
McNamara
Fallacy

R e l y i n g  s o l e l y  o n  m e t r i c s  i n  c o m p l e x  s i t u a t i o n s  c a n 

c a u s e  y o u  t o  l o s e  s i g h t  o f  t h e  b i g g e r  p i c t u r e .

Named af ter  Robert  McNamara ,  the  U.S .  Secretary  o f  Defense 
(1961-1968) ,  who be l ieved t ruth  cou ld  on ly  be  found in  data 

and s tat i s t i ca l  r igor.  The fa l lacy  re fers  to  h i s  approach of
tak ing enemy body count  as  the  measure  of  success  in  the 
Vietnam War.  Obsess ing over  i t  meant  that  other  re levant

ins ights  l i ke  U.S .  body count ,  te r r i tor ia l  ga ins ,  and the
 sh i f t ing  mood of  the  genera l  publ ic  were  ignored.  When

ana lyz ing complex  phenomena,  we’ re  o f ten  forced to  use  a 
metr ic  as  proxy  for  success .  However,  dogmat ica l l y  opt imiz ing 

for  th i s  number  and ignor ing a l l  o ther  in format ion  i s  r i sky.


