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The things you know, but don't 

know you know, affect you more 

than you know. That's the bottom 

line of hundreds of experiments 

on the powers of intuition accord-

ing to Psychology Professor David 

G. Myers. Guided by this re-

search, Myers shows that the 

proper use of intuition can help. 

On the other hand, freely fol-

lowed gut feelings can get us into 

serious trouble. 

Myers explains in his book, IN-

TUITION: ITS POWERS AND PER-

ILS (Yale, 2002), that while intui-

tion can provide us with incredi-

ble-and often astounding insights

-it can also dangerously mislead 

us. He shows through psychologi-

cal experiments the powers and 

perils of intuition when: judges 

and jurors determine who is tell-

ing the truth; mental health 

workers predict whether someone 

is at risk for suicide or a crime; 

which baseball player has the 

hot hand or the hot bat; person-

nel directors hire new employ-

ees; and so on.    

Introduction 

Intuition: Brief Overview 

Myers argues that 

experimental evi-

dence has deflated 

people's intuitions 

that quartz crystals 

uplift spirits, which 

subliminal self-help 

tapes reprogram the 

subconscious mind, 

and that 

"therapeutic touch" 

has curative effects. 

However, Myers says 

that, placebos dem-

onstrate the same 

results. "Science", 

Myers remarks, "is a 

long history of learn-

ing how not to fool 

ourselves." We often 

place our fortunes, 

relationships and our 

very lives at the 

mercy of a hunch. 

Therefore, Myers 

believes that it is 

worth using the sci-

entific method to 

explore the powers 

and perils of intui-

tion and to sift fact 

from fancy for self-

preservation. (Myers 

p.10) 

Executive Book 

Summary 

Book By: David G. Myers Prepared For: Keith Walker 

Intuition: Its Powers and Perils 

I cured with the power that came     

through me.  It was the power from the 

outer world, and the visions and ceremo-

nies had only made me like a hole through 

which the power could come to the two-

legged. If I thought that I was doing it 

myself, the hole would close up and no 

power could come through. Then every-

thing I could do would be foolish.                                            

(Black Elk Speaks)  Black Elk (1863-1950)
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Myers states that 

“recent cognitive sci-

ence reveals some 

phenomenal powers 

and notable unpredict-

ability of intuition.” It 

discovers that there is 

an unconscious mind 

where thinking, mem-

ory, and attitudes op-

erate on two levels-

conscious and deliber-

ate, and unconscious 

and automatic. This 

dual processing capa-

bility leads research-

ers to conclude that 

we know more than 

we know we know. 

Modern studies of 

"automatic process-

ing", "subliminal 

priming", implicit 

memory", 

"heuristics", 

"spontaneous trait 

inference", right-

brain processing, in-

stant emotions, non-

verbal communica-

tion, and creativity 

unveil our intuitive 

capacities interfacing, 

but often conflicting, 

with objective reality. 

(Myers p.4-5) 

 

focuses our attention 

in order to stop us 

from thinking every-

thing at once. We can 

smoothly move one 

foot counterclockwise 

and write figures on 

paper but not usually 

at the same time. At-

tending to one task 

diminishes concentra-

tion on another. 

(Myers p.23-28) 

Employing cognitive sci-

ence, Myers explores the 

workings of the uncon-

scious with greater ob-

jectivity than through the 

older psychoanalytic 

methods. The differences 

between conscious and 

unconscious processes 

are readily demonstrated 

in a few simple experi-

ments. For example, con-

sciousness selectively 

Part I: Powers of Intuition 

Knowing Without Awareness 

Left Brian/Right Brain 
laces, or play a musi-

cal instrument and 

talk while doing so. 

We also know that our 

brain has two sides 

that serve two differ-

ent functions: one that 

talks to us for direct 

observation of reason-

ing and the silent 

partner that excels at 

piecing together puz-

zles. One part seems 

to rationalize and 

brims with intelli-

gence, whereas the 

other part engages life 

spontaneously without 

critical reflection. Each 

half of the brain seem-

ingly has a mind of its 

own, yet the two work 

harmoniously to re-

create a holistic vision. 

Somewhere within the 

collaboration of these 

parts lie the mental 

fabric of what is real 

and the departure to 

self-delusion. (Myers 

p.18-20) 

Much like looking at a 

tall tree, we regard 

what we "see" as 

consciousness to rule 

our lives through in-

tentions and deliber-

ate choices. We often 

neglect to consider 

the larger invisible 

part of the number of 

things we have 

learned to do without 

thinking about them-

such as; without co-

ordinating muscles to 

catch a ball, tie shoe-
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The unattended ear in 

"priming" experiments 

awaken associations of 

hardly noticeable 

words that provoke 

emotional interpreta-

tions of ambiguous 

statements. The words 

river or money, when 

paired with the state-

ment "We stood by the 

bank", demonstrates 

that a thought, even 

outside of awareness, 

influences another 

thought or action. In a 

real life situation, 

watching a scary movie 

alone at home can 

prime our thinking, ac-

tivating emotions that 

cause us to interpret 

furnace noises as those 

of a monster.  (Myers 

p.26) 

 

Subliminal Influence 

 

 

unintentionally, effort-

lessly, and without 

awareness can deter-

mine how we interpret 

and recall events.  

Logical thinking and 

trusting hunches are 

not always compatible. 

Sometimes they con-

flict, particularly in so-

cial situations where 

we know how we are 

supposed to feel about 

others. Social psy-

chologist Timothy Wil-

son's findings, for 

example, show that 

our social intuitions 

may lead us else-

where. (Myers p.28) 

Myers cautions us 

through the above 

subliminal influence 

experiments that we 

learn from more than 

just selective aware-

ness. We often over-

look our ability to 

learn through unat-

tended stimuli that 

can subtly affect us. 

Ideas and images 

that we are not nec-

essarily attuned can 

automatically-

“For all of history, our 
ancestors daily observed the 
sun cutting across the sky.  

This had at least two plausible 
explanations: a) The sun was 

circling the Earth, b) the Earth 
was spinning while the sun 

stood still.  Intuition preferred 
the first.  Galileo’s scientific 
observation demanded the 

second” (Myers p. 9)  
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Subliminal        
Influence: 

Information that       
influences our        

behaviour without our 
being consciously 

aware of this         
influence.  

Myers says that our two ways of knowing-automatic (unconscious) 

and controlled (conscious)-integrate seamlessly throughout all as-

pects of mental life. Citing researcher John Bargh, Myers writes, "The 

purpose of consciousness is to connect a parallel mind to a serial 

world. And the unconscious, intuitive inclinations detect and reflect 

the regularities of our personal history." Our storehouse of experi-

ence allows us to strike a golf ball deliberately while at the same 

time we unconsciously coordinate our acquired muscular-skeletal 

patterns to guide our swing. Practical experience, in Bargh's mind, 

cultivates the root of intuition. (Myers p.29-30) 
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Myers explains that 

we consider memory 

to be like a storage 

chest in the brain 

into which we deposit 

material and from 

which we can with-

draw it later if 

needed. According to 

a 1988 ad in Psychol-

ogy Today, "Science 

has proven the accu-

mulated experience 

of a lifetime is pre-

served perfectly in 

your mind." Yet, sci-

ence has proven the 

opposite to be true. 

In fact, we tend to 

embellish the facts 

by revising our life 

histories. In one Uni-

versity of Michigan 

study for reconstruct-

ing memories cited 

by Myers, a national 

sample of high school 

seniors reported their 

attitudes toward mi-

norities, the legaliza-

tion of marijuana, 

and equality for 

women. Nearly a 

decade later their 

attitudes have 

changed, but they 

now recalled earlier 

attitudes akin to their 

current sentiments. 

(Myers p. 68-75) 

Self-serving bias makes us believe that we outperform others. We are 

better drivers, better housekeepers, more intelligent, better looking, 

healthier, more ethical, and so on. We also behave as if others think 

as we do. These self-deceptions may bolster self-esteem, but they 

also exaggerate our intuitive understanding of our place in the world. 

(Myers p.93-98) 

Part II: Perils of Intuition 

Self Serving Bias 

Mispredicting Our Own Feelings 
preference for anes-

thetic free delivery. In 

other studies, people 

would overestimate 

how much better off 

they would be in 

warmer winters, relo-

cations, losing weight, 

more variety, and so 

on. Our intuitive the-

ory suggests that 

when we get what we 

want we are happy. 

Myers disagrees: 

"When we focus on a 

particular event, we 

forget about every-

thing else that mat-

ters and over predict 

our endearing pleas-

ure or pain." (Myers 

p. 78-82) 

Sometimes our intui-

tions are on target, 

says Myers, when we 

anticipate situations 

that excite or disap-

point us. But intui-

tions more often fail 

when predicting an 

emotion's intensity or 

duration. Obstetri-

cians report, for ex-

ample, that women in 

labor occasionally re-

verse their stated 

“No man, deep down in 

the privacy of his heart, 

has any considerable 

respect  for himself” 

Mark Twain (Myers p.93) 
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asked about the way 

that the women re-

sponded, the students 

deduced that the sup-

posedly attractive 

women spoke more 

warmly than the sup-

posedly unattractive 

women. The men's er-

roneous beliefs had 

become a self-fulfilling 

prophecy by leading 

them to act in a way 

that influenced the 

women to fulfill their 

expectation that beau-

tiful women are more 

desirable. (Myers 

p.115-118) 

Belief Perseverance is 

another way that we 

use intuition to interpret 

information in order to 

support an established 

way of life. In a now-

classic study of 

"behavioral confirma-

tion," social psycholo-

gists Mark Snyder, 

Elizabeth Tanke, and 

Ellen Bersheid asked 

University of Minnesota 

male students to talk 

with women over the 

telephone that they 

thought, having been 

shown their picture, 

were either attractive or 

unattractive. When 

Intuition’s Dozen Deadly Sins 

Belief Perseverance 

“When you know a 

thing, to hold that 

you know it; and 

when you don’t 

know a thing, to 

allow that you do 

not  know it; this is 

knowledge.”  

Confucius 2500 BCE 

(Myers p. 103) 
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Memory Construction— Influenced by our 
present moods and by misinformation, we, 
may form false memories and offer dubious 
testimonials. 

Overconfidence— our intuitive assessments of 
our own knowledge are routinely more confi-
dent than correct. 

Misreading our Own Minds— Often we don’t 
not Know what we are doing.  

Fundamental Contribution Error— overly 
attributing others’ behaviour to their disposi-
tions by discounting unnoticed situational 
forces.    

Mispredicting our Own Feelings— we badly 
mispredict the intensity and duration of our 
emotions 

Belief Perseverance and Confirmation Bias—
thanks partially to our preferences for con-
firming information, beliefs are often resilient, 
even after their foundation is discredited. 

Mispredicting our Own Behaviour— our intui-
tive self predictions often go astray, 

Representativeness and Availability— fast and 
frugal heuristics become quick and dirty when 
leading us into illogical and incorrect judg-
ments. 

Hindsight Bias— looking back on events, we 
falsely surmise that we knew it all along. 

Framing— judgments flip-flop depending on 
how the same issue or information is posed. 

Self Serving Bias— in various ways we exhibit 
inflated self assessment. 

Illusionary Correlation— intuitively perceiving 
relationships where non exist. 

(Myers p. 128) 



seem like huge sav-

ings. Or, in another 

example, we would 

rather buy meat that 

is 75% lean than that 

with 25% fat. The 

order of framing 

above exemplifies 

the limits of our in-

tuition. (Myers p.125

-126) 

"Intuitive responses 

are fast and frugal, 

but irrational," writes 

Myers. This is clearly 

illustrated in the way 

that information is 

framed. Consumer 

behaviors are driven 

by marketing ploys 

where huge markups 

on regular prices 

make sale prices 

Heuristics: Fast and Frugal Thinking 

Framing 

Fight or Flight Response Model 

The mind works: “to do 

or die, not to reason or 

to know why” observes 

Robert Ornstein. 

(Myers p.119) 
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Myers adds that our tendency for jumping to conclusions is rooted in 

the early evolutionary mindset for survival, "to do or die, not to rea-

son or know why." However, this intuitive response is misapplied in 

our modern technological society. We employ fight or flight gut reac-

tions according to baser animal instincts and expect this imprinted 

conditioning to provide "quick and dirty" mental shortcuts to resolve 

more complex problems. Our mental maps for the way we read and 

respond to a particular situation, called heuristics in this context, can 

be misleading when we expand typical concepts to fit other circum-

stances. For example, one study of heuristics tells us that we will 

choose an Ivy League classics professor over a truck driver when 

asked to guess which one is likely to be short, slim and likes to read 

poetry. Our tendency to judge something in terms of how well it fits 

our preconceived notions of how it should look oftentimes pre-empts 

our reasoning ability to arrive at a completely different outlook. 

(Myers p.119-125) 
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Anomalies of Our Economic  Intuition 

Risk Intuition (Questions?) 
Time for one more chance to let your intuition point you to the truth: 

I    The terror of September 11, 2001, claimed two-thirds as many lives in one day as the Con-
tinental Army lost (4,435) in the entire Revolutionary War.  In all of the 1990’s, how many 
people were killed by other acts worldwide?  How many in the year 2000? (Terrorism includes 
such acts as the bombing of the destroyer Cole in Yemen, bombings in Northern Ireland, and 
other lethal acts in undeclared wars.) 

 

II.   In the United States, which more frequently causes death?  What’s your hunch? 

All types of accidents, or strokes? 

Motor vehicle accidents (car, truck, and bus combined), or cancer of the digestive system? 

Homicide, or diabetes? 

Commercial air crashes, or rail-crossing accidents? 

 

III.  Which country has more people? 

Australia or Burma 

Iraq or Tanzania? 

Mexico or Brazil? 

 

IV.  In recorded history (since 1867), about how many people have died, worldwide, from 
unprovoked attacks by  great white sharks?    Answers on p.199.   (Myers p. 198) 

“Think of it this way: any 

stock price is roughly the 

midpoint between the 

weight of investors and 

brokers saying sell and 

those saying buy.  Thus we 

can know that brokers who 

want us to pay them 

commissions for their stock 

picking advice are counted 

by other paid brokers giving 

opposite advice” 

 

(Myers p. 163)   
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Part III: Practical Intuition 

When investing hard earned cash we 

frequently make instinctive decisions 

quickly, often smartly, but sometimes 

stupidly, says Myers. Throughout ex-

amples of loss aversion, the endow-

ment effect, the sunk cost effect, an-

choring, and overconfidence, Myers 

shows us that, more often than not, 

we think more irrationally when we 

stand to lose rather than gain some-

thing. "We're therefore conservative 

when given a chance to lock in a win, 

but daring when given a chance to 

avoid a loss." (Myers p. 153-161) 

“Randomness is a difficult   
notion for people to accept. 

When events come in clusters 
and streaks, people look for 
explanations and patterns—

which frequently occur I ran-
dom data—could equally well 

be derived from tossing a 
coin.  So it is in the Stock 

Market as well.”  

Burton G. Malkiel, A Random Walk 
Down Wall Street, 1989. (Myers p. 152) 

 

It’s as if we incarcerated  
every petty criminal with 
zeal, while inviting mass  

murderers into our          
bedrooms. 

 
K.C. Cole, The Universe and the Teacup, 
1999.  (Myers p. 198) 



On risk intuition, Myers invites us to explore why we so often err. 

What influences our intuitions about risk? How might we think 

smarter about risk? 

Four factors mislead our judgment when assessing risk:  

1) biological predisposition;  

2) the availability heuristic;  

3) lack of control; and,  

4) immediacy. 

Myers says that we are biologically prepared to dread dangers faced 

by our ancestors, and therefore, concern ourselves with primal fears. 

Consequently, we tend to dread snakes, lizards, and spiders more 

than the more modern terrors of human evolution. We are thus better 

wired to avoid yesterday's risks than to anticipate today's technologi-

cal dangers. (Myers p. 202-206) 

Why are we so captivated the in psi phenomena, ac-

cording to Myers, is that we tend to look for connec-

tions and seek explanations for unlikely events. The 

perils of intuition discussed earlier make psychic intui-

tion believable whether it is genuine or not. To reiter-

ate these perils: we invent false explanations to jus-

tify our actions; we incorrectly judge our reasoning 

powers; we take intuition for granted as being accu-

rate; we dwell on events that meet our expectations; 

unrelated and often miniscule events seem to grab 

our attention away from the more important issues; 

and we overlook the idea of chance. (Myers p.226-

What Influences our Intuition about Risk 

Psychic Intuition 

Gamblers Intuition 
House, and now Texas 

Hold’em poker - show 

that the odds of win-

ning, say one in a hun-

dred million, don't deter 

those who believe that 

they could be the next 

one to win unfathom-

able riches in return  

for a minuscule invest-

ment. (Myers p.117-

The thrill of the play and 

greed are obvious moti-

vators, but Myers uncov-

ers deeper reasons for 

gambling addiction. To 

start with, we have a 

poor intuition for prob-

abilities. As bettors, we 

are more likely to over-

estimate the chance of a 

big payoff having low 

probabilities of success. 

Mass participation in 

lotto tickets, horseracing 

and Publisher's Clearing 

“Gambling to 

lose rather than 

gambling to win 

reflects peoples 

illusionary 

intuitions, not 

economic 

masochism.” 

(Myers p.225) 
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To briefly summarize a tantalizing viewpoint and thought provoking 

book, Myers' book poignantly tells us that “psychological science re-

veals some astounding powers and notable perils of unchecked intui-

tion, and that creative yet critical thinkers will appreciate both.”  Be-

lievers and skeptics can test spiritual issues-of reincarnation, of near-

death experiences, of the powers of prayer-in order to winnow genu-

ine from pseudo spirituality.  Conceding that there is no perfect vi-

sion for ultimate reality, Myers advocates that we anchor our lives "in 

a rationality and humility that restrains spiritual intuition with critical 

analysis, and in a spirituality that nurtures purpose, love and 

joy."  (Myers p.242-246) 

Summary 

Critical Evaluation 
With the greatest of respect, I humbly challenge the position that 

Myers has taken in his book, Intuition: Its Powers and Perils, al-

though I am intrigued by the overwhelming evidence presented on 

the perils of intuition. I believe intuition plays a greater role and has 

more far reaching consequences than Myers claims. Myers makes a 

half hearted effort to document actual cases of unexplained phe-

nomenon to counter his position and give a semi balanced presenta-

tion on his research on intuition. Myers further neglects the role the 

ethereal plays in our daily lives, Myers insists on hard data, clinical 

findings and hard numbers. It is my opinion that intuition is, by in 

large, varied from person to person; and even from race to race.  

For countless centuries, the Woodland Cree of northern Saskatche-

wan have relied on intuition, and a whole host of other incorporeal 

faculties for their survival. Cosmologically speaking, much of the 

Cree’s daily existence was fed by intuition; reading the weather, 

when to go on a hunt, what kind of medicine to pick and use on a 

certain type of illness, and so on.  Ceremony was another dictating 

factor on how the Woodland Cree would live; the naming, fasting, 

rites of passage, marriage, and death, all these practices were, with-

out exception, tied to human intuition.  

All around the world, people from all walks of life, in one time or an-

other, have relied on a gut feeling or intuition and have made critical 

decisions based on it. I personally believe that science will never be 

able to explain everything.  I believe, we as human beings will con-

tinue to utilize intuition, accurate or not, it will continue to work in 

the background along with sound reasoning.  Black and white, the yin 

and yang, good and evil, all these notions must exist; I believe one 

cannot exist without the other. We are humans-not machines, we 

need to be in the middle somewhere, we are a species that thrive on 

being in a state of flux, and intuition has certainly allowed us to be in 

a state of flux.   

“There is growing evidence that, 

with notable  exceptions, faith is 

indeed associated with increased 

health, happiness, coping, 

character, generosity, and 

volunteerism” 

 

(Myers p.245) 
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