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The Checklist Manifesto, Atul Gawande 

 

 

 

 

 

About the Author 

On top of leading the World Health Organizations Safe Surgey Saves Lives 

program, he is a Macarthur Fellow, a general and endocrine surgeon at the 

Brigham and Womens Hospital in Boston, a staff writer for The New Yorker, and 

an associate professor at Harvard Medical School and the Harvard School of 

Public Health. I know what your thinking….how he does he have time for all this 

stuff? I’m thinking the same thing. 

 

Summary 

It seems simple, in fact so simple it’s impressive he wrote a whole book on it, but he outlines not only 

the importance but the application of the secret to simplicity.  

He shows us how something so simple is the difference between a stable skyscraper built in the clouds 

and one that will collapse the second a little wind hits it. Now I doubt your checklists will be used for 

something so complex, BUT we see just how important they can be for even the basics of basic.  

 

Start Here: (Click for direct reference!)  
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Problem: Failure 

 

Lesson 1: Two Reasons We Fail: 

 1: Ignorance – We just don’t know 

 2: Ineptitude – knowledge exists, we fail to apply it correctly 

Key Insight: Before our crazy complex society, failure of ignorance was the common. However, now we 

have unparalleled failure of ineptitude.  

 

Lesson 3: Checklists Protect Our Blindside 

Checklists protect us against: 

 1: Memory 

 2: Attention 

 

Lesson 4: Three Kinds of Problems 

 Simple: Is known - Has a recipe  

 Complicated: Unknown but duplicable - No recipe but it can be repeated 

 Complex: Different every time  
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Solution: The Impact  

 

Lesson 1: Checklists Start Systematic Change 

The scariest part of checklists is having to actually know what you’re doing. Ignore is bliss right? 

My summer before attending grad school I jumped on to lead a startup that supposedly just needed to 

scale and grow. My job was to do just that by building the infrastructure to support it. 

After weeks following the founder with a pen and paper, it became apparent my actual job was to 

document what the hell was going on. It was a startup in which processes worked for the founder but 

lacked any formal documentation. Because of that, when it came time to scale and grow there were 

serious bottlenecks in communication, accountability, and efficiency. Yikes! 

My solution would have made Atul proud. I simply implemented checklists in every process. For 

communication, I used checklists to align weekly objectives with what people were collaborating on. For 

internal processes, I used flowcharts (visual checklists) to create the value chain. For all the data, email 

copy, and actual documents I used Google with none other than a company index, which is nothing 

more than an organization-wide checklist.  

 

Lesson 2: The 2 A’s…Accountability and Automation 

Once processes are documented, accountability can accurately be monitored. Without a set process or 

even documented process, each problem turns into a he said she said here say. 

They also automate, turning your company into a lean mean scaling machine.   

 

Lesson 3: Your own AI 

AI stands for artificial intelligence. If you haven’t heard of it go to buzzsumo.com and type it in. 

It is why robots are smarter than us. 

In a nutshell, robots brains are all in the cloud, and when one robot encounters something the 

experience and learning objective is sent to all. This means each computer is as smart as the collective 

instead of just that brain.   

It would be as if our brain had the power to learn from everyone’s mistakes, making our brain 

technically as smart as all the population (Even your GMAT scores from that!). 

Checklists do this! They combine the collective experience of everyone involved in it without you having 

to experience the actual lesson.  
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Lesson 4: Smell-Yah Mistakes 

Complementing above, if you now have a human AI process, mistakes are few and far in between.  

According to Mohnish Pabrai, an investor heralded as the next Warren Buffet, checklists are what keep 

him from making mistakes.    

 

 

How To: Create the Checklist  

 

Lesson 1: Automate Simple Mundane Tasks 

“You want people to make sure to get the stupid stuff right. Yet you 

also want to leave room for craft and judgement and the ability to respond to 

unexpected difficulties that arise along the way” 

 

Our brain loves automating whatever it can. In the science of habit, Charles Duhigg in his book The 

Power of Habit showed us the power of “chunking”. 

Chunking is our brain automating parts of the process of life that constantly repeat. If you smoke every 

day at 2, your brain chunks the decision into a habit to not waste brain power on the decision. 

The same is true with business processes, and checklists are your internal control against this.  

Atul uses the word forcing functions to mean parts of the checklist that force necessary behavior, and by 

automating the simple tasks, the brain’s creativity is freed to flourish in more complex functioning. 

Example: Changing gloves, double checking, looking left before you cross the street.  

 

Lesson 2: Quantitative Facts 

 

Bad Checklist 

Vague 

Imprecise 

Too Long 

Hard to Use 

Impractical 

Good Checklist 

Precise 

Practical 

Efficient 
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To the Point Easy to Use 

 

Lesson 3: Before or After? 

Atul brings up a checklist in which you confirm after the fact or use to dictate before the fact (recipe). 

 Do-Confirm: Perform first, check second. 

 Read-Do: Check first, perform second.   

 

Lesson 4: A Working Whole, NOT Superior Parts 

The success in a checklist, or any process for that matter, lies in the holistic relationship rather than the 

skill of parts. 

This runs contrary to most business logic.  

Look at sports as an example. We’ve all seen it, it doesn’t matter how many superstars, it matters how 

the team can perform as a team.  

The Trap: It’s easier to look for the big hit, the superstar, than to strap your boots on and dive into 

culture or the process as a whole. 
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Beware: Most Common Misconceptions 

 

Lesson 1: Less Is More, Even Potentially With Experience 

Checklists allow true experience to flourish by taking care of the tedious, mundane tasks. People often 

place experience over process (checklists) when it should be the other way around.  

 

Boeing Example: A checklist really won WWII 

Boeing in 1935 made their state-of-the art Model 299. Even though the U.S. Army was already planning 

to order at-least sixty-five of these models, it set up a competition to promote them. At the start of the 

competition, when the plane was climbing sharply to 300 feet, it stalled, turned one wing, and crashed 

in a fiery explosion, killing 2 of the 5 crew members. 

The investigation revealed nothing mechanical had gone wrong, but rather it was a “pilot error”, and 

dubbed “too much airplane for one man to fly”. What happened was the pilot forgot to release a new 

locking mechanism, something he knew but merely forgot.  

The ARMY still bought a couple planes, but instead of using them with highly experienced pilots, they 

rather created a checklist that was “simple, brief, and to the point”. The result was phenomenal, and the 

ability to use these Boeing planes gave us a precise advantage over the German Lutwaffe.  

 

 

Lesson 2: Hierarchy Cracks Under Complexity 

He uses the metaphor of a “Master Builder” to describe the time when projects could be accomplished 

by one centralized hierarchy.  

However, with the added complexities now, teams are forced to have specialized experts and 

collaborate as autonomous units.  

This is accomplished through communication.  

Example: Hurricane Katrina 

The aftermath of Katrina was just as bad if not worse than the actual hurricane. As the author highlights, 

supplies and necessary services were held at checkpoints because of power struggles amongst the 

different organizations. 

“The federal government wouldn’t yield the power to the state government. 

The state government wouldn’t give it to the local government. And no one 

would give it to people in the private sector.” 
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Something Funny: Wal-Mart 

I know you won’t believe me until you read the book, but Wal-Mart was actually the hero in Hurricane 

Katrina.  

I’ll let Aaron Broussard, Jefferson Parish’s top official explain: “If the American government had 

responded like Wal-Mart has responded, we wouldn’t be in this crisis”.  

Application: My Communication Ebook 

Never is this more common than with communication. He in fact credits communication as the key 

ingredient between failure and success with his patients.  

 

Lesson 3: Communication Is the Secret Ingredient 

Communication is the secret ingredient in regards to complexity. Why? Because it keeps each 

specialized unit aligned with the unit as a whole. 

Atul stresses the importance of everyone introducing themselves at the beginning and stopping to 

communicate whenever complexities ordinarily are at their highest.  

 

   

 

Like What You See? To learn more check 

this out! 
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