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N O I S E  –  K A H N E M A N ,  S I B O N Y ,  A N D  S U N S T E I N  

A  F L A W  I N  H U M A N  J U D G E M E N T  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: Nobel laureate, Daniel Kahneman, and his team make a case for the 

reduction of noise in judgement.  They argue reducing both bias and noise (inconsistency/variability) is 

necessary to improve decision making.  Accuracy in human judgement is highly desirable, especially for 

our key decision makers.  Relying on checklists and statistics help to reduce noise and produce more 

predictable results.  The authors aren’t saying intuition (gut) is necessarily something to be disregarded, 

but rather informed, discipled, and delayed prior to execution.    

 HIGHLIGHTS 
• The authors define judgement as a measurement, in which the 

human mind is the instrument, with a goal of accuracy – to approach 

truth and minimize error.  The possibility exists that reasonable and 

competent people might disagree, but there is an expectation of 

bounded disagreement.    

• Judgement has two main components: bias and noise. To 

understand errors in judgement we must understand both. 

• Bias is a predictable deviation from the target in a particular direction.  

Noise is inconsistency and undesirable variability in judgements that 

should be identical.   

• Bad judgement is easier to identify than good judgement.     

• Individuals are noisy.  A person’s mood has a significant affect on the results of complex judgements.   

• Confidence is not a guarantee of accuracy.  People that believe themselves capable of an impossibly 

high level of predictive accuracy are not just overconfident, they are unpredictable and deny the 

reality of uncertainty.   

• When making a one-time judgement, attempting to think statistically about similar decisions can help 

improve the decision and reduce noise.   

• Good judgement depends on: what you know, how well you think, and HOW you think.  You can be 

experienced and smart, but being humble, actively open-minded, and willing to learn from new 

information improves judgement.   

• We tend to put more weight in people who trust themselves rather than those who are willing to 

reveal their doubts. 

• Checklists improve decisions, prevent repetition of previous errors, and reduce noise. 

THOUGHTS 

• On the heels of Kahneman’s Thinking Fast and Slow, Noise was less practical.  The authors even 

admit some of the time/effort an institution would put into reducing noise could result in significant 

diminishing returns.  However, a heavy dose of humility and pausing to validate intuition with data can 

improve judgement.  Knowing that something as simple as a lack of sleep, mood, or being famished 

can affect judgement is useful when going into periods of complex decision making.   
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NOTEWORTHY QUOTES 

 
“Some judgements are biased: they are systematically off target.  Other judgements are noisy, as people 

who are expected to agree end up at very different points around the target.  Many organizations, 

unfortunately, are afflicted by both bias and noise.” – 4 

  

“To understand error in judgement, we must understand both bias and noise.” – 5 

  

“Noise was like a leak in a basement.  It was tolerated not because it was thought acceptable but 

because it had remained unnoticed.” – 30 

  

“Confidence is nurtured by the subjective experience of judgements that are made with increasing fluency 

and ease, in part because they resemble judgements made in similar cases in the past.” – 31 

  

“Bad judgement is easier to identify than good judgement.” – 33 

  

“Our conclusion is simple: wherever there is judgement, there is noise, and more of it than you think.” - 33 

  

“From the perspective of noise reduction, a singular decision is a recurrent decision that happens only 

once.  Whether you make a decision only once or a hundred times, your goal should be to make it in a 

way that reduces both bias and noise.” – 38 

  

“Judgement can therefore be described as measurement in which the instrument is a human 

mind.  Implicit in the notion of measurement is the goal of accuracy – to approach truth and minimize 

error.  The goal of judgement is not to impress, not to take a stand, not to persuade.” – 39 

  

“As we define it, a judgement is a conclusion that can be summarized in a word or phrase.” – 40 

  

“Noise in their judgement implies error. …But, like measuring instruments, the people who make 

judgements who are never perfect.  We need to understand and measure their errors.” – 41 

  

“This book is about professional judgements, broadly understood, and it assumes that whoever makes 

such a judgement is competent and aiming to get it right.  However, the very concept of judgement 

involves a reluctant acknowledgment that you can never be certain that a judgement is right.” – 43 

  

“A matter of judgement is one with some uncertainty about the answer and where we allow for the 

possibility that reasonable and competent people might disagree.” – 43 

  

“Matters of judgement, including professional judgements, occupy a space between questions of fact or 

computation on the one hand and matters of taste or opinion on the other.  They are defined by the 

expectation of bounded disagreement.” – 44 

  

“System noise is inconsistency, and inconsistency damages the credibility of the system.” – 53 

  

“System noise is undesirable variability in the judgements of the same case by multiple individuals.” – 78 
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“…mood has a measurable influence on what you think: what you notice in your environment, what you 

retrieve from your memory, how you make sense of these signals.  But mood has another, more 

surprising effect: it also changes how you think.” – 86 

  

“People in a good mood are more cooperative and elicit reciprocation.” – 87 

  

“On the other hand, a good mood makes us more likely to accept our first impressions as true without 

challenging them.” – 87 

  

“We have described these studies of mood in some detail because we need to emphasize an important 

truth: you are not the same person at all times.  As your mood varies (something you are, of course, 

aware of), some features of your cognitive machinery vary with it (something you are not fully aware 

of).  If you are shown a complex judgement problem, your mood in the moment may influence your 

approach to the problem and the conclusions you reach, even when you believe that your mood has no 

such influence and even when you are can confidently justify the answer you found.  In short, you are 

noisy.” – 89 

  

“You can often be quite confident in your assessment of which of two candidates looks better, but 

guessing which of them will actually be better is an altogether different kettle of fish.” – 115 

  

“One review of intuition in managerial decision making defines it as ‘a judgement for a given course of 

action that comes to mind with an aura or conviction of rightness or plausibility, but without clearly 

articulated reasons for justifications – essentially ‘knowing’ but without knowing why.’” – 138 

  

“Confidence is no guarantee of accuracy, however, and many confident predictions turn out to be 

wrong.  While both bias and noise contribute to prediction errors, the largest source of such errors is not 

the limit on how good predictive judgements are.  It is the limit on how good they could be.” – 138 

  

“People who believe themselves capable of an impossibly high level of predictive accuracy are not just 

overconfident.  They don’t merely deny the risk of noise and bias in their judgements.  Nor do they simply 

deem themselves superior to other mortals.  They also believe in the predictability of events that are in 

fact unpredictable, implicitly deny the reality of uncertainty.  In the terms we have used here, this attitude 

amounts to a denial of ignorance.” – 145 

  

“As long as algorithms are not nearly perfect – and, in many domains, objective ignorance dictates that 

they will never be – human judgement will not be replaced.  That is why it must be improved.” – 146 

  

“Relying on causal thinking about single case is a source of predictable errors.  Taking the statistical view, 

which we will also call the outside view, is a way to avoid these errors.” – 157 

  

“…because of confirmation bias and desirability bias, we will tend to collect and interpret evidence 

selectively to favor a judgement that, respectively, we already believe or wish to be true.” – 169 

  

“We are not all highly confident all the time, but most of the time we are more confident that we should 

be.” – 203 

  

“Whenever you make a judgement, you carry your own baggage, too.  You come with the habits of mind 

you formed on the job and the wisdom you gained from your mentors.  You bring along the successes 
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that built your confidence and the mistakes that you are careful not to repeat.  And somewhere in your 

brain are the formal rules you remember, those you forgot, and those you learned that it is okay to 

ignore.  No one is exactly like you in all these respects; your stable pattern errors are unique to you.” - 

206 

  

“The uniqueness of people’s personalities is what makes them capable of innovation and creativity, and 

simply interesting and exciting to be around.  When it comes to judgement, however, that uniqueness is 

not an asset.” – 209 

  

“Despite the evidence of its presence and the multiple mechanisms that product it, noise is rarely 

mentioned as a major factor in judgement.  How is this possible?  Why do we never invoke noise to 

explain bad judgements, whereas we routinely blame biases?  Why is it so unusual to give much thought 

to noise as a source of error, despite its ubiquity?” – 217 

  

“…our ordinary way of making sense of the world around us makes it all but impossible to recognize the 

role of noise.” – 217 

  

“A psychological bias is a legitimate causal explanation of a judgement error if the bias could have been 

predicted in advance or detected in real time.” – 218 

  

“The ease with which bad judgements can be explained leaves no space for noise in our accounts of 

errors.  The invisibility of noise is direct consequence of causal thinking.  Noise is inherently statistical: it 

becomes visible only when we think statistically about an ensemble of similar judgements.” – 219 

  

“In other words: good judgements depend on what you know, how well you think, and how you 

think.  Good judges tend to be experienced and smart, but they also tend to be actively open-minded and 

willing to learn from new information.”  - 225 

  

“We tend to put more trust in people who trust themselves than we do in those who show their doubts.” – 

228 

  

“The case for relying on a checklist is clear: checklists have a long history of improving decisions in high-

stakes contexts and are particularly well suited to preventing the repetition of past errors.” – 242 

  

“… goal is to prevent an unspecified range of potential errors before they occur.” – 243 

  

“Just like handwashing and other forms of prevention, decision hygiene is invaluable but 

thankless.  Correcting a well-identified bias may at least give you a tangible sense of achieving 

something.  But the procedures that reduce noise will not.  They will, statistically, prevent many 

errors.  Yet you will never know which errors.  Noise is an invisible enemy, and preventing the assault of 

an invisible enemy can yield only invisible victory.  Given how much damage noise can cause, that 

invisible victory is nonetheless worth the battle.” – 244 

  

“…it is hard to agree with reality if you cannot agree with yourself.” – 253 

  

“The first step to reduce noise must be, of course, to acknowledge its possibility.” – 255 

  



 
 
 

N O I S E :  A  F l a w  i n  H u m a n  J u d g e m e n t  –  K a h n e m a n                                  D O D R E A D S  

 

 

5 

 
 

“The phrase judgement call implies both the possibility of disagreement and the expectation that it will be 

limited.  Matters of judgement are characterized by an expectation of bounded disagreement.” – 362 

  

“Eliminating bias from a set of judgements will not eliminate all error.  The errors that remain when bias is 

removed are not shared.  They are the unwanted divergence of judgements, the unreliability of the 

measuring instrument we apply to reality.  They are noise.  Noise is variability in judgements that should 

be identical.” – 363 

  

“…bias and noise are independent and additive sources of error.  Obviously, bias is always bad and 

reducing it always improves accuracy.  Less initiative is the fact that noise is equally bad and that 

reducing noise is always an improvement.” – 363 

  

“The infinite variety of backgrounds, personalities, and experiences that make each of us unique is also 

what makes noise inevitable.” – 370 

  

“The goal of judgement is accuracy, not individual expression.” – 371 

  

“Think statistically, and take the outside view of the case.” – 371 

  

“People cannot be faulted for failing to predict the unpredictable, but they can be blamed for a lack of 

predictive humility.” – 372 

  

“Structure judgements into several independent tasks.” – 372 

  

“Resist premature intuitions… Decision makers clearly need to be comfortable with their eventual choice 

and attain the rewarding sense of intuitive confidence.  But they should not grant themselves this reward 

prematurely.  An intuitive choice that is informed by a balanced and careful consideration of the evidence 

is far superior to a snap judgement.  Intuition need not be banned, but it should be informed, disciplined, 

and delayed.” – 373 

  

 


