
P H O T O 

Full-bleed summit shot —

cold, vast, a single climber 

small in the frame. 

GUT CHECK 

Intuition in the Age of AI 

Intuition, interoception, and what 
only humans can do 

Katherine W. Isaacs | MIT Sloan School of Management 

A sens ing- fee l ing- respond ing s y s t e m 
The b r a i n c r e a t e s a l i v i n g map of your body i n the 
w o r l d , composed o f d a t a from i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l 
s e n s e s i n o r d e r t o a s s e s s your c o n d i t i o n and respond 
a p p r o p r i a t e l y . 



P H O T O 

K2, or a storm-lit ridge. 

Menace, not triumph. 

K 2  |  1 9 9 2 

THE ONE 

MISTAKE 
Ed Viesturs has summited all fourteen 8,000-metre 

peaks — five without bottled oxygen. Never injured. 

Never lost a teammate. 

On K2 his team wanted the summit with a storm building. 

He had misgivings. He was swept along and pushed the 

feeling down. 

The knot in his gut got worse with every step up. 



P H O T O 

Everest, or climbers 

descending into weather. 

E V E R E S T  |  1 9 9 6 

NEVER 

AGAIN 
Fourth ascent, IMAX crew in tow. The weather looked 

fine. 

But something didn't feel right. 

He turned his team around — passing Rob Hall and 

Scott Fischer on their way up. 

Two days later a blizzard took eight lives, one of the 

worst disasters in Everest history. 



“If you understand what the 

mountain is telling you, it will 

let you know what to do … 

whether to go up, stay put, 

or go down.”

—ED VIESTURS 
NO SHORTCUTS TO THE TOP 
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The question isn’t when to keep a human in the loop. 

IT’S WHAT THE HUMAN 
IS DOING WHEN 

THEY’RE THERE. 



The things that make us human 
will become much more 
important instead of much less 
important 

Critical thinking skills and 
learning how to interact with 
other people will be more 
important in the future, rather 
than less… 



E M E R G I N G  C O N S E N S U S 

What can we do that AI cannot? 

Daniela Amodei (Anthropic) 

Communication 

EQ 

Kindness 

Curiosity 

Working with others 

Roberto Rigobon, MIT 

Empathy 

Presence 

Opinion 

Creativity 

Hope 

Dimon (JP Morgan Chase) 

Rometty (IBM) 

Soft skills 

Collaboration 

Judgment 

Critical thinking 

Many of these skills run on human intuition… 



INTUITION IS NOT 

THE OPPOSITE 

OF RIGOR. 

It is another source of information — one that can be 

trained, tested, and integrated with rational thought when 

it’s time to decide. 



8 
PRINCIPLES 
FOR AI & EDUCATION 

Guiding our community 
in the age of AI 

1 
BE HUMBLE 

2 
BE BOLD 

3 
PUT HUMANITY 

FRONT AND 
CENTER 

4 
LEAN INTO 
LEARNING 

5 
TEACH WITH 

INTENTIONALITY 

6 
NO ONE SIZE 

FITS ALL 

7 
AUGMENTATION, 

NOT 
AUTOMATION 

8 
THINK BEYOND 

THE CLASSROOM 

What is it that we are 
here together to do? 

" M I T was founded to help 
human beings develop their 

own powers of discovery, 
problem solving, and invention." 

- Sally Kornbluth, President, M I T 



“LLMs display amusingly 

jagged performance 

characteristics—they are at 

the same time a genius 

polymath and a confused 

and cognitively challenged 

grade schooler.” 

—ANDREJ KARPATHY 
FOUNDING MEMBER OF OPEN AI 
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Navigating the Jagged Technological Frontier 
758 BCG consultants, Dell'Acqua et al. Organization Science (March 2026). 

INSIDE THE FRONTIER 
Product innovation tasks 

12.2% more tasks 
completed 

25.1% 
more quickly, on 
average 

and higher quality solutions 

OUTSIDE THE FRONTIER 
One complex managerial task 

19% 
less likely to produce 
correct solutions than 
those working without AI



This study and others show that 

• Knowledge workers—unaware of their position relative to AI’s 
capabilities—perform worse as a result of becoming overly reliant 
on AI “falling asleep at the wheel” (Dell’Acqua, 2022) 

• This risk is reinforced by AI’s persuasive capabilities. When people 
pushed back against model outputs: the model escalated its 
persuasion rather than conceding. (Randazzo et al., 2025) 

• Takeaway: People tend to over-rely on AI, leading to a decline in 
combined human-machine performance when closer human 
supervision was necessary 

(Athey et al. 2020, Dell’Acqu 2022 and 2026, Glaeser et al. 2024).



M Y  F O U R 

Presence, character, judgment, purpose 

PRESENCE 
Heart-rate synchrony predicted effective group decision-making — outpredicting 

discussion length and the team’s own read on itself. 

Sharika et al., PNAS 2024 

CHARACTER 
Across thirteen experiments, trust drops 16–20% the moment AI involvement is 

disclosed — on identical work. 

Schilke & Reimann, 2025 

JUDGMENT The more knowledge workers trust AI, the less critical thinking effort they apply. 

Lee et al., CHI 2025 

PURPOSE 
What world are we trying to create? What do we stand for? There are questions 

only we can ask.



You know far more than you realize 
Interoception: how we sense ourselves from the inside. 

11,000,000 
bits per second arriving from skin, eyes, ears, 

organs, gut 

10–60 
bits per second that reach conscious 

awareness 

“Intuition might be the bridge where interoception moves from 
unconscious processing to conscious awareness. If that’s true, 
then intuition is not magic. It’s physiology.” 

—WEN CHEN 

National Institutes of Health



Intuition isn’t just one type 

1. EXPERT 

Fast pattern 

recognition built on 

thousands of hours 

JUDGMENT 

2. SOCIAL 

Reading people — 

tone, timing, 

posture, micro-

expression 

PRESENCE 

3. CREATIVE 

The leap beyond 

what the data can 

prove 

CREATIVITY 

4. MORAL 

The gut punch that 

something is right 

or wrong 

CHARACTER 

PATHFINDING 

The inner compass 

you rely on to guide 

you forward 

PURPOSE 

All run on the same processes: sensing, sensemaking, generating options, and discerning right action.



PATHFINDING: the cognitive processes, 
both conscious and unconscious, that we 
use to navigate our environment… 

in accordance with our goals, which 
includes intuition…. 

via movement, spatial inference, and 
nonconscious decision-making.



   

   

INTUITION 

A direct sense of knowing that arises 

without conscious reasoning, shaped by both 

external sensory input and internal body 

signals

—Isaacs (2026) 

An embodied, nonconscious pathfinding 

mechanism, that helps an organism decide 

where and how to move next.

—Kotler et al (2025)



“The ‘cerebral mystique’ is a 
pervasive idealisation of the 
brain and its singular 
importance.”

“Although the brain is required 
for almost everything we do, it 
never works alone. Instead, its 
function is inextricably linked to 
the body and to the environment 
around it.” 



Interoception

T h e s e n s e o f how y o u ' r e d o i n g 
i n s i d e , c o n s t r u c t e d b y y o u r b r a i n 
f r o m s i g n a l s a b o u t t h e c o n d i t i o n o f 
y o u r b o d y . 

E x a m p l e s i n c l u d e h u n g e r , t h i r s t , 
f u l l n e s s , n a u s e a , l u n g f u n c t i o n , 
t e m p e r a t u r e , m u s c l e f a t i g u e , e n e r g y 
l e v e l s , b a l a n c e , b o d y p o s i t i o n , 
p a i n , i t c h , h e a r t b e a t , a n d b l o o d 
p r e s s u r e . Some y o u a r e a w a r e o f , 
a n d o t h e r s y o u r b r a i n t r a c k s b e l o w 
a w a r e n e s s . 

Interoception
A sensing - fee l ing - responding s y s t e m 
T h e b r a i n c r e a t e s a l i v i n g map o f y o u r body i n t h e 
w o r l d , composed o f d a t a f r o m i n t e r n a l a n d e x t e r n a l 
s e n s e s i n o r d e r t o a s s e s s y o u r c o n d i t i o n a n d r e s p o n d 
a p p r o p r i a t e l y . 



A sensing-feeling-responding system 
The b r a i n c r e a t e s a l i v i n g map of your body i n the 
world, composed of data from i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l 
s e n s e s in order to a s s e s s your c o n d i t i o n and respond 
a p p r o p r i a t e l y . 

Exteroception

S i g n a l s from t h e e n v i r o n m e n t 
g a t h e r e d b y your s e n s e s o f s i g h t , 
s m e l l , h e a r i n g , t a s t e , and t o u c h . 

Vagus Nerve 

The vagus n e r v e , seen h e r e i n 
y e l l o w , c o n t a i n s t h e m a j o r i t y o f 
the p a r a s y m p a t h e t i c n e r v e f i b e r s , 
which send " r e s t and d i g e s t " 
s i g n a l s t o t h e b o d y ' s o r g a n s . 

I t ' s a l s o a major l i s t e n i n g n e r v e 
t h a t conveys i n f o r m a t i o n from the 
organs up to t h e b r a i n . 

Interoception 

The sense of how you're doing 
i n s i d e , c o n s t r u c t e d b y your b r a i n 
from s i g n a l s about the c o n d i t i o n o f 
your body. 

Mindset 

A way o f v i e w i n g r e a l i t y t h a t 
shapes o u r a t t e n t i o n , m o t i v a t i o n s , 
and e x p e c t a t i o n s , a s w e l l a s o u r 
p h y s i o l o g i c a l and b e h a v i o r a l 
r e s p o n s e s . 

I s s t r e s s good or bad f o r your 
h e a l t h ? It depends on your mindset. 

Emotions

Combinations o f p h y s i c a l s e n s a t i o n s 
such a s a n i n c r e a s e i n h e a r t r a t e , 
" b u t t e r f l i e s i n t h e stomach," and 
p e r s p i r a t i o n i n f o r m t h e b r a i n ' s 
sensemaking about e m o t i o n a l s t a t e s 
l i k e a n x i e t y b e f o r e an exam. 

The b r a i n uses context, memory, and 
mindset to i n t e r p r e t those p h y s i c a l 
s i g n a l s - a n d to a l t e r them, such as 
by r e f r a m i n g " b u t t e r f l i e s " as a way 
to h e l p the body p r e p a r e f o r peak 
performance. 

Interoception

Vagus Nerve

Exteroception Mindset

Emotions



A novel problem. 
No clear solution. 
No precedent. 

Yet a directional sense 
emerges - not from a 
pre-learned script, but from 
a deeper, intuitive navigation 
through a complex landscape. 

Our brains are highly dynamic, 
with different regions 
constantly interacting and 
forming transient networks. 

EXPLORE 
SENSE 
INTEGRATE 
DISCERN 
MOVE  FORWARD 



So what do we do? 

Trust 
Accept and awaken the capacity 

you already have. But intuition 

isn’t always right. Take a 
learning approach 

HUMILITY 

CURIOSITY 

OPEN-HEARTEDNESS 

Train 
Anchor awareness in your own 

intuitive signature. Open the 

aperture to body sensations, 

emotions. 

STILLNESS 

ATTENDING 

TAKING CHARGE 

Tune 
Adapt and evolve your intuition in 

relationship with the world and 

other people. 

PRESENCE 

PATIENCE 

RESPONSIBILITY 



Give intuition a seat at the table 

This is a model taught  to  patients  to  help  them  

make  good  medical  decisions  —  how  not  to  let  a  

hospital  impose  interventions  you  don’t  want. 

It  works  just  as  well  in  a  boardroom. 

B Benefits 

R Risks 

A Alternatives 

I Intuition 

N Need time / do nothing 



   

   

T R A I N 

Find your own intuitive tell 

Intuition is not one-size-fits-all. Yours might arrive as an opening in the chest, goosebumps, a sensation 

low in the gut, a sudden image, a shift in attention. You can’t borrow someone else’s. 

OLYMPIAN MOMENTS 

Mine  the  moments when  the  

signal  was impossible  to  ignore  

—  birth,  illness,  a  decision  you  

still  think about. 

WORK BACKWARD 

From  there,  learn  to  catch  the  

quieter  version:  the  flicker,  the  

whisper,  the  small  no. 

BUILD FLUENCY 

You  trust  the  signal  because  

you’ve  studied  its shape  and  
how  it  works for  you 



Listen to the mountain (the world around you) 

TR U STIN G A N D OVER TR USTIN G 

Power  erodes  the  two  qualities  intuition  

most  needs  —  humility  and  curiosity.  It  

dampens  empathy  and  cooperation  and  

feeds  overconfidence  and  entitlement. 

Developing  your  intuition  is  a  feedback  loop  

between  your  inner  knowing  and  the  world.  The  

common  mistake,  once  people  start  listening  

inward,  is  that  they  stop  listening  outward. 

That’s  why  it’s  so  important  to  be  humble,  
curious,  and  open-hearted,  and  seek  out  data  

from  the  world. 

If  you  listen  to  the  mountain  it  will  tell  you  what  

to  do. 



Forces  beyond  your 

control  can  take  away  

everything  you possess  

except  one  thing,  your 

freedom to  choose  how  

you will  respond  to  the  

situation. 

—VICTOR FRANKL 
MAN’S  SEARCH  FOR  MEANING 
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LET’S STAY CONNECTED 

Find me on LinkedIn for more on 
distributed leadership, intuition, & 
leading with confidence and joy. 

GUT FEEL: The Science of Intuition 
and How to Listen to What Your 
Body Tells You (expected 2028) 
Macmillan (US), Penguin (UK) 

Dr. Katherine (Kate) W. Isaacs 
MIT Sloan School of Management 
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