
THE JOURNAL OF APPLIED CHRISTIAN LEADERSHIP PAGE  9

OVERRIDING THE
AUTOMATIC SYSTEM
Have you ever met a math genius
who has won advanced math com-
petitions, but has difficulty keep-
ing his checking account going
without bouncing checks? If you
feel like asking, How can people
•be so ingenious at some tasks and
so clueless at others?Ž you would
not be alone. In their book Nudge,
Thaler and Sunstein (2009) pursue
this question in some detail (see
book review in this issue). 

Scientists think that they have
found at least part of the answer to
these seeming contradictions. They
point to two distinctive kinds of
thinking our brain engages in.  The
first kind, the Automatic System,is
intuitive and automatic„not really
conscious •thinking.Ž It kicks in as
we get nervous when our airplane
hits turbulence. The other, the
Reflective System,is rational and
engages in actual •thinking.Ž
That•s when we tell ourselves,
•Planes are very safe!Ž as we try 
to calm down. 

The problem is that the
Automatic System can often mis-
lead you. A few years ago I learned
the hard way that automatic deci-
sions can be dangerous. During a
visit in London I was was almost hit
by a car coming from the •wrongŽ
side. Yes, you guessed right. Before
crossing a busy road I automatically
looked„the wrong way, despite the
big letters on the pavement to look

right. My conscious thinking was
just too slow to correct what I 
normally do automatically. 

Fortunately the Automatic
System can be trained, but it takes
a bit of time and effort. How can
you use this insight as a leader?
Thaler and Sunstein invite you to
become a choice architect. Design
choice elements in your company
in such a way that they will
•nudgeŽ people towards making
choices that are in their best inter-
est. Research has shown that small
changes in the context can have
dramatic effects. It can be as sim-
ple as putting the unhealthy food
choices in your company cafeteria
out of the first line of reach. 
Source: Thaler, R. H., & Sunstein, C. R.
(2009). Nudge: Improving decisions about
health, wealth, and happiness.New York:
Penguin Books.

DESIGNING 
LEADERSHIP 
TRAINING
Many Christian training programs
for leaders are just simplified ver-
sions of academic programs. But
are these programs effectively
helping leaders to develop the
skills and knowledge they need to
be effective? Elliston and Kauffman
(1993) suggest that one way to
decide what type of program might
be needed is to think about five
types of leaders (Figure 1).

They make two important
observations: (1) Effective churches
need to invest the greatest share of

Type

Type 1 leader

Type 2 leader

Type 3 leader

Type 4 leader

Type 5 leader

Functions & Context

Small group or ministry

Coordinator of ministries

Pastor of the church/district

Regional context

International context

Characteristics

Intensive, face to face, not extensive

Intensive, direct and indirect

Less intensive, direct and indirect

More extensive, mostly indirect

Very extensive, mostly indirect
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Figure 1. Five Types of Leaders (Elliston & Kauffman, 1993).




