
Episode 27: Thinking In Bets

JJ

I'm really excited to talk about this book. I love this book, I got a lot out of this book. So, I think the first
thing I'd like to ask both of you and Susan, I'll go to you first. Why did you like this book?

Susan

Yes, thank you JJ for this opening question. Simply, I love the focus on making better decisions and
acknowledging how luck, uncertainty and bias affect outcome quality. Annie Duke talks about resulting
the difference between decision quality and outcome quality. And I just appreciate her deep dive into
the different types of biases, blind spot bias, confirmation bias and hindsight bias amongst other
concepts. And in Product, I think this is super relevant because we often kind of highlight our abilities
and skills around making smart decisions and modeling good judgment. And those, I think are commonly
understood as hallmarks of effective product leaders. So I think it's important to reflect on how our own
individual beliefs and lived experiences might influence the decisions we make at work.

JJ

Yeah, I love that. And Julia, why did you like the book?

Julia

Okay. To give a little context, this is one of my first Product roles and I'm at a newer startup that doesn't
have established processes or that Product culture yet. So, get to define a lot of it, which is cool. But
what helps is being able to borrow these frameworks and ways of thinking to explain to others how I'm
coming to these decisions. And so, this gives me some of that, words to explain in the stories. It's got a
practical mix of theory and stories that let me see how it fits into my own life. And then, I get to use
those stories at work as well, which is helpful.

Of course, the biases, is always helpful to kind of check yourself. And Annie Duke kind of mention, you
can assemble a truth seeking group to help reduce that. And so, I'm very conscious of the people that I'm
inviting into some of those decision making groups, both at work and in my personal life. And yeah, we
are all dealing with a lot of uncertainty in the world and in product decisions and communicating that it's
a bet and that you can get people on your side by explaining you're trying to get to an answer rather
than appeal to whoever's opinion is highest up, the highest paid person's opinion, not trying to fall into
any of that. So, I think it's been really valuable for me to think about Product through Thinking in Bets.

JJ

Awesome. And I would agree, just to answer my own question. One of the reasons I loved it is, just
anything that can help us make better decisions and it really put a spin on it that was so interesting and
so, so relevant for product management obviously. And so I just loved it. I've actually used some of it in
my life and, of course, in product management. So it's a great book.

So one part of the book that I specifically love is where the author Annie Duke talks about using
uncertainty to our advantage. Here's a quote that I want to read from the book. "We are discouraged
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from saying, I don't know, or I'm not sure. We regard those expressions as vague, unhelpful and even
evasive. But getting comfortable with, 'I'm not sure.' is a vital step to being a better decision maker. We
have to make peace with not knowing." I think that is so critical in product management, is we don't
often have all of the data and we work in ambiguity and we don't know everything. So, what do you
think of this line of thinking? Have you become comfortable in your career with, I don't know? I'll send
this question to you, Julia.

Julia
Yeah, thanks for asking that. I think it's not only is uncertainty scary for most people, most people shy
away from it and don't even realize that they're doing it. So being able to call that out as a known
unknown is really helpful. And I feel like using that language disarms a lot of people who feel like they
have to know everything to be able to come to the table or be able to contribute to a conversation.

I actually think the biggest opportunities for significant growth so far in my career have come from not
only being okay with uncertainty, but knowing that's something I'm willing to take on that others might
not. So examples, where during COVID when everything kind of shut down, gathered a bunch of student
volunteers, we were able to develop and send out 18,000 face shields in just over three weeks and no
one nominated anyone, it was just moving forward, everyone was rapid responding. Joining any startup
for everyone is owning that uncertainty and saying, "I can do this even though there's a lot of
unknowns." So, I do think design thinking has a lot of those tools that make you trust the process and
your tool set and your kind of gut decisions and your decision making ability rather than just kind of
known knowns and situations that you've gone through before. So, I like it.

JJ

Yeah. Yeah, absolutely agree. So switching gears a little bit, another part that I just took so much from in
this book was basically the idea that our bets are only as good as our beliefs. So again, Annie Duke talks
about how when we hold a belief that drives our thinking and what bets we make, even if that belief is
not true. So regardless of if the belief is true or not, it's going to drive our actions, our thinkings, and
what bets we ultimately take.

And to me, that's akin to confirmation bias. We believe something and then magically everything around
us appears to confirm that belief. And so, here's another quote that I thought really hit the head of this
concept which was, "Truth seeking, the desire to know the truth regardless of whether the truth aligns
with the beliefs we currently hold is not naturally supported by the way we process information. We may
think of ourselves as open-minded and capable of updating our beliefs based on new information, but
the research conclusively shows otherwise. Instead of altering our beliefs to fit the new information, we
do the opposite, altering our interpretation of that information to fit our beliefs." And wow, haven't we
all done that, right, in life and in product management? So Susan, I want to go to you on this. What are
your thoughts on this? Have you had any luck with being very intentional about seeking out the truth
even if sometimes it's contrary to your current beliefs?

Susan

Yes, thank you. This is a really, this concept of truth seeking, I found really interesting because it actually
was one of the concepts that was more challenging for me to wrap my head around. Because I think that
there's a question of, "What really is truth?" And I very much agree with or was enlightened by her,
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Annie Duke's emphasis on just thinking about how we process information, especially in today's age
when we have lots of social channels where that are based on algorithms and they feeding information
based on existing searches or even conversations that you have if you want to talk about voice
algorithms. And I think there is a difference between the, kind of what you see versus how you interpret
the information.

So for example, when we think about what is truth, if you ask two people to watch the same exact video,
I'm sure you've come across some of these videos or these kind of optical illusion videos and you ask,
"What did you see?" I think more of often than not, you're bound to hear two different responses. So
although they're literally looking at the same data, the interpretation is different. And so I think in
Product, the proxy to truth is actually delineating the difference between the things you notice, there's
facts and observations of, the sky is blue, there's two people talking, when we observed this study, when
this person interacted with this interface, they clicked on this button. So facts and observations versus
the assumptions and inferences you might make from those observations. And I like to describe this
difference as the difference between the what and the so what, sometimes. And so, I think that's
something that really resonates with how I try to seek out truth, is just comparing and contrasting the
difference between what I'm noticing versus kind of my assumptions around that.

JJ

Yeah, I love that. Julia, what do you think?

Julia

Yeah, I love that kind of take on it. And it's true that there isn't a good way to define truth and even
asking about, to get really meta to talk about truth, what is the discussion around that? It reminds me of
that as product managers we have the biggest breadth of visibility into all these different activities and
different domains and I forget that things that I hold to be true may not. It's not that someone will argue
that it's not true, they just might not be aware of that. Especially in a remote world, it's so hard to have
things be visible and work be visible. And we're trying to gather facts and opinions, so it's not exactly a
clear line of, "I only want facts and no one's opinions." How does the user's truth slightly be more
prevalent than any of our individual biases and opinions while designing for someone that's not in the
room? I think that's the classic problem of user research and having a lot of assumptions around
someone else's truth off just a few interactions and experiences and all of that.

How do you find yourself... Susan, actually directing this one to you? Do you find yourself with that
cognitive dissonance when you're talking about something and you realize someone is just holding a
completely different truth?

Susan

Yeah. I also thought about, thinking about perspectives and framing situations and context. In Product, a
lot of what we do as product leaders is to communicate and try to align teams around direction, strategy,
north stars. And then also, when we're doing user research and design, yes, there's that added burden of
designing for people that, a range of diversity that maybe is not represented in the company that you
work for and that's just the nature of things.
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So yeah, I think there's this sense of, "What might be the frame, this person's frame? What is the
language or the lexicon that they might use?" And so, I find sometimes even talking with team members,
if I talk about, even saying, "Hey, let's do a retro.", or I'm just kind of peppering the conversation with
some language that is known as, within the product management world, but maybe in data science or
maybe in engineering they don't use the same terminology. That already can be sometimes a tension, I
don't want to say it's a tension area necessary, but it can be a kind of signal that, "Okay, we need to
pause and just align on language."

Julia

I'm shocked when three people from different disciplines argue the same truth with different language
and think they're disagreeing. And sitting in [inaudible 00:14:09], we have the same goal here and I don't
know why it feels contentious when we're repeating things with kind of different lens on it. So yeah-

JJ

I think that's a great point. Yeah, all of these are great points.

Susan

Maybe one other reflection I'll share is, I've started to experiment with just trying to understand people's
different mental models and metaphors for what something looks like. This kind of goes into cling
language, the practice of that. But in an offsite I recently had with a startup that I was working with,
when we said, "Imagine an animal that represents this framework...", I'm speaking kind of vaguely cause
it's more about your own personal values, yet people were envisioning different animals. Someone had
an octopus that they're imagining for this particular framework, someone was imagining a horse. And I
think about, how are we making as product leaders space to just bring forth and make our own mental
model's visible, recognize them and then figure out, "Okay, of all these different models and languages
that were terminology that's being juggled in your head, how do we as a team align on what the
language that we want to use moving forward?"

JJ

And what's interesting about this line of the conversation is, Susan, that last point you made, I like that
exercise. Because if you say to a group of people, "Think of an animal." Likely that they're all going to
think of different animals, right? And you may have someone just coincidentally think of the same one.
But it brings kind of, back to the point of that Julia mentioned which was, we don't always have the same
context, we don't always have the same perspective and nor should we, right? And so, we talk about
this, the truth...

And Susan, I loved how you started this conversation was, "What is the truth?" Because in product
management there is not a right and wrong, a black and white, this is absolutely the truth and that is
absolutely not the truth, that's not how we work. There's so often, this is a good opportunity, that's a
good opportunity, maybe this is slightly better. But to bring all of those different perspectives together
and then ultimately come to some decision or some, how we want to call, truth, is so important. And so,
that was an interesting part of the book that, frankly this conversation is even bringing out more and
more insights. And so, hopefully the audience who have read the book through this conversation, they're
even thinking about it a little bit differently. I know I am and we're 10 minutes in, so I love this.
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I do want to go to another kind of section of the book and have the same type of dialogue around. So,
this one specifically is in chapter three. And within that chapter there's a section called, Outcomes are
feedback. And I particularly like this because it's so relevant in product management. We have a belief,
we make a bet and then there's some set of outcomes that occur from that action, that bet that we
make. Then it's up to us to learn and make another bet based on those learnings. To our point earlier
that we all have different perspectives, there's not necessarily one truth.

And so, it's not always easy to take a course and we know for sure that's going to be the right course,
that's not how it works. So we make a bet, there's some sort of outcomes that happen from that and
then we have to as a team and as product management learn from that and make another bet. That's
not always easy though, the learning and the learning loop, if you will, the feedback loop, that doesn't
happen all of the time in product management. So, my question to you, Susan, I'll go to you first and
then Julia please chime in as well. But are there particular ways that you found that have worked really
well in taking the learnings and incorporating that learning loop back into a team's work?

Susan

Yes, the learning loop. I think that sometimes that's a buzzword in product management also in different
frameworks and articles that you might read. And I really loved Annie Duke's kind of, just perspective on
emphasizing the value of learning. And I think it's challenging for teams because there's a, I think there's
two parts to the learning loop, one is just starting to develop the habit and the practice of just giving,
measuring data or information and then incorporating that into your decision making process. And then
there's actually the process itself like, "What is our process?"

And so, I think there are different practices that I've used around just, "Hey, for teams, maybe don't have
a lot of data, there's a lot of uncertainty, especially with startups." Just having weekly reflections. So, we
are not getting into putting pressure on, "Hey, we need to do a lot of instrumentation or implementation
of product ops, but let's just share our own perspectives on how are we tracking on a scale of one to 10."
Just some sort of quantitative measure and then some, one qualitative measure, "Why or why not?
What's the reason for that, for your rating?" So, I think weekly reflections are really helpful and
insightful.

The other thing I might just tease out here is around the practice around information accessibility that
Julia kind of mentioned a little bit earlier in our conversation. Part of learning is having access to the
information so that you can have, so can surface the inputs that get fed back into the loop. And if it's
hard to access that information or if it's resides in people's minds, it can be challenging to try to figure
out, "Well, what are the measures that we're incorporating into this loop?" So when we talk about
process and how do you build a process for your learning loop, I think that kind of starts with
understanding, "Well how do we just make information accessible and visible?"

JJ

I love that. Julia, what do you think?

Julia
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I want to give the [inaudible 00:20:26] side of your last [inaudible 00:20:27] of like, I think there's the
concept that she brings up of resulting, our tendency to equate the quality of a decision with the quality
of its outcome. And I know JJ asked about the outcome, but to give the other side of it is, how do you
present those stories without the outcome and see whether you would've changed any of decisions
based on what you knew at the time.

And so, my personal framework, I try to keep consistent whether outcomes are good or bad, which is
just like +-delta, "What went well? What didn't go well? What should be changed?" And I think that
works on a micro lens when I'm thinking about my own actions, it works on a team lens when you're
doing a retro, works on just a larger philosophical lens when you're talking about processes and overall
systems.

And the other concept that was near the end of the book that I liked was the, recruiting your past and
future selves to try to give a different take on how you would approach a decision, whether
postmortems, premortems. I think IBM has a whole kind of strategy around premortems and how if
you're viewing it from that lens people offer different perspectives. And if you were saying, "What are
the risks in this project?", which is where we usually leave it at the end of a deck.

And the other part of that is, while I was learning to be a product person, I realized very quickly there is
no truth, there is no right answer, every system is so dynamic and information available to you is so
different. Can you judge yourself based on your outcomes or is it that confidence in the product mindset
and decision making?

So one thing I would do with tough projects whether it was a good or a bad outcome, I would try to list
out all the key milestones and some of the decisions and things that were highlight in my mind at the
time. And then, I'll invite other product managers that are more senior to just tell me what they would
do in those situations. So that was really helpful way for me to learn what their approach is to PMing and
collaborate with them better as well and try to understand their strengths. So a lot of, I also personally
really think lifelong learnings a core value and thought a lot about how these frameworks fit into my own
actions. I don't know.

JJ

Yeah, I love that. And I really like that you brought up the resulting concept and how we tend to bias the
result of a decision on whether the process of the decision was good and that's not how we should do it.
It's not easy. So I love that you brought that up, Julia.

So that brings me to the next part of the conversation related to this continuous lifelong learning. It's
such a part of product management. We all have to do that. We're all constantly learning about
something either our customers, our markets or the craft itself of product management. So, in the book,
Duke mentions the benefits of recognizing just a few extra learning opportunities compound over time.
The cumulative effect of being a little better at decision making, like compound interest can have huge
effects in the long run on everything we do. Again, think about that. That was very poignant, it is a very
kind of amazing part of the book because it's not about going from A to Z and becoming this great
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product manager overnight, it's about learning a little bit more and compounding the benefit and the
value of making a little better decisions across the way. So Susan, go to you then Julia. What is an
unexpected learning opportunity from a personal belief being challenged that you've identified in your
career?

Susan

Yes. Learning opportunities and running into unexpected things. I love this question. I have a personal
belief that, and this could be unpopular, that the mantras around ship fast and often and fail fast
mantras can be super problematic when they're used without added context on why. I'll just kind of copy
out that statement. So that's just a personal belief.

I've been in product for a while now and working with different types of teams in the kind of innovation
but also scale up space. And so, usually there is a desire to accelerate velocity. That just is this term that's
used a lot. So let's just ship fast and often, fail fast, let's learn as we go. However, sometimes I think, well
we are also as product managers thinking about, "How do we best deploy our resources in our time?"
And so I think I, the why, I think gets into how do we actually better support our teams on navigating
decisions and make better decisions? And this kind of goes into the book, obviously. But how do we
embrace experimentation and figure out what are the details that are worth paying attention to?

Because JJ as you mentioned, as we learn over time, we're just getting more inputs, a lot more noise.
And so, product leads, I try to support them in, how do we easily navigate between the 10,000 foot view
and the details and figure out which details matter? And so, I think this, my belief, my initial kind of belief
around ship fast and often sometimes it makes me think, "Oh, actually we really should be thinking
about learning velocity. But I do recognize that we have the strike a balance. We want to learn, but we
still want to move forward and make progress and continue momentum. So, that's one way where I think
my belief has been challenged a little bit, I think speed does matter, but also we also have to think, take
into account how we navigate and figure out how we focus on what matters the most.

JJ

Yeah, that's amazing. And I like how you came to the ultimate conclusion, but you also mentioned
something, learning velocity, which I think is awesome. And if we could incorporate that into, "Yes of
course, we have to execute. Yes of course, we have to ship at some point." and all of that, but if we can
also measure ourselves on learning velocity and then that, "How do we put that learning back in and tie
it back to the next shipment?", or what have you. I think that's awesome. So I love that advice and that
viewpoint. So Julia, what about you? Unexpected learning opportunity.

Julia

Yeah, I'm actually going to relate it a little bit back to Susan's kind of call to product managers having to
manage time and resources for themselves and for their team and for the company's bottom line and
outcomes there.

I think my belief coming from a more preprofessional school and in product and hustle culture and
startups and healthcare, all of those, I think it's productivity in being busy is at the top of your
optimization to priorities. So, velocity for your scrum teams, different things. But I think there's a shifting
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societal expectation and with hybrid work, you're not really trying to clock the most hours because
you're always on. So if you're not optimizing for max velocity and things shipped every second and every
week, then what is at the top of that pyramid? And I think that's forced me to reconsider my approach to
working in teams as well as my own kind of approach to optimization.

And I'm calling out to psychological safety and project from Google. They kind of went through what
makes good managers and regardless of the team's approach and their preferences and what type of
leader they had, they found that teams being accountable to each other and having that psychological
safety was a lot more effective in team stability and outcomes and output and actually all of those things
that we care about probably from a productive team. I just used the word productive, but you know
what I mean.

There's a quote, it's probably from a tweet thread or something but, "One of the biggest waste that a
startup is valuable, people delivering the wrong work at high quality." That challenged me really early on
because a lot of people look busy and productive, but when you map it to the larger company outcomes,
is that really where we want to be burning people out on solo endeavors where they're kind of running
at their to-do list?

There's the concept of peace time and war time CEOs and how management changes depending on
what the situation is for your company. And startups, a lot of the time you're in max change, you're not
really trying to create the same process that'll last for five years, it's more of a, "This will work for now,
it's the best choice we have." and moving on.

And for that, I think a team that operates well and is resilient and accountable to each other just
performs so much better than a team that's already slightly burnt out from always hitting their max
velocity, every sprint, even if the goal isn't always clear on what you're trying to learn out of that sprint.

JJ

Yeah, good insights. So, another part of the book that I really love is when Annie Duke talks about being a
data sharer. So again, here's a quote, her words are amazing and eloquent. So I love just reading some
quotes from the book to set us up in context. So, "Be a data sharer. In fact, that's one of the reasons
experts become experts. They understand that sharing data is the best way to move toward accuracy
because it extracts insight from your listeners of the highest fidelity." So Susan, what is one effective way
that you share data to get the best of your team and/or stakeholders?

Susan

As product managers, one of our core responsibilities is to build and communicate on roadmaps, sending
direction and communicating, what is the direction, what can we expect to the teams to deliver and
when. Some roadmaps I'll recognize don't talk about deadlines or timelines, it's more about sequencing,
connectivities. At the same time I think, in terms of getting the best out of your team and your
stakeholders, we have to understand our audiences. And it's almost like putting on your communication
strategy 101 hat. You have to understand your audiences. Are you speaking to executive stakeholders?
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Are you kind of working with your internal product team? Are you partnering and collaborating with
external partners?

And based on your audience and your distribution channels, you'll have to think about how do you,
maybe, how might you change or alter or tease out the information that you need to communicate to
the audience. So specifically that might mean, hey, maybe I have a roadmap where it's very high level,
there are a couple slides I share with partners and with the team. I might get very detailed, it might be in
a third party platform and you have dates and quarterly timelines and outcomes and metrics. But I think
to get the best out of your team, we have to think about, how do we share information in different
formats based on your audience.

JJ

Great. And Julia, do you have an effective way that you share data to get the best from your team as
stakeholders?

Julia

Yeah, I think communicating and sharing data especially and data that relates to my decision making and
the truth I'm trying to show of the problem we're working in. So calling back to all the previous
discussion. That's really important. And in my first PM role and working in healthcare, I feel like I had a
lot to learn very quickly. And I had a very simple rule through all of that which was, just balance my input
and output. So, if I'm learning a lot, I spent a morning just googling things and reading papers and going
through things. Who did I tell that information to? How did that change my mind? And can I push that
insight to another team member, someone I'm collaborating with?

If I'm spending a week [inaudible 00:34:00] fighting fires, writing tickets, doing all of that output, it's like,
"Well, what am I learning that's informing those decisions? Am I doing enough user research? Am I
making time for inputs to affect the outputs that I'm doing?" So, that's worked for me and it works in so
many situations. So that's kind of my, just remember to share out.

JJ

Yeah, I love that role. That's a great trick there. Balance your input and output. If you're doing a lot of
learning, who are you sharing it with? You're doing a lot of work, what are you learning along the way?
That's a really great way to create a good habit in a somewhat easy way. So I love that. Julia, I'm actually
going to start with you on this question. So you're up, this is the final question. What is the most
important piece of advice or learning that you took from this book?

Julia

Okay. I'm going to relate this one back to Women In Product. And this quote, again from Annie Duke is,
"Expressing our level of confidence also invites people to be our collaborators." So, I think we all struggle
with confidence in different ways, especially in product and women and product and a lot of
stakeholders that you have to build trust with repeatedly. And every time you work with someone new,
you have to start that confidence building process again. And you can build confidence by sharing data,
by explaining your decision making, by whatever burden of proof is needed for that stakeholder. But
instead of having to prove myself, I think it's more helpful to just express, "These are the bets and the
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different paths we could take. What's your decision making framework? What do you think of this
approach?" And I really love that kind of reframe of, it's not my confidence, it's our general kind of
decision making confidence in these different bets.

JJ

Great. Love that. And Susan, what about you? What was your most important learning?

Susan

Yeah. Well, I just want to say, Julia, I really love the quote that you pulled out. Confidence, I love that.
Yes, I think it's super important to understand whether, again, whether we're rating or sharing with
others, just what is our take on based on the information that we have. But my big star, big north star
takeaway is about separating decision quality and outcome quality. So, going back to the foundation of
Annie Duke's term called the resulting. And I think that's especially important because in context of
business strategy and product strategy, we know that effective prioritization are essential and kind of
outcome focus roadmaps are essential ingredients to sustainable product success.

Sometimes as part leads though, we'll take it on ourselves. If the outcome isn't what we expect, we then
question our decisions. And that was the kind of aha moment for me, is just having confidence that our
decision, how we make decisions can actually be sound regardless of the outcomes. And so, to me, this
all ladders up at the end of the day to how leaders and teams make decisions and then how they
leverage outcome data to evolve their strategy and their processes.

JJ

Yeah. And I will just piggyback on that because that was also my big takeaway, Susan. Which was, the
being able to separate decision quality and outcome quality. And that is really difficult, I think. I'm a big
sports fan, and so you hear a lot of athletes say, "Trust the process. Even if I didn't win the game, or even
if I didn't get the hit, or even if I didn't whatever." The process of preparation and... So same thing with
us. Trust the process that the decision making process and our abilities there was okay, even if the
outcome turned out differently than we liked. And I think that's a huge learning for all of us.

I also coupled that with another thing from the book that we talked about earlier, which is our beliefs
drive our bets and being open to changing our beliefs with different data. I think that's part of that good
decision making process or that quality. The outcome quality will improve if the process improves. And
so, trusting that and being able to separate that and actually see a difference between the outcome
versus the way we went along with the decision, I think is important. So that was my north star as well.

So, this has been an amazing conversation. I've loved talking about this great book with the two of you,
Julia Lynn and Susan Leo, thank you so much. This is JJ Rory and thank you all for letting us share our
insights on Thinking in Bets.
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