Cognitive Workftlows 101: A Guide to
Structured Thinking and Problem-Solving

Empowering Your Mind with Systematic Approaches

Marie Seshat Landry Marie Landry Spy Shop 2025

In an increasingly complex world, the ability to think clearly, solve problems effectively, and make informed
decisions is more valuable than ever. "Cognitive Workflows 101" introduces a practical framework for enhancing
these essential mental skills through the adoption of structured cognitive workflows. This book demystifies
the art of systematic thinking, presenting ten distinct, actionable methodologies that can be applied across
personal, professional, and academic domains.
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Introduction: The Power of Structured
Thought

In the vast, interconnected landscape of the 21st century, we
are constantly bombarded with information, faced with intricate
problems, and required to make countless decisions. From
managing personal finances to leading complex projects, from
understanding scientific breakthroughs to crafting compelling
arguments, the demands on our cognitive abilities are immense.
Without a clear framework, our thinking can become haphazard,
leading to missed opportunities, inefficient problem-solving,
and suboptimal outcomes.

This is where cognitive workflows come into play. Just as a
builder follows a blueprint, or a chef adheres to arecipe, a
cognitive workflow provides a systematic, step-by-step

approach to mental tasks. It's a structured way of thinking that
guides you through a process, ensuring you consider all critical
aspects, minimize biases, and move logically towards a desired
outcome.

You might already use some of these workflows implicitly. When you troubleshoot a faulty appliance, you're
likely following a basic problem-solving workflow. When you plan a trip, you're engaging in a form of strategic
planning. This book aims to make these powerful mental processes explicit, providing you with a toolkit of
proven methodologies that you can consciously apply to a wide range of situations.

"Cognitive Workflows 101" introduces ten fundamental cognitive workflows, each designed to address a
specific type of mental challenge. By understanding and intentionally applying these cognitive workflows, you
will not only enhance your individual thinking capabilities but also improve your ability to collaborate,
communicate, and innovate. This book is your guide to transforming your natural intelligence into a more

Made with GRMINMA

organized, efficient, and powerful force.


https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma

Chapter 1: The Scientitic Method: Unlocking

Empirical Understanding

The scientific method isn't just for scientists in labs; it's a powerful cognitive workflow for anyone seeking to

understand the world through observation, experimentation, and logical reasoning. It provides a structured

way to investigate phenomena, test ideas, and build reliable knowledge. By internalizing this method, you can

approach everyday questions with greater rigor and clarity.

Observation

It all begins with noticing
something interesting, a pattern,
or a problem. This is the initial
spark that ignites curiosity.

Example: You notice that your
houseplants seem to grow faster
when you talk to them.

Conclusion

Based on your data analysis,

determine whether your Q

hypothesis was supported or
refuted.

Example: "The data shows no
significant difference in growth
between plants that were

talked to and those that were E
N
not."

Data Analysis

Organize and interpret the data
you collected. Look for patterns,
trends, and relationships.

Example: Compile weekly
measurements into a table.
Calculate average growth for
each group.

Question

Based on your observation, you
formulate a specific question you
want to answer. A good question
is clear, focused, and can be
investigated.

Example: "Does talking to
houseplants actually increase
their growth rate?"

Hypothesis

This is an educated guess or a
testable explanation for your
> observation. It's a proposed
' answer to your question, often
phrased as an "if-then"
statement.

9, Example: "If | talk to my
houseplants daily, then they will
grow taller and produce more

é leaves than plants | don't talk

to."

Experiment

Design and conduct a controlled
test to see if your hypothesis
holds true. This is where you
manipulate variables and collect
data.

Example: Get 10 identical plants.
Talk to 5 of them for 5 minutes
daily. Do not talk to the other 5.
Keep all other conditions
identical.

Applying the Scientific Method in Daily Life

Personal Finance

« Observation: You're spending too much on
impulse buys.

« Question: Will using a strict budget app reduce
impulse spending by 20%?

« Hypothesis: If | track all my spending with
BudgetApp daily, then my impulse spending will
decrease by 20% over the next month.

« Experiment: Use the app diligently for a month,

compare impulse spending to the previous
month.

o Conclusion: Evaluate if the 20% reduction was
achieved.

Productivity

Observation: You feel less productive in the
afternoons.

Question: Does taking a 15-minute walk at
lunchtime improve afternoon focus?

Hypothesis: If | take a 15-minute walk at lunch,
then my afternoon focus will increase by 10%.

Experiment: For two weeks, alternate days with
and without a walk, tracking task completion.

Conclusion: Analyze the data. Does the walk
correlate with increased focus?
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Chapter 2: General Problem-Solving: A
Universal Approach

While the Scientific Method is excellent for empirical inquiry, many challenges in life aren't about testing
hypotheses in a controlled environment. They're about navigating obstacles, making choices, and finding
effective ways forward. This is where the General Problem-Solving Framework becomes invaluable. It's a
versatile cognitive workflow that can be applied to virtually any dilemma, from a minor personal snag to a
complex organizational issue.

Define the Problem

Clearly and concisely articulate the problem. Avoid vague statements. Focus on the symptoms and
(‘Vk try to identify the core issue.

Example: "Our team's average task completion rate has dropped by 15% in the last quarter, leading
to missed deadlines."

Analyze the Problem

Gather all relevant information, data, and perspectives related to the problem. Ask "who, what,
_Q) when, where, why, and how." Identify contributing factors, root causes, and constraints.

Example: Investigate the team's drop in productivity. Are there new tools? Changes in leadership?
Increased workload?

Generate Solutions

Brainstorm a wide range of potential solutions without judgment. The goal here is quantity over
550 quality initially. Encourage diverse ideas.

Example: "Implement a new project management tool," "'reduce meeting times," "offer time
management training,” etc.

Evaluate Solutions

Systematically assess each generated solution against criteria such as feasibility, impact, cost,

NG

risks, and alignment with goals.

Example: "Reduce meeting times" is low cost, quick, and potentially high impact.

Implement the Best Solution

L@ Put your chosen solution into action. Create a clear action plan, assign responsibilities, set
timelines, and allocate necessary resources.

Example: Announce new meeting guidelines, implement a timer, designate a meeting facilitator.

Review and Learn

- After implementing the solution, monitor its effectiveness. Did it solve the problem? Did it create
new ones? What lessons can be learned?

Example: After a month, review the team's task completion rate and gather feedback.

Real-World Applications

Personal Life (managing a budget) Professional Life (improving customer

. : , satisfaction)
1. Define: "I'm consistently overspending by $200

each month on non-essentials.” 1. Define: "Our customer satisfaction score has

2. Analyze: Review bank statements, identify dropped from 85% to 70% in the last quarter.”

categories of overspending. 2. Analyze: Review customer feedback, support
3. Generate: "Cut out dining out," "cancel unused tickets, common complaints.
subscriptions,” "set a weekly 'fun money' limit." 3. Generate: "Hire more support staff,” "implement

4. Evaluate: "Set weekly fun money limit" seems anew ticketing system,” "provide empathy

feasible and impactful. training for agents.”

5. Implement: Allocate $50/week for discretionary 4. Evaluate: "Empathy training" is cost-effective

spending, track it rigorously. and addresses a common complaint.

6. Review: After a month, check if spending is within 5. Implement: Develop and roll out empathy training
limits. for all customer support agents.

6. Review: Monitor CSAT scores over the next
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Chapter 3: Critical Thinking: Evaluating
Information with Precision

In today's information-saturated world, the ability to think critically is not just an academic skill; it's a survival
tool. We are constantly bombarded with claims, opinions, and data from countless sources. Without a
systematic way to evaluate this information, we risk making poor decisions, falling prey to misinformation, or
simply being overwhelmed. Critical thinking is a cognitive workflow that empowers you to analyze information
objectively, assess arguments rigorously, and form well-reasoned judgments.

Identity the Issue, Argument, or Claim

Clearly and precisely state the central question being addressed, the main argument being made, or the
specific claim being presented.

Example: "The article claims that 'daily coffee consumption significantly boosts cognitive function in adults
over 50."

Analyze the Information and Argument Structure

Break down the argument into its constituent parts. What are the premises offered to support the
conclusion? What is the conclusion itself? How are these pieces connected?

Example: "Premise 1: Study found increased memory scores in coffee drinkers. Premise 2: Coffee
contains antioxidants. Conclusion: Coffee boosts cognitive function."

Evaluate the Evidence and Sources

Assess the quality, relevance, and sufficiency of the evidence presented. Consider credibility of
sources, type of evidence, sufficiency, and relevance.

Example:"Is the 'study' cited peer-reviewed? What was the sample size? Who funded it?"

Identify Assumptions and Biases

Uncover unstated beliefs, values, or predispositions that might influence the argument or the
presentation of information.

Example: "Does the article assume that correlation equals causation? Is there a bias towards
promoting coffee?"

Consider Alternative Perspectives and Explanations

Actively seek out other ways to interpret the information or other conclusions that could be drawn.

Example: "Could other lifestyle factors of the coffee drinkers explain the memory scores? Could the
observed 'boost' be due to caffeine's temporary stimulant effect?”

Formulate a Reasoned Conclusion

Based on your thorough evaluation, draw your own conclusion. Explain why you've arrived at your
judgment, citing the strengths and weaknesses you've identified.

Example: "While the study suggests a correlation, the article's claim of 'significant cognitive boost'is
overstated. The evidence doesn't definitively prove causation or long-term benefits."

Real-World Applications

News Consumption

Claim: "A new diet pill
guarantees 10 |bs weight loss
in a week!"

Critical Thinking: Who is
making this claim? What
evidence is provided? What
are common biases in diet
product advertising? What do
reputable health organizations
say about rapid weight loss?

Conclusion: Likely an
exaggerated claim, lacking
credible scientific backing.

2

Hiring Decisions
Claim: "Candidate X is the best

fit because they have the
most experience.”

Critical Thinking: Is "most
experience" the only criterion?
What kind of experience? Is it
relevant to this specific role?
What are other candidates'
strengths?

Conclusion: Experience is
important, but a holistic view
of skills, cultural fit, and
potential is necessary.

3

Personal Beliefs

Claim: "I'm always unlucky."

Critical Thinking: What
evidence do | have for this? Am
lignoring instances of good
luck? Is there a cognitive bias
at play? What alternative
explanations exist?

Conclusion: Reframe "unlucky"
to "situations where outcomes
were unfavorable," and
consider factors within my
control.
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Chapter 4: The Design Thinking Process:
Innovating with Empathy

While the previous chapters focused on analytical and problem-solving workflows, innovation often requires a
different kind of thinking—one that starts not with a problem, but with a deep understanding of people. The
Design Thinking Process is a human-centered, iterative cognitive workflow for creative problem-solving and
innovation. It's particularly effective for tackling ill-defined or unknown problems, as it prioritizes empathy for
the user and continuous experimentation.

Empathize

Gain a deep understanding of
the people you are designing for.
Observe, engage, and immerse
yourself in their experiences to
uncover their needs, desires,
pain points, and motivations.

Example: For a new app aimed at
helping students manage their
studies, interview students,
observe their study habits, and
ask about their biggest
frustrations with current tools.

Define

Synthesize the insights gained
during the "Empathize" stage
into a clear, human-centered
problem statement. This
statement should articulate the
user's need in a way that is
actionable and inspiring.

Example: "University students
need a way to effectively
manage their diverse academic
workload and reduce
procrastination because current
tools are fragmented.”

Ideate

With a clear problem definition,

brainstorm a wide range of
creative solutions. The goal is
to generate as many ideas as
N possible, no matter how wild or
impractical they initially seem.

<V Example: "Al-powered study
scheduler,"” "gamified
@ procrastination blocker,"
Test "virtual study buddy," "ambient

_ sound generator," "peer

Put your prototypes in front of accountability groups.”
real users and gather their
feedback. Observe how they

‘ ) Prototype
interact with the prototype,

Transform your ideas into
tangible forms that can be

listen to their comments, and

ask probing questions.
tested. A prototype can be
Example: Show the paper

prototype to several students.

anything from a simple sketch, a
paper model, a basic wireframe,

Ask them to "use” the app to or a clickable digital mock-up.

schedule their week. Observe
Example: Create a paper

where they get confused.
prototype of the app's main
screens: a dashboard for tasks,
a calendar view, and a simple

"focus mode" interface.

Real-World Applications

Product Development Healthcare

Companies like Apple and Google famously use Designing better patient experiences, from

Design Thinking to develop user-friendly products hospital intake processes to chronic disease
and services that truly meet customer needs management programs that consider the

rather than just adding features. emotional and practical needs of patients.

Education Social Innovation

Creating more engaging learning environments Developing solutions for community challenges

and effective teaching methodologies by deeply like homelessness, food insecurity, or access to
understanding student motivations and learning clean water by empathizing with affected

styles. populations.

The power of Design Thinking lies in its iterative nature. Insights from the "Test" phase often send you back to
"Empathize" (to better understand a newly discovered need), "Define" (to refine the problem statement), or
"ldeate" (to brainstorm new solutions based on feedback). This continuous loop ensures that solutions are
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Chapter 5: Strategic Planning Cycle: Charting

Your Course

Whether you're leading a multinational corporation, managing a small business, or simply navigating your

personal career path, the ability to think strategically is paramount. The Strategic Planning Cycle is a robust

cognitive workflow that provides a structured approach to setting long-term goals, making informed

decisions, and allocating resources effectively to achieve a desired future state. It moves beyond day-to-day
tactical thinking to focus on the bigger picture, ensuring that actions today align with aspirations for

tomorrow.

Define Vision, Mission, and
Values

Establish the "why" and "what" of
your existence:

« Vision: What does success
look like in the distant future?

« Mission: What do you do, for
whom, and why?

o Values: The core beliefs and
principles that guide your
actions.

Monitor, Evaluate, and
Adjust >
Continuously track progress
against your strategic goals and
action plans. Measure key
performance indicators (KPIs).
Evaluate what's working, what's
not, and why.

Implement Plan

Put the action plans into motion.
This requires effective
leadership, resource allocation,
communication, and
coordination across teams or
individuals.

Real-World Applications

Business Growth

A retail chain uses strategic planning to decide
whether to expand internationally, invest in e-
commerce, or focus on brick-and-mortar

optimization based on their vision, market analysis,

and available resources.

Conduct Situational
Analysis

Comprehensive assessment of
internal capabilities and external
environment:

« SWOT Analysis: Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportunities,
Threats

o PESTEL Analysis: Political,
Economic, Social,
Technological, Environmental,
Legal factors

« Porter's Five Forces:
Competitive intensity
analysis

0o Set Strategic Goals

Translate vision and mission into
specific, measurable,

@ achievable, relevant, and time-
bound (SMART) objectives.

Example: "Increase market share

o§ in the enterprise Al automation
sector by 5% within the next 18
months."

Formulate Strategies

Develop broad action plans and
approaches to achieve your
strategic goals. Decide how you
will leverage strengths, address
weaknesses, capitalize on
opportunities, and mitigate
threats.

Develop Action Plans

Break down broad strategies
into specific, detailed, and
actionable steps (tactics).
Define who will do what, by when,
and with what resources.

Personal Career Development

1. Vision: To be arecognized expert in Al ethics.

2. SWOT: Strengths (strong analytical skills),
Weaknesses (limited network), Opportunities
(growing demand), Threats (rapid technological
change).

3. Goals: Obtain Al ethics certification by end of
year; publish one article in a relevant journal
within 18 months.

4. Strategies: Network actively; dedicate specific
time to research and writing.

5. Tactics: Attend Al ethics webinars, connect with
experts on LinkedIn, set aside 2 hours daily for
writing.

6. Monitor: Track networking contacts, article
progress, and certification status.
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Chapter 6: Troubleshooting/Debugging:
Diagnosing and Resolving Issues

Problems are an inevitable part of any system, whether it's a complex software application, a malfunctioning
household appliance, a breakdown in team communication, or even a personal habit that's causing issues. The
Troubleshooting/Debugging Process is a systematic cognitive workflow designed to identify the root cause
of a problem and implement an effective solution. It's about moving beyond guesswork and frustration to a
methodical approach that saves time, reduces stress, and ensures lasting fixes.

Observe and Identify the Problem

Clearly and precisely describe what is happening (the symptoms) or what is not happening that
©) should be. Avoid assumptions about the cause at this stage; just focus on the observable facts.

Example: "My car won't start. When | turn the key, | hear a clicking sound, but the engine doesn't turn
over. The dashboard lights are dim."

Define the Scope and Gather Information

Determine who or what is affected, when the problem started, and under what specific conditions it
@ occurs. Collect any relevant data, error messages, logs, or user reports.

Example: "The car started fine yesterday. No new warning lights came on before this. It's cold
outside. Battery is 3 years old."

Formulate Hypotheses

Based on your observations and gathered information, brainstorm a list of potential reasons why the
=0): problem might be occurring. Start with the most common or simplest explanations.

Example: "Possible causes: (1) Dead battery. (2) Faulty starter motor. (3) Loose battery cable. (4) Bad
alternator.”

Test Hypotheses

Systematically test each hypothesis, one at a time, to confirm or rule it out. The goal is to isolate the
] single root cause.

Example: "If the battery is dead, jump-starting the car should work." Test: Try to jump-start the car.
Result: Car starts immediately.

Implement Solution

&9 Once you've identified the root cause, apply the fix. This might involve repairing, replacing,
configuring, or educating.

Example: Replace the old car battery.

Verify Solution

After implementing the fix, confirm that the problem is truly resolved and that no new issues have
been introduced. Test the system under the conditions that previously caused the problem.

Example: Start the car several times over the next few days, including in cold conditions, to ensure it
starts reliably.

Document and Learn

Record the problem, the steps taken to diagnose it, the solution implemented, and any lessons

@ learned.

Example: Make a note in your car's maintenance log: "July 2025: Battery died. Replaced with new one.
Note: Check battery health annually.”

Real-World Applications

Software Debugging Team Communication Breakdown
Observe: User reports "login button doesn't Observe: Team members are missing key

work" on a specific browser. information, leading to rework.

Scope: Only affects Chrome users, not Firefox. Scope: Happens across multiple projects,
Started after last code deployment. especially with remote members.

Hypotheses: (1) JavaScript error on Chrome. (2) Hypotheses: (1) Over-reliance on informal chat.
CSS styling issue. (3) Backend APl issue. (2) Lack of clear communication channels. (3)

Test: Open developer console in Chrome, check Information overload.

for errors. (Finds a JS error preventing click Test: Observe team communication patterns.
event). Interview team members.
Implement: Fix the JavaScript error in the code. Implement: Standardize project updates to a

weekly email summary and a shared project

Verify: Test login in Chrome. Ask user to re-test.
management board.

Verify: Monitor if information gaps decrease and
rework reduces over the next month.
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Chapter 7: The PQRST Method: Mastering

Active Learning

In an age of information overload, simply reading or listening is often not enough to truly learn and retain

knowledge. Passive consumption leads to shallow understanding and rapid forgetting. The PQRST Method is a

classic, yet incredibly effective, cognitive workflow designed to transform passive learning into an active,

engaging, and highly retentive process. It's a systematic approach to reading and studying that ensures
deeper comprehension and better recall.

Preview (or Survey)

Before diving into the details, get a quick overview of the material. Skim

the chapter, look at headings, subheadings, bolded terms, images,

99 charts, and the introduction and conclusion.

This step activates your prior knowledge, helps you understand the
structure of the content, and gives you a mental "map" of what's to

come.

Real-World Applications

Learning a New Software
Feature

1. Preview: Skim the help
documentation or tutorial for
the feature.

2. Question: "How do | use this
feature to achieve X?" "What
are its limitations?"

3. Read: Go through the
instructions, trying them out.

4. Summarize: Explain to
yourself how the feature
works.

5. Test: Try to use the feature on
a real task without referring
to the documentation.

Question

Based on your preview, formulate questions about the material.

Turn headings into questions (e.g., "What is supply and demand?"),

or think about what you expect to learn.

Questions create a purpose for your reading. Your brain becomes

an active seeker of answers, which significantly enhances focus

and comprehension.

Read

Read the material actively, section by section. As you read,

actively search for the answers to the questions you

formulated in the previous step. Highlight key points, make

marginal notes, or underline important concepts.

This is where the deep processing happens. Reading with a

purpose makes you engage with the text more deeply than

passive reading.

Summarize / Recite

After reading a section, put the information into your

own words without looking at the text. You can do this

aloud (recite), write a summary, or explain it to an

imaginary audience.

This is the most powerful step for retention. It forces
your brain to retrieve and reconstruct the information,

identifying gaps in your understanding.

Test (or Review)

After completing the entire chapter or a major

section, test yourself on the material. This could

involve answering the questions you generated,
trying practice problems, creating flashcards, or

explaining the entire topic to someone else.

Testing isn't just for assessment; it's a powerful

learning tool in itself (known as the "testing effect"
or "retrieval practice").

Preparing for a
Presentation

1. Preview: Look at the agenda

or outline of the presentation.

2. Question: "What are the key
takeaways | need to convey?"

3. Read: Review your notes,
slides, or source material.

4. Summarize: Practice
delivering sections without
notes.

5. Test: Do a full run-through,
ideally with feedback from a
peer.

Understanding a Complex
Policy Document

1. Preview: Read the
introduction, section
headings, and conclusion.

2. Question: "What are the main
changes introduced by this
policy?"

3. Read: Go through the policy
document carefully.

4. Summarize: Write a brief
internal memo explaining the
policy's implications.

5. Test: Discuss the policy with a
colleague and see if you can
answer their questions
accurately.

By consciously integrating the PQRST method into your learning habits, you move from being a passive

recipient of information to an active architect of your own knowledge, building a more robust and accessible

mental library.
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Conclusion: Integrating Workflows into Daily

Cognition

We've reached the end of our journey through "Cognitive Workflows 101," but in reality, this is just the beginning

of your enhanced cognitive adventure. Throughout this book, we've explored ten distinct yet interconnected

methodologies for structured thinking, problem-solving, and decision-making. We've seen how frameworks like

the Scientific Method, Design Thinking, General Problem-Solving, and Critical Thinking can transform

ambiguous challenges into manageable steps, leading to clearer insights and more effective outcomes.

Scientific Method

Approach questions with empirical
rigor, testing hypotheses and
building knowledge systematically.

General Problem-Solving

Navigate any obstacle, from
definition to analysis, solution
generation, and evaluation.

L
Troubleshooting Critical Thinking
Methodically diagnose and Dissect information, assess
resolve issues, saving time and arguments, identify biases, and
reducing frustration. form well-reasoned judgments.
X

Strategic Planning

Chart a clear course for the future,
aligning vision with actionable
goals.

Design Thinking

Foster innovation by deeply
understanding user needs and
iteratively developing solutions.

How to Integrate These Workflows:

1. Conscious Application: The first step is awareness. When faced with a task, pause and ask yourself: "Which
cognitive workflow is most appropriate here?"

2. Practice, Practice, Practice: Like any skill, these workflows improve with consistent application. Start with
smaller, less complex problems, and gradually tackle larger ones.

3. Mix and Match: Don't be afraid to combine elements from different workflows. For instance, apply critical
thinking when analyzing data during a scientific method experiment.

4. Reflect and Adapt: After using a workflow, take a moment to reflect. What worked well? What was
challenging? How could you refine your application of the workflow next time?

5. Utilize Tools: These workflows can be enhanced by tools. Whiteboards for brainstorming, spreadsheets for
data analysis, and even Al assistants can help facilitate the steps.

In a world that demands agility, clarity, and innovation, mastering these cognitive workflows will be your
superpower. They are not rigid rules but flexible guides, designed to enhance your natural intelligence and
empower you to navigate complexity with confidence and purpose. Embrace them, practice them, and watch
as your ability to think, solve, create, and lead reaches new heights.

Thank you for embarking on this journey with "Cognitive Workflows 101." May your mind be ever sharp, and your
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decisions ever wise.
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