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Elastic, by Leonard Mlodinow, is available from Amazon and other booksellers.

The NRMC team is pleased to feature this book review from Felix Kloman, a former member of our board and
long-time student of the discipline of risk management. A graduate of Princeton University in 1955, he served
two years in the U. S. Navy, joined an insurance brokerage firm in Philadelphia and then formed, in 1970, a risk
management consultancy in Darien, Connecticut. He founded Risk Management Reports in 1974 and merged
his consultancy with Tillinghast-Towers Perrin in 1985, from which he retired in 1993. Over his career he has
lectured on risk management in North America, South America, Europe and Asia and has authored more than
200 articles. Our team’s love of learning and eagerness to devour books on an array of topics was inspired by
the many book reviews Felix has shared with us over the years. 

This author writes, “Today we consume, on average, a staggering 100,000 words of new information each day
from various media, . . . a tidal wave of data . . . an unprecedented torrent of chaos . . . . “ It is his exploration of
how human minds work when confronted with incessant and confusing change.

He challenges us to consider new ways of thinking, ways to use our brains, in light of this flood:

“the capacity to let go comfortable ideas and become accustomed to ambiguity and contradictions.”
Then “willingness to experiment and become tolerant of failure.”
Leading to “elastic thinking, a nonlinear mode of processing in which multiple treads of thought may be
pursued in parallel”.

Mlodinow challenges, indeed encourages, our genetic ability to “make great adjustments”, contradicting
centuries of fixed dogma handed down by soothsayers, priests, popes, imams, philosophers, and the millions
who accept fixed ideas in return for a modicum of mental certainty. He suggests we become “neophiliac”,
“attracted to both novelty and change.” For many of us that is a tall order, but Mlodinow makes a convincing
argument. As he says, “The good news, as we face increasing novelty and accelerating change in human
society, is that although the changes are disruptive,. . . . Most of us have a good dose of neophilia in our genetic
inheritance”.

Here’s how he explains it: “We tend to make quick initial assessments of issues based on the assumptions of
the paradigms we follow. When people challenge our assessment, we tend to push back. Whatever our politics,
the more we argue with others, the further we can dig in, and sometimes vilify those who disagree. Then we
reinforce our ideas by preaching to the choir—our friends. But the mental flexibility to consider theories that



contradict our beliefs and don’t fit our existing paradigms not only can make you a genius in science; it is also
beneficial in everyday life.”

Mlodinow encourages “the symphonies in idle minds”, noting that our “unconscious minds” are at work all the
time: “the brain is active even when a person is not engaged in conscious thought.” He goes on to encourage,
therefore, “mindfulness,” those moments when we avoid deliberate thought, when we can pause, reflect, and
let the mind roam. Don’t even look at your cell phone for 24 hours! “Take a few minutes in the morning after
you wake up to simply lie in bed” and “stare at the ceiling” – relax the mind. He also makes several references
to the techniques of Buddhism, especially its Zen approach. For those so interested, do try Robert Wright’s  Why
Buddhism Is True (2017).

His suggestion: “history—and ordinary human life—is full of opportunities missed by not recognizing that
change has occurred and that the previously unthinkable is now doable.”

This fascinating writer concludes: “To be successful today, we must not only cope with the flood of knowledge
and data about the present; we must also be able to anticipate the future, because change happens so rapidly
that what works now will be dated and irrelevant tomorrow. The world today is a moving target.”

So open up our minds. And, if you are receptive, try some of his earlier words: Feynman’s Rainbow (2003); The
Drunkard’s Walk (2008); and Subliminal (2012).
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