical thinking. It helps hone the
System 2 part of the brain, and it is easier to enable in an organizational context, since data and analytical
investments are in service of a business case.
However, this approach can be myopic.
In his book, Where Good Ideas Come From: The Natural History of Innovation, the digital futurist Steven Johnson
writes that innovation is facilitated by habitats that encourage exploration based on hunches, enabling connections
of ideas in liquid environments while allowing the reuse of prior knowledge and encouraging the freedom to err
and fail.
Discovery-Driven (Columbus) Approach

In contrast, the business problem-driven approach to data and analysis by its very nature is constricted and lowers
the potential to discover opportunities.
What is needed is an approach that starts with agenda-less observations and exploratory data analysis that can
lead to hunches, pattern discovery, and generation of new ideas and opportunities. This discovery-driven approach
(the “Christopher Columbus” method) is also critical to honing System 1 thinking, since it entails looking at large
amounts of information and building an internal anticipation repository that feeds intuition. However,
organizations are usually reluctant to follow this path, since the return on investment is unpredictable.
Eventually, helping organizations make better decisions becomes a mixture of art and science. Organizations will
need to traverse the design thinking path from mystery to heuristic to algorithmic in their endeavors to solve
business problems and spot opportunities. Leveraging and navigating this duality between the problem-driven
(Holmes) method and the discovery-driven (Columbus) method will be critical to success.

