Street-wise Sense

by Chris Hsiung


Street-Wise

The Magic of Intuition

The first time I stood on a mat in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu in an actual competition wearing my gi, facing my opponent, my heart beating wildly… I realized at that moment that no amount of thinking or planning was going to help me. I would have to rely on my instincts, on what I felt, on essentially my intuition.

Intuition is often seen as something mysterious even mystical. Indeed against my far more experienced opponent, it seemed as if he knew what I would do before I did. In no time, I was on my back choking for air and madly tapping the mat in a sign of resignation.

But intuition is not magical. At some point my adversary was as inexperienced as me. He only later acquired a superior intuition. The question is how? And how does learning to develop a better intuition translate into wiser action?

What is Intuition?

First, what is intuition? Gary Klein, after years of studying how people make decisions, came up with a useful definition: intuition is how we translate experience into action
. A fireman runs into a burning building and is instantly able to assess the situation and decide how to attack the fire. A project manager looks over the schedules, feels that the estimates are off, and investigates further. A social worker interviews a person and suspects underlying issues.  In all these cases, decisions are being made at a sub-conscious level that largely comes from their experiences. Isn’t it amazing that the human mind can decide and act in the face of such complexity… or, as one might say, in the midst of such adaptive space?

The reality is that people use intuition all the time. The world is too complex to have to rationally analyze each decision. Each morning we wake up and must choose a pair of socks, pants, shirt, and coat. Assuming we own five of each, we must choose among 625 different combinations and that would only be for a typical guy! Fortunately, we don’t need to think through each combination. We go by feelings that are trained by daily routine. When we have to make more complex decisions where the possibilities are endless, analysis will help eliminate or highlight data, but in the end it is up to intuition to pull all the data together and decide.

A Model of Intuition

It would seem then that understanding and developing our intuition would enable us to make better decisions especially about complex issues. To do this, we must first understand how does intuition works. A model put forward by Gary Klein serves as a very useful way to talk about intuition.


Let us consider the world of self-defense, which I have had some training in. Imagine that you are walking home alone on a street. You see ahead of you a single person walking towards you on the same sidewalk. This is the situation as seen in the model.

Now let us compare the reactions of a street-wise person and an ordinary person in this situation. An ordinary person might think absolutely nothing of it other than having a slight feeling of apprehension. However, a street-wise person might notice a number of cues. The person approaching has his hands in his pockets. He is muttering to himself. He appears agitated. His posture is predatory. In combat terms, these are called threat cues. 

These cues individually may mean nothing, but together they begin to form patterns that indicate a potential threat. This recognition immediately triggers an action script or series of actions. An untrained person at this point might try to shake off the feeling of paranoia while the trained person will immediately cross the street and keep their eye on the potential threat. 

If the other person crosses the street to follow, the potential threat has been identified before any direct contact has been made. It is precisely this action of crossing the street that changes the situation, which is monitored for more cues by the street-wise person.

Keep in mind that this intuition process is not conscious and acts almost instantaneously. The difference between the two people is that one has trained his intuition while the other has not.

Training Intuition

Imagine now that we are now walking down the road of life and we are confronted with an approaching community issue. There is a sudden rise in violent crime or the water table levels drop year after year or the number of people in drug addiction centers increase. How can we train ourselves to recognize cues, form patterns, and then act in an effective way? 

For answers, I look to how my Progressive Combat Academy instructor trains us in street defense. It can be summarized in one word: simulations.  Experience is by far the most effective teacher. Unfortunately, the difficulty with real-life experience in street defense is that it can at best get you arrested, and at worst get you killed. Therefore, the experience must be simulated.

Thus for training, my instructor has me walk down a street while he provides the source of the potential assaults. After the scenario, we discuss the situation: what I noticed, what I didn’t, sometimes with video feedback. Then we discuss how I could have done it better. After the discussion, it’s back to the simulation.

In time, one attains a new level of intuition. The antenna on the car becomes a potential weapon to use. The nearby gates become a possible escape route. The parked van could hide people. When something does happen, I am prepared to deal with it before it happens.

In much the same way, developing a better intuition about an issue like homelessness could be achieved by direct experience. One could experience homelessness living on the streets, wandering into soup kitchens, or sifting through garbage cans. While this would indeed develop a better “feel” for what it is like being homeless, not everyone has the ability to experience it directly. Thus it would be easier to run through scenarios that simulate the experience without being the experience. One could conceivably create a model or story of what a homeless person would experience.

However, simulations are expensive to run. 

A less costly approach is to learn from the people who have successful experience in dealing with the issues. I’ve learned that this is also no easy task. When I have approached a local software expert at Nortel about a particular problem, he would often say, “It’s obvious what the problem is”. Yes, obvious to him, but not to me. While I may have received the answer, I have not learned the intuition to solve the same problems next time.

Thus, to develop a better intuition from another person’s experiences, it is better to ask what subtle cues he or she is specifically picking up on. Pose hypothetical scenarios to them and ask how they would approach it. Challenge them to dig deeper into their mental models
. In other words, discover the underlying cues and patterns that the person is subconsciously using… in essence, the part that is "obvious" to him or her.

The Wrongness of Intuition

Intuition is a powerful ability that helps us navigate the complexity out there, but it is also important to recognize that those gut feelings are not guaranteed to be correct. I need only think of my experience in Barbados sitting in a taxi driving on what I perceived to be on the wrong side of the road. My muscles would tighten involuntarily every time there was an oncoming car. The correct intuition in Canada was totally wrong on an ex-British island. 

Intuition cannot stand alone.

Therefore, our gut feelings must be continuously evaluated and re-developed in much the same way my instructor would debrief me and then put me back in the simulation followed by yet another debrief. The tools of analysis will go a long way to deciding whether our instantaneous reactions are valid.

The Point

There are many other ways to improve our intuition about the world around us. I have only brushed the surface of the topic. What is important though is that we recognize that our sub-conscious thoughts play a large role in deciding what we “feel” about what course of action to take whether that action is effective or not. Fortunately, it is possible to train our intuition to become more effective.

Intuition is how we translate our experience into action. Wise intuition is then how we translate our experience into wise action. As people striving to improve the community, it only makes sense that we choose the right experiences to build our "feel" for what is wise. 

Only then could one say that the wisdom is deep in our bones and even our soul.
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� Intuition at Work by Gary Klein


� See Fifth Discipline by Peter Senge
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