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Dr. Alan Barnard is the CEO and cofounder of Goldratt Research Labs,
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research on the subject of
decision-making,
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methods to improve the quality
and speed of our decision-making
in both our professional and
personal lives. Dr. Barnard cofounded GRL in 2007 with
bestselling author and mastermind
behind Theory of Constraints,
Dr. Eli Goldratt.

Give us a bit of background about yourself and when
and how your entrepreneur journey started?
I was born in a small town in South Africa in 1969. My parents named me
after Alan Bean, a US astronaut who was part of the second moon landing
in 1969, and the fourth person to walk on the moon. They named me Alan
because, like Alan Bean, they wanted me to have big dreams and not be
afraid to go after them. Neither of my parents had university degrees but
encouraged my two brothers and me to study hard, to get good grades, so
that one day we could qualify for a bursary to study at university and then
get a good job.
From early on, I was always curious and wanted to be in control of my
destiny. That meant I had to find interesting things to do which could earn
me my own money. So, my entrepreneurial journey started at an early age.
I delivered newspapers, washed cars, worked at the drive-in movie theater,
did babysitting and garden work – basically anything that could make me
money. In between school work and doing a lot of sport, I didn’t have much
time for these jobs and got bored easily doing repetitive tasks, so my income
was quite limited and not growing. And then I discovered outsourcing. I
realized I could do multiple jobs at the same time by getting other kids to do
the work and paying them 50% of the revenue.
I once overheard my dad telling someone that my name, “Alan”, meant
“leader”. What my dad probably didn’t know, was that despite my early
successes as an entrepreneur, I was not living up to the meaning of my
name. Not even close. Looking back, I just remember being an awkwardly
tall kid that mostly lacked confidence and didn’t have many friends. Girls
were not interested in me. They were interested in the guys that were good
looking or great at sport or academics. I remember going through a phase
where I became quite depressed and started convincing myself that I’d
probably never be really great at anything. And will probably never get a
girlfriend.

“And then, at the age of 14, I had a life-changing moment.
I read the now-famous quote by Henry Ford, “Whether you
believe you can do a thing or not, you are right.”
Entering high school, I remained introverted with just a few friends (and still
no girlfriend). We had to write a high school entrance exam - in which I did
poorly - and I was allocated to the D class. Kids can be really cruel. My
previous classmates teased me: “I heard you are now in the D class – D for
Dummies.” My marks started going down which triggered a vicious cycle.
The lower my marks, the lower my confidence and motivation, the easier to
convince myself I was just not as smart as the other kids. So, why even try?
It is hard to escape such a vicious cycle.
And then, at the age of 14, I had a life-changing moment. I read the nowfamous quote by Henry Ford, “Whether you believe you can do a thing or
not, you are right” in an old Reader’s Digest my granddad gave me. The
magazine was dated September 1947, a few months after Henry Ford’s
Death. Could this be true? Was I doing so badly in my exams because I
believed that being in the D class meant I couldn’t do well? If I started
believing I could do well, will the universe just increase my marks? It
sounded too good to be true but decided to give this “positive thinking”
thing a try. I had nothing to lose and everything to gain. But it was not easy.
I was in a boys-only public high school. The teachers tried their best, but the
number of students in a single class made it difficult to attend to those who
were struggling. It was a tough school with lots of bullying and fighting going
on. But, with my new “yes, I can do better” attitude I started doing better
and better in less than a year. I began experiencing the virtuous cycle of
studying harder, getting more self-confidence, doing better, getting more
motivated, studying even harder. It also gave me the confidence to stand up
against the bullies. But, instead of fighting, I offered to help with their
homework and got to know them in the process. They were good kids who
often faced abuse at home or from older kids and probably bullied others as
a coping mechanism – doing it to others before it is done to them again. –
doing it to others before it is done to them again.
By grade 12, I was flourishing. I ended up at the top of my grade, elected as
one of the head boys in school and also as junior mayor of my town. I still

didn’t have a girlfriend though, but for a good reason: there was just no
time.
I learned two valuable lessons from these experiences which influenced my
ultimate life goal. Firstly, I loved being able to earn my own money and being
in control of my destiny. And secondly, we have to be really careful when it
comes to our beliefs about ourselves and others. Believing you can do, or be
great at something, or that people are good even though they sometimes
do bad things, can be really helpful. Assuming the opposite can be
destructive. I turned these lessons into my passion and my life goal. I wanted
to become great at just one thing - to find practical ways to help people
unlock their inherent potential by helping them discover and overcome their
limiting or harmful assumptions or beliefs.

Do you believe it is important to have a clear life goal?
Having a clear goal in life can be a double-edged sword. On the one side, it
provides you with the focus you need to succeed in life. It also provides a
simple way to validate each of our actions, decisions and experiences. Is it,
or can it move me closer to my goal? If yes, keep doing it and do more of it.
If not, stop doing it.
On the other hand, having a clear goal puts a significant burden and
responsibility on our shoulders. You really do start judging every action,
decision and experience, even who you are with, based on whether it will
move you closer or further away from your goals. You live with the constant
guilt and frustration, every time you realize you are doing things or in a
relationship that are not helping you, but rather blocking you from achieving
your life goals. Despite our best intentions, it is almost unavoidable that you
will find yourself in such situations. But even such situations can and should
be learned from. How did I get here? What incorrect assumptions did I
make? Is there a way to re-align the situation back to helping me achieve
my goals? And if not, how do I get out of the situation without hurting
anyone?

How did you go about achieving your life goal?
It took some time to decide what to study that would provide me with the
knowledge and experience needed to help me make progress towards my
life goal. Understanding why good people often make and repeat bad
decisions and developing methods and technology to help them discover
why so they can prevent such mistakes would require knowledge about
psychology, economics, business and computer science. The only degree
that covered all these subjects was Industrial Engineering. I graduated from
University in 1991 with a BSc in Industrial Engineering (Cum Laude).
I started my career in manufacturing, as manager of the Industrial
Engineering Department and Design Office for a large cookware
manufacturer. This dream job soon turned into a nightmare. The company
was in financial trouble and there was massive pressure to find quick ways
to reduce costs help improve the company’s profitability. Then I discovered
the work of Dr. Eli Goldratt, creator of Theory of Constraints (TOC) and
author of one of Time’s top 100 business books of all times - The Goal. The
Goal was a business novel telling the story of a plant manager called Alex
Rogo, that was in a very similar situation. Unless he could help turn around
the profitability of his plant, they would face being shut down. Alex meets
an old professor who asks him many questions that got him to challenge his
basic assumptions about what it takes to be profitable.
The professor shared with him a simple insight: If you want to strengthen
the chain, you have to find and strengthen the weakest link – the constraint
or the bottleneck. Therefore, to continuously improve the performance of a
company, you have to (step 1) identify the weakest link, (step 2) find ways
to better exploit and not waste that constraint, (step 3) subordinate
everything to that decision. Then (step 4) elevate the constraint and finally
(step 5) go back to step 1 if the constraint has moved. This simple insight
gave Alex - and me - a systematic way to not only get our companies back
to profitability but on a path to profitable and sustainable growth.
My experience at this cookware company helped me discover two limiting
assumptions managers, and sometimes entrepreneurs, suffer from. Firstly,
as long as they believe THEY are doing their best and can find other things
to blame for their company’s poor performance – the economy, poor
productivity, outdated technology - they will be blind to the inherent
potential that can be unlocked by just focusing on better exploiting and then

elevating their company’s constraint. Secondly, when profitability is lower
than expected, the highest risk, lowest reward strategy is often to do layoffs
- simply because of the small upside if it succeeds and big downside if it fails.
The lowest risk and highest reward strategy is rather to focus on how to get
customers to pay or buy more by finding simple, low cost changes to create
a reliability or speed-based competitive edge that cannot easily be copied
by competitors.
As an example, our cookware company had sales of around $100m and a
Net profit of only 5%. This was not enough to pay back the interest on loans
we needed to finance the high inventories produced just to keep the
factory’s utilization high. Management assumed that any idle resource was
a waste and to achieve the lowest cost/unit, they should keep machines
busy all the time. They didn’t realize that over-producing, not just wasted
materials, cash and capacity needed to produce what customers actually
needed, but that it also caused long and unreliable lead times which forced
the sales teams to offer large discounts to ensure customers kept buying
from us.

That is a 20% increase in Net profit for every 1% reduction
in discounts - a 20x multiplier!
I developed a simulation model to prove to our CEO how much money we
were losing because of this. I showed the CEO that increasing the average
selling price by just 1%, will increase the net profit by $1m – from $5m to
$6m. That is a 20% increase in Net profit for every 1% reduction in discounts
- a 20x multiplier! And with 50% variable cost, every 1% increase in sales
volume, would give 10% increase in net profit – a 10x multiplier.
Implementing TOC helped us to stop over-producing, which reduced our
lead-times and helped us increase our “on-time-in-full” performance to
almost 100%, which meant our sales team no longer had to give away
unnecessary discounts. It also made available the capacity we needed to
prevent lost sales due to shortages during peak demand periods. These two
strategies allowed us to more than double our profitability in less than 12
months and made me a passionate supporter of Dr. Goldratt’s work.
Shortly after this experience, I met Dr. Goldratt at a seminar. I shared my life
goal with him and he offered to become my mentor. Probably one of the
most important things he taught me was that, to make a breakthrough in
any area you are passionate about, required only two steps: having the
courage to face inconsistencies between what we expect to see and our
reality and then, to have the willingness to challenge basic assumptions
related to these expectation gaps.
Unfortunately, most people cope with such expectation gaps in their life or
business by either finding someone else to blame or simply to lower their
expectations. Both of these strategies are harmful as it will cause
disharmony with others and become self-fulfilling prophecies. I decided to
focus on developing decision support methods and apps to help people find
and challenge the assumptions that limited them from achieving their high
expectations.
After leaving the cookware company, I had the opportunity to apply, test
and further develop these methods, achieving breakthroughs in a number
of different industries ranging from beer production to software
development. In the late 1990’s, Dr. Goldratt asked me to join his company,
to work with him on large complex projects around the world. In 2007, on
his request, I co-founded Goldratt Research Labs with him where our
research focus is to further develop decision support methods and apps that
can to help people make better faster decisions, when it really matters in
life and in business.
Since then, my research lab has had the opportunity to work and partner
with some of the leading organizations around the world including
Microsoft, Tata Steel, BHP Billiton, ABB, Cisco, Random House Publishing,
Daiwa House and Fujitsu to help them find and overcome limiting
assumptions and other constraints to achieving step-changes in their
operational and financial performance.
As an example, in 2017, the CTO of Microsoft reported that as a result of the
end-to-end supply chain optimization project we completed for their digital
product lines like PC accessories, game consoles and tablets, they reduced
their inventories by over a quarter of a billion dollars across the board, while
at the same time increasing service levels by 5% and increasing sales by a
few hundred million as a result of reduced markdowns and less shortages.

Tell us about
achievements.
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The personal achievement I am most proud of, is that at the age of 20, I
finally got a beautiful girl, Laura, to fall in love with me. We got married in
1998 and now have two amazing boys, Francois (11) and Christian (12).
As far as achievements within my professional career go, there are a few I
am really proud of. In 2009, I was awarded a PhD for my research and
development of a new 5-step problem solving and decision-making method.
I called it the ProConCloud method, in honor of the two giants on whose
shoulders I could stand – Benjamin Franklin, who invented the Pro-Con-List
method and Dr. Eli Goldratt, who developed the Evaporating Cloud method.
It is an incredible honor to hear respected academics now say that my
ProConCloud method has the potential to replace Benjamin Franklin’s ProCon-List – a method that is almost 250 years old – as the go-to-method for
making better faster decisions when it really matters. The reason they give
is that my ProConCloud method was specifically designed to retain the
benefits of the Pro-Con-List and other existing decision making methods,
while overcoming their major limitations.
Another achievement I’m really proud of is creating the Odyssey Program,
developed to teach people from all ages how to use the ProConCloud
method to help them find and overcome their own bottleneck – their own
limiting assumptions and beliefs that can cause us to make and often repeat
bad decisions. The program is run on a non-profit basis funded by revenues
from our projects with Fortune 500 organizations. Over the past decade,
we’ve done over 50 of these Odyssey programs around the world. The
testimonials we get from Alumni are incredibly inspiring (see
www.tocodyssey.org). Later this year we will be launching an online version
to reach even more people around the globe.
And finally, the three Harmony Apps I’ve developed with my amazing team
at Goldratt Research Labs, all aimed at helping individuals and organizations
make better faster decisions when it really matters. Our Harmony Change
Maker was nominated for the Silicon Valley Business App awards in 2013.
Our Harmony Decision Maker received a top innovator of 2017 award and
our Harmony Supply Chain Simulator received an international simulation
award.

What three business and life lessons you have
learned?
Whenever you or someone else tells you that “it’s impossible,” always ask:
“It’s impossible, unless?" This often exposes the limiting assumptions or
beliefs, that if overcome, can make the impossible possible. People make
bad decisions not because they are bad, but simply because they have bad
assumptions. Therefore, it is important to always check your assumptions
before you act, unless acting is the only way of checking. In such cases,
design a small “safe-to-fail” experiment to get fast feedback on your starting
assumptions before you make major changes in your life or business. And
lastly, the fact that something is difficult to do doesn’t mean you shouldn’t
try.

Why are you passionate about inspiring women to
become entrepreneurs and leaders?
There are two reasons we should all actively contribute to inspire more
women become entrepreneurs and business. Firstly, it is good for our
economies and for the business where it happens. A recent McKinsey
showed that in the UK, for every 10 percent increase in gender diversity,
earnings before interest and tax (EBIT) rose by 3.5 percent. In the US,
between 1997 and 2017 the number of women-owned businesses increased
by 114%, compared to a 44% increase among all businesses. Women-owned
businesses now account for 39% of all U.S. firms.
Secondly, it is the right thing to do to further remove unfair barriers. Despite
2018 being labeled as ‘Year of the woman’, fueled not just the #metoo
revolution but more gender equity changes happening in society, there are
still many barriers to overcome. Women Entrepreneurs still receive less than
5% of the available capital to fund their start-ups; their work/life balance
decisions are more challenging than for their male counterparts. There is a
virtuous cycle that fueled by these changes. The more women become
entrepreneurs and leaders, the more effort they make to remove barriers
which creates more role models that will inspire more women to have the
courage to overcome not just societal barriers, but also mental barriers

which too many highly capable women still struggle with - self-limiting
beliefs like “I’m just not smart enough or tough enough to make it as an
entrepreneur or leader”.
In the Odyssey programs I facilitate around the globe, I have seen this
virtuous cycle in action. As more and more girls and women have access to
tools, coaching and support to discover and overcome their own selflimiting beliefs, and they share their testimonials, the more girls and women
are inspired to attend. I have also personally experienced the incredibly
positive influence on both our work culture and growth as more women has
joined my organization and our Alumni network. This is why I am so
passionate about developing methods and apps that can help anyone
expose and challenge their own limiting assumptions.

Do you believe in focusing on your strengths, or rather
focusing on strengthening your weaknesses?
think it is important to first decide on what basis would we call something a
strength or a weakness. For me, the way to differentiate, is by checking what
impact improving a skill or ability will have on your goal. Those things that can
help you achieve more of the goals important to you, are strengths. You should
aim to fully and unashamedly capitalize on them. Only those few things that can
actually limit you from making progress on these goals, are weaknesses.
When setting goals in life or business to improve such weaknesses, remember
not to aim for "do your best" but rather “to do better” up to a level of “good
enough” - the level where it is no longer a weakness. “Best” implies a limit.
“Better" implies the need and potential for ongoing improvement. Improving
something beyond the level of good enough, is just a waste of scarce resources.
Imagine you lack confidence, and this is negatively impacting your ability to be a
good coach. What should be your target for improving your confidence? Only up
to a level of good enough - confident enough - that it is no longer a weakness. If
you set your target higher, you can become over-confident which will waste
effort and actually be harmful.
The first common mistake is that we often try to improve all the things we are
not good at – even if they won’t directly help us achieve more of our goals.
Secondly, we forget how valuable our time is and don’t ask ourselves often
enough whether the things that are taking a lot of our time, could not have been
done by someone else at a much lower cost per hour.

Dr Alan Barnard with his wife, Laura, and their sons,
Christian and Francois

When it comes to achieving your goals, which do think
is most important – vision, wisdom or courage? Why?
I often ask students and clients what they think are holding them back from
achieving the goals important to them - vision, wisdom or courage. Interestingly,
most people, say they lack courage, not vision or wisdom. But our research shows
that we often confuse lack of courage with the inability to deal with ambivalence.
Ambivalence is that uncomfortable feeling when we see both the positive and
the negative in doing something or being with someone and you can’t decide
what to do. It is especially challenging for women, who can keep so many things
in their mind at the same time.
This is one of the applications where the ProConCloud method I created, can
really help. It provides you with a step-by-step process to firstly expose the
assumptions behind this ambivalence by getting you to list the Pros and Cons you
think are unique to a Change or the Pros and Cons you think are unique to Not
Changing. It then provides you with new options that can give you more of the
pros important to you, with less of the cons that you have in your current
situation. The exciting findings we’ve seen, is that when someone is able to
resolve their own ambivalence, they suddenly find the courage to do what is
needed to improve their life or business.

What inspires and motivates you?
I’m inspired and motivated every time my methods or apps or insights can help
someone find and overcome a limiting assumption or belief. Of course, it is very
rewarding when we can help owners and managers achieve this within their
organizations and it helps taking them to a new level of performance. But what
truly motivates me is when it positively impacts someone’s life. For example,
when someone tells me that, just by following my ProConCloud method for a few
hours, they found and challenged a limiting belief about themselves or someone
else that got them stuck for years in a bad relationship or bad job or caused them
to sometimes over-react and go on a crash diet or lose their temper. Seeing their
eyes light up when they tell you this, is what makes all the hard work worth it.
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What has been your biggest fail to date and how did
you overcome that? What did you learn from that?

Alan ready again for another 30-day, around the
world trip to visit clients from around the globe

Like all entrepreneurs, I’ve had costly failures in both my business and in my
personal relationships. Off-course I am always disappointed when it happens and
know that It sometimes be overwhelming when you realize you will probably
start from scratch again. But I’ve learned from my mentors and from my own
experience that you cannot allow this “mourning” phase to last too long and that
blaming yourself or someone else is never constructive. Firstly, it is important to
realize there will always be many more ways that something can fail than what
there will be for it to succeed. So, we should expect failure and focus on learning
faster from each of them. Secondly, I do think the Serenity prayer is very useful
advice when you have to decide how to deal with the failure. Have the serenity
to accept the things you cannot change, the courage to change the things you
can, and the wisdom to know the difference. You have to keep focusing on what
YOU can change, what YOU are passionate about and what makes YOU happy and not allow, failures, temporary setbacks or “haters” to distract you from this
goal.

What is the secret to your success?
The greatest advice I ever got on what it takes to be successful, was from
my mentor for over 20 years, Dr. Eli Goldratt. He told me two things. “A life
goal is simply a dream taken seriously”. And that “You should never sacrifice
your goal for anyone, but also never sacrifice anyone for your goal."
My own secrets to success have been very simple. I found a life goal that I
was very passionate about - enough to motivate me do whatever it takes to
achieve it and to know that quitting will never be an option. To inspire others
to help us realize our dreams, we must practice what we preach. I am
constantly checking whether my assumptions and beliefs are helpful or
harmful and if they are not helpful, I challenge and change them. I think
many people have dreams, but unfortunately few take them seriously
enough to do whatever it takes to make progress towards realizing their
dream. And if they don’t succeed the first time, they often get distracted,
lower their expectations, find someone to blame or just give up. None of
these are helpful.

What legacy do you want to leave behind?
Two things:
A) To show people that there is a fast, practical and reliable way to find and
overcome their own limiting or harmful assumptions which will allow them
to make better faster decisions or at least to learn from their past decision
mistakes.
B) To show people the value to apply the same method also to understand
the assumptions of whoever they blame for causing their bad situation whether they blame themselves or someone else. Just understanding the
assumptions or beliefs that could have caused “them” to do what they did,
can go a long way to help create or restore harmony with those we blame.

What quote do you live by and why?
Firstly, Henry Ford’s Quote: “Whether you believe you can or can’t, you are
right!” You will never know whether you or your team can do something or
can’t do something, until you try. Believing you can, as a starting
assumption, is more helpful, because it will at least get you to try. And if you
fail, don’t let any failure go to waste. Make sure you learn from it what
worked and what not.
Secondly, Friedrich Nietzsche’s quote: “What doesn’t kill you, makes you
stronger.” It contains two warnings. Don’t do things that are likely to kill you.
Make sure you only make changes in your life or business where the upside,
if it works, is much bigger than the downside if it fails. We can apply this to
all decisions we have to make in life or business.
We can apply this to all decisions we have to make in life or business.

“Make sure, you only
make changes in
your life or business
where the upside, if it
works, is much bigger
than the downside if
it fails”

What advice do you have for female entrepreneurs on
the same journey who want to achieve the same
success?
Firstly, don’t be afraid or ashamed to capitalize on all your strengths or to
ask for help. Most successful people are happy to help when they are asked
because they’ve been where you are now.
Secondly, I think one of the major obstacles facing especially women, is the
unrealistic goal of having a balanced life. Can you think of anyone that is
really successful that has a balanced life in the traditional sense? I learned
from my mentor that if you have multiple objectives like being happy,
healthy and wealthy, you must focus on the one that will help you achieve
more of the other two. For example, doing what you love doing - what
makes you happy - often will have a directly positive impact on being
healthy and becoming wealthier. The reverse is also true.
Thirdly, every time you plan to make a change in your life or business,
always ask yourself these two questions:
A) How is what you are doing, or what is currently demanding your
attention, helping you achieve the goals most important to you? If it is not,
stop it or don’t start it.
B) And even if it is helping, what is the opportunity cost of doing it? What
are you giving up by investing your limited attention or money in this thing
or this person?
Lastly, due to the positive impact I’ve experienced and valuable coaching
and support I’ve seen offered by being part of the JT Foxx network, I can
highly recommend that readers join their network clubs around the globe.

How do you differentiate yourself
competitors? What makes you unique?

from

your

I don’t pay much attention to what competitors are doing. The market is
so huge that I don’t see the purpose of focusing on competition. I know our
products and services will bring value, if, and only if, they can diminish or
help overcome some limitation for our customers. As such, we are focused
mainly on understanding the challenges and limitations our customers are
facing in improving their lives or organizations, and then develop products
that will help them to diminish or overcome these.

What is the hardest thing about entrepreneurship that
no one told you?
Traveling around the world doing what you are passionate has many
upsides, but also a few downsides. It may sound very glamorous, but it
requires many sacrifices - from both you and your family - and can be very

lonely. Those closest to you will have the hardest time. Initially, even
though they may want to be, they might not always be supportive. And for
good reasons. They not only want you there, but often need you to just be
there for them. And even if you are there, your attention is seldom fully
focused on them. This can cause frustration, stress and even resentment.
No wonder the divorce rate for entrepreneurs are around 10% higher than
the average. The good news is that, once you can make it through that
initial period, both sides can adapt and you can build relationships that can
be stronger and more robust against common relationship stresses.

What can we expect from you in the next 12 months?
My focus for the next 12 months is to productize more of my knowledge in
the form of apps and online programs. This will help me achieve two
objectives: annuity steam income and scalability. I am privileged to already
have almost 10000 people around the world that have downloaded my
Harmony Decision Maker App. My focus is now on how to make this
100,000s and then millions of users from around the globe.

After women read about you in this article, what is the
one thing that you want them to take from it?
What and who you pay attention to can be the difference between
success or failure. Make sure you don’t waste it by either procrastinating
on making changes that can bring you closer to your goal or by
overreacting and making changes or decisions that move you further
away.
Helping people make less of these avoidable and consequential decision
mistakes, is why I created the ProConCloud method and the Harmony
Decision Maker App.
To check it out, download my app. It’s called HARMONY DECISION MAKER.
Because dark clouds cause us disharmony and if we can evaporate them,
we can get harmony back in our life.
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Download the Harmony Decision Maker App

