
OTAF’s Premortem Technique 
 

Background:  Gary A. Klein is a behavioral economist and psychologist famous for his work in the field of 
naturalistic decision making.  He worked as a Research Psychologist at Wright Patterson AFB from 1974 
– 78 and resides in Dayton, Ohio.  Much of his best known work addresses the appropriate role which 
intuition should play in decision making.  He invented the idea of the “Premortem” which he suggests 
should be conducted prior to launching any major project.  In a 2007 Harvard Business Review article 
(“Performing a Project Premortem”) he states: 
 
 “Research conducted in 1989 by Deborah J. Mitchell, of the Wharton School; Jay Russo, of 
 Cornell; and Nancy Pennington, of the University of Colorado, found that prospective 
 hindsight….imagining that an event has already occurred….increases the ability to correctly 
 identify reasons for future outcomes by 30%.”  
 
In addition to several books, Klein’s March 2010 article in the McKinsey Quarterly Review (“Strategic 
Decisions:  When can you trust your gut?”) in which he spars with Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman, 
has been widely quoted.  Guy Kawasaki picked up the premortem idea in his 2011 book (Enchanted).  
Daniel Kahneman included the idea in his 2010 Davos talk and extols it in his 2011 bestseller (Thinking, 
Fast and Slow) stating “The main virtue of the premortem is that it legitimizes doubt” (page 265). 
 
OTAF has adopted Klein’s now famous premortem technique for use by each of our Due Diligence 
Teams (DDTs) prior to recommending an investment to our members.  
 
Definition:  Obviously a premortem is the opposite of the post mortem performed after the patient or the 
project has expired.  OTAF’s premortem is conducted via a discussion among our DDT members as 
described below.  The essence is to project ahead to a point one year after OTAF’s initial funding, and 
presume that the venture has been an abject failure causing a total loss of OTAF’s investment.  Then 
discuss the most likely causes of this outcome as though a post mortem were being conducted one year 
post funding. 
 
Procedure: 

• When?  The premortem discussion will be held after the first meeting with management. 
• Who?  The DDT leader (usually Victor Thorne or John Huston) is responsible for leading the 

premortem, recording the results, and taking any prescribed action steps. 
• How?  The DDT leader will ask the team to devote twenty minutes to this exercise by following 

these steps: 
 
 Step One:  The DDT leader says……..”I am looking into my crystal ball and I see that exactly one 
year after we invested this venture ceased operations and we lost all our money.  We’re going to devote 
the next five minutes to individually and silently writing down the reasons we think this will have occurred.  
Then we will go around the room and ask everyone to provide their most likely reason.  If yours has been 
mentioned when it is your turn, state your next most likely cause.” 
 
 Step Two:  The DDT leader writes down all the reasons. 
 
 Step Three:  The DDT leader facilitates a discussion of whether additional due diligence requests 
will be made of management, and whether other action steps are warranted (e.g. engage a Subject 
Matter Expert, pay for an IP review, etc.). 
 
 Step Four:  The DDT leader posts the premortem’s most likely causes on Basecamp, follows up 
with management, plus executes any other action steps. 
 
Summary:  The typical post mortem of angels’ failed investments provides “Tombstone Training” while 
the goal of the premortem is “Funeral Avoidance.”  


