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To make better decisions you need the power of a pause. 

If you asked me what’s the one piece of wisdom everyone should take, it would be to pause before 
deciding. It is as simple as that. No mental models, no insights into cognitive biases – although being 
aware of them certainly helps. No defined decision-making process either. 

All you need is the power of the pause to make better decisions. 

There are plenty of examples I could offer, such as crossing the street, eating unhealthy food, losing 
our tempers and so on. Given the negative impact of making decisions without pausing, it is fair to 
ask why. 

Without a pause, we make fast decisions 

When we don’t pause before deciding, we end up making fast decisions. 



Choices made quickly inevitably stem from our system one way of thinking. For those of you unaware 
of system 1 and system 2 – allow me to explain. Daniel Kahneman authored a book called Thinking, 
Fast and Slow in 2011. The book held a detailed explanation – supported by experiments – of how 
we think and decide on what to do. 

System one 

System one is the part of our brain where we make decisions quickly. We often decide without even 
being aware of it – we are barely conscious of our choices. Best explained it means we: 

• Decide quickly 

• Allow emotions to influence our choices 

• Use previously learned responses to automate our behaviour 
 

Without a pause, our brain looks to act quickly. If the situation is different, and most are, the brain 
looks for a similar learned response and uses that experience to dictate how we decide what to do. 

System two 

Whatever system two is, system one isn’t. It means with system two we are slow, more rational, and 
highly aware of our thinking. In summary, it means we: 

• Think logically 

• Take our time 

• Consider the pros and cons 

 
Our brains, like us, don’t like to do hard things. Thinking the way system two does is hard. Hence, 
why system one will always try and take control. It's easier for the brain – and our brain likes doing 
easy things. 

Pausing is hard 

Making big or important choices means you should be pulling on the strength and character of system 
two. 



But we can be lazy, we don’t always like thinking. We like to daydream and procrastinate our way 
through life, our minds a fog of spiralling thoughts. 

So, every given time we’re faced with a choice – we will opt to take the simple path. 

The system 1 path of thinking, because it's easy. In a life where we make thousands of choices every 
day, system one is a godsend. You can’t begin to imagine how hard life would be without system one. 
We would have to think slowly and rationally about the most mundane tasks. A conversation with a 
friend is a good example, as you exchange greetings and discuss the weather, you both can 
intuitively know what each of you is saying and talking about. System two would have you analysing 
the mannerism’s used, the tone – let alone considering the meaning of each word used. 

A simple conversation using system two would last a lifetime. 

System one has become our default method of thinking, which makes taking a pause so hard. But, as 
I’ve explained, there are many times in our lives when we need the power of a pause. 

The power of a pause – a pathway to system two thinking 

When you stop and take a pause, you stop your mind engaging system one and reacting without 
conscious thought. 

The pause, the power of stopping before crossing the street, forces a rational reassessment of speed, 
conditions, and ability. All are logical traits of system two thinking. 

By taking a pause, we open our minds to a unique way of thinking – a lifesaving way of thinking. 

Concluding thoughts 

I, like most of you, could do with the power of a pause when deciding what to do. 

It is a skill, but one which will improve our ability to make better decisions. As I mentioned at the start, 
if I could offer one thing as a ‘take this and nothing else’ lesson, it would be the power of a pause. 
Understanding how system one and system two work is the first step to making better decisions. 
System one isn’t bad, and equally, you shouldn’t want to use system two to decide what to do all the 
time. As I said, that would be bad – and terribly slow. 

The better way is to always be pausing. Let yourself question where you are and what you’re about to 
do. Have you experienced this before? If the answer is yes, then get on with it. If not, then it is time to 
use the power of the pause and think more deeply about the options in front of you 

It is the power of a pause. 


