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Humans Are Not Rational - Why Your
Logic-Based Plans Keep Failing

You keep making airtight cases and watching them fall flat. The problem isn't your
math, it's the model of the human in your plan. Design for how decisions actually
happen, not how you'd like them to.

| used to believe that if | just presented better data, people would make the obvious
choice, spreadsheets of ROI, clean charts, careful arguments. Every time, perfectly
rational people ignored perfectly rational evidence.

The breaking point came during a launch where research was clear: Feature A
would save customers 40% more time than Feature B. We built A. Nobody used it. A
competitor shipped something weaker but wrapped it in a story about taking control
of your day, and their adoption crushed ours.

People decide with emotion first, then justify with logic.

Thinkers like Gustave Le Bon, Eric Berne, Robert Cialdini, and Niccolo Machiavelli
have been pointing at this for centuries: humans aren't primarily rational, and
systems that assume they are will fail.

TL;DR

In practice, decisions start with feeling and identity, not facts. Narrative beats data
at the moment of choice, and behavior changes only when solutions align with how
people see themselves, logic works best as support, not as the spearhead.
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The Four Uncomfortable Truths

Le Bon saw crowds trade reason for collective emotion. Berne showed how we run
on scripts more than conscious choice. Cialdini mapped triggers that bypass
deliberation. Machiavelli noted that perception shapes outcomes more than truth.
Different lenses, same core: emotion trumps logic, narrative beats facts, identity
overrides truth, and perception creates reality.

This isn't a bug; it's adaptive. Fast emotional appraisal kept our ancestors alive. Yet
we keep designing as if people were calculators, then act surprised when adoption
stalls.

Why Logic-First Approaches Backfire

The issue isn't stupidity or stubbornness. Rational arguments often threaten
identity. When data collides with someone's beliefs, the brain treats it like a threat.
Instead of updating, people defend, by dismissing evidence or reframing the
conclusion.

I've seen engineering teams reject monitoring tools that would obviously help
because adopting them felt like admitting their process was broken. The logical
case was airtight. The emotional case, that they're competent pros who don't need
fixing, was stronger.

That's why adoption often tracks how a feature makes people feel about themselves
more than its raw utility. A tool that makes users feel in control beats a more
powerful one that makes them feel overwhelmed.

Design for Actual Behavior

Don't ditch logic, reorder it. Lead with the story, feeling, and identity your audience
already holds, then use proof to stabilize the choice.

Start by understanding the story people tell about who they are and who they're
becoming. Position your solution as a natural extension of that identity, not a
correction. Instead of “This tool will make you 40% more efficient” (which implies
they're inefficient), try “This tool helps ambitious professionals like you focus on
high-impact work” (which affirms identity and aspiration).
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Watch what people do, not just what they say. Small experiments reveal more than
opinions. A simple A/B test of button placement will teach you more about user
psychology than a dozen focus groups. One startup | advised walked new users
through every feature logically, completion rates were terrible. When they switched
to a story-driven flow that delivered one meaningful win immediately, completion
jumped 300%. Same features, different emotional journey.

The decision bridge: align desire (what they want) while reducing friction
(effort, risk, cost), create belief (about you and themselves), show the
mechanism (how it works in plain words), and satisfy decision conditions
(who/when/where it feels safe to choose).
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The Ethical Line

Acknowledging non-rational decision-making raises a fair concern: manipulation.
The difference is intent and outcome. Manipulation uses triggers to benefit you at
their expense. Ethical influence aligns with what people genuinely want and helps
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them get it with less friction.

A simple test: if someone got a cold, emotionless view of your offer, would they still
benefit from choosing it? If yes, you're easing a good decision. If no, you're
exploiting psychology.

What This Means for You

When you're trying to drive adoption or change, use a simple micro-protocol to
match how decisions actually happen:

» Surface the story and identity they're protecting or pursuing.

* Frame the outcome as the emotional win they already want.

* Show the mechanism simply and remove one concrete friction.
e Use just enough proof to make the choice feel safe now.

This isn't about dumbing things down; it's about rigor that respects human nature.
The winning products, campaigns, and change efforts treat people as emotional
creatures who can use logic, not logical machines with occasional feelings. Design
for how we really decide, and effectiveness stops being a mystery.

© John Deacon 2025 - Cognitive Systems. Structured Insight. Aligned Futures.
https://johndeacon.co.za - All rights reserved.



