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No, Don’t “Let Them” – Part II 
 
When the Foundations Crumble. 
 
By Federico Malatesta  
 
July 30, 2025 
 
  

“Complex systems demand interventions that respect their intricacy; 
any attempt at a neat fix is almost certainly doomed.” 

 
Nassim Taleb , Antifragile, 2012 

 
 

 
 
In Part II of this essay, we turn a more critical lens on the fragile foundations 
of Robbins’ bestseller: its anecdotal wisdom dressed up as theory, its 
narcissistic tendencies, and its tenuous claim to scholarly authority. Here, 
these flaws are not examined in isolation, but as representative of the broader 
failings of pop psychology and self-help literature.  
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1. Anecdotal Experience Masquerading as General Theory. 
Robbins’ bestseller exemplifies a common pitfall of self-help books: building a 
grand “theory” on the foundation of personal anecdotes and post-hoc 
rationalization. Rather than grounding advice in rigorous research or 
established psychological principles, many self-help authors extrapolate from 
their own experiences to universal guidance.  
This move relies on a classic post hoc fallacy: the author experiences personal 
growth or a life change, then retrofits an all-encompassing framework to 
explain it. Correlation becomes causation; what “worked” in their narrative is 
presented as proof, while counterexamples are quietly ignored. It’s a familiar 
maneuver - turning a private story into public prescription - and it often leads 
readers to adopt strategies that sound profound but collapse outside the 
author’s unique context. This is feel-good pseudoscience: feel-good in 
narrative, pseudoscientific in substance.  
 
 
2. The Cult Of “Look at Me”, “Look at You”, Disguised as Wisdom. 
There is a subtler, and arguably more insidious, dynamic at work in Robbins’ 
book, a familiar move in the self-improvement economy. Beneath the 
narrative of personal empowerment runs an unspoken message: Look at me. 
I have overcome these challenges, I am insightful enough to distill a universal 
theory, and gracious enough to sell it back to you. And paired with it, the 
mirror mantra: Look at you. You are so special, if only you knew:  
 
“… (at work) you’ve come up with an idea you’re excited about. You’ve put 
thought into it….but when you pitch it, the room goes quiet. People nod 
politely, but they move on, and before you know it, someone else’s idea is 
getting all the attention……. 
In that moment, you can either let this dismissal crush you, or you can pause 
and say Let Them. Let them dismiss it. Let them go with a different idea. 
Their response doesn’t change the value of your idea!”1 
 
Later in the book she continues along the same lines: 
 
“There is no difference between you and the people you see achieving 
extraordinary things. …… They are laser focused on waking up every day and 
proving, over and over through their actions, that they are worthy and 
deserving of the vision they have for their life.”2 
 
At first glance, these passages feel empowering. But read them twice, and 
their emptiness shows. Yes, you might have a vision or an idea, but it does not 

 
1 Robbins, M. “The Let Them Theory”, Hay House, 2024, P.43 
2 Robbins, M. “The Let Them Theory”, Hay House, 2024, P.118 
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necessarily mean that it is sensible, smart, good or even ethical. It does not 
mean that you have the talents and ability to succeed. You might, but you 
might not. Vision, talents, abilities fall across a spectrum: a few exceptional, 
many mediocre, and some downright dangerous. Elizabeth Holmes thought 
she had abilities. Bernie Madoff believed he had talents. Pol Pot was 
convinced he had a vision. You get the drift. 
Worse, the kind of fervent “you can prove your worth” mindset Robbins 
praises, often blinds people to reality. Even highly intelligent and motivated 
individuals routinely overestimate their ability to control complex outcomes, 
often with catastrophic results. 3 This overconfidence is structural to the way 
our brains estimate risk and time, and it remains uncorrected even in the face 
of contrary history.4  
This kind of blank absolutism - granting moral and domain authority to any 
vision purely because it is pursued with fervor - reflects the pop psychology 
complex’s tendency to flatten complexity and turn narcissistic striving into 
virtue. Much of the canon runs on a comforting fantasy: that every reader is 
brimming with untapped genius, a singular gift destined to change the 
world, held back only by a tragic shortage of self-confidence. In reality, while 
every human being has intrinsic worth, true exceptionality is - by its very 
nature - rare. If everyone were poised to offer something excellent and 
extraordinary, then this “excellence” and the “extraordinary” would quickly 
become the new ordinary.  
And yet this fantasy sells books precisely because it flatters the reader into 
believing they’ve already crossed the threshold. It reveals how easily personal 
narrative - the now ubiquitous “storytelling” - can tip from inspiration into 
self-aggrandizement, leaving the reader both overconfident and 
underprepared.  It is not wisdom; it is marketing, a packaged illusion of self-
mastery that conveniently masks the messy uncertainty at the core of real 
development. 
 
3. Why The “Let Them Theory” Is, Of Course, Not Really a Theory. 
It’s one thing to turn a personal epiphany into a viral mantra; it’s quite another 
to elevate it into a “theory.” And yet that’s precisely the leap this book 
attempts. To call Robbins’ framework a genuine theory is to stretch the word 
beyond recognition. Indeed, certain essential criteria separate a robust theory 
from a loose idea: 
 

i. A clearly articulated set of principles or hypotheses about a certain 
phenomenon or reality, usually offering explanations of causal 
relationships or predicting outcomes. A theory provides systematic 
insight, typically involving structured frameworks and tested 
hypotheses that can be challenged, refined, or falsified through 

 
3 Tetlock, P. E. “Expert Political Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know?”, Princeton University Press, updated edition, 2017. 
4 Kahneman, D., Paul Slovic, P., Tversky, A., “Judgment under Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases”, Cambridge University Press, 1982. 
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evidence. For example, Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution offers a 
clear, mechanistic explanation (variation + selection) for observable 
phenomena. Robbins’ work, by contrast, offers no coherent set of 
hypotheses - only a single prescriptive suggestion that does not explain 
complex relational dynamics or predict reliably how specific 
interpersonal outcomes will unfold (see more on this below). 

 
ii. Testability and falsifiability, i.e. the possibility to validate or invalidate 

claims through empirical observation or experimentation. Darwin’s 
theory does that, predicting, amongst other things, transitional fossils 
and genetic signatures. Robbins’ book lacks these attributes entirely. Its 
central premise is essentially an unfalsifiable assertion because it 
remains stubbornly vague and impossible to measure objectively.  

 
iii. A degree of internal coherence and explanatory power, meaning they 

can clearly account for evidence and describe phenomena in a 
consistent, organized manner. Darwin’s theory had a logically loop: 
variation → heritability → selection → new variation → and so on.  

 
iv. A meaningful contribution to existing intellectual discourse or scientific 

literature, either by reinforcing, refining, or challenging prevailing 
paradigms. Robbins’ Let Them neither engages seriously with existing 
psychological or philosophical literature nor adds new empirical 
insights.  

 
Robbins’ work is better understood as motivational literature: it draws on 
anecdotes, selected and often misconstrued ideas from psychology and 
philosophy, and broad encouragement together into an emotionally 
appealing package. But as a conceptual framework, it remains fragmented, 
inconsistent, and contradictory. She cherry-picks ideas out of context to 
support ex-post her motivational points, leaving readers without coherent 
theoretical grounding or clear reasoning behind her assertions. 
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4. The Illusion of Expert Authority. 
When it comes to the sources behind her book, Robbins confidently declares 
that: 
 
 (I have) “spoken to many of the world’s leading experts in psychology, 
neuroscience, behavioral science, relationships, stress, and happiness. You’ll 
meet them as you read the book, and their research will help you apply the 
theory in countless situations in your life. As you’ll soon see, the science is 
clear: This thing works. And it works really well”.5  
 
She further claims that this book is the culmination of  
 
“….years of learning from the best experts in the world.”6  
 
Leaving aside the slightly megalomaniacal undertones - hardly uncommon in 
personal growth genre - there is a fundamental problem here: such 
grandiose claims require evidence. And evidence, frustratingly, is precisely 
what Robbins’ book lacks. 
 
Yes, there are a few lengthy passages of her podcast with various established 
authors, and there is a long bibliography appended at the back of the book. 
However, on the former, these conversations touch general, well-established 
topics (for example, how people tend to push back on change if cornered 
under pressure) and not the actual mechanism of Let them. Regarding the 
latter, there are no detailed notes, no citations which tie Robbins’ absolutist 
statements directly to the body of work presented in the bibliography. 
Without such citations, it’s impossible to verify whether Robbins has 
genuinely drawn upon the listed experts or merely filled pages with 
respectable names. Indeed, a closer inspection reveals a troubling 
contradiction: many of the authors and studies included in her bibliography 
advocate positions strikingly at odds with Robbins’ oversimplified 
prescriptions.7  
For instance, in paragraph titled “Let People Learn from Life”, she quotes Dr. 
Robert Waldinger, a practicing psychiatrist, psychoanalyst, and clinical 
professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School. Waldinger is quoted saying: 
 
“Let people learn from life. Don’t shield them from the consequences of what 
they choose. If somebody says, “I don’t really want to get a job.” “Okay, well, 
how are you going to pay your rent?” There are lots of things we can do to 
help people meet the challenges of life by not shielding them from the 
challenges of life.” 

 
5 Robbins, M. “The Let Them Theory”, Hay House, 2024, P.17 
6 Robbins, M. “The Let Them Theory”, Hay House, 2024, P.124 
7 As we have seen in Part I, for instance with reference to the role of emotions in decision making. 
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But this is not “let them” as portrayed in the rest of the book. This is rather: 
“don’t try to solve everyone’s problem all of the time, but engage with them in 
a productive manner”. It’s a very different story. And there are plenty of other 
examples along the same lines.  
Most self-help books don’t have notes because the general reader does not 
like them and because they would make the author accountable.8 Frankly, 
Robbins’ book feels like a classic instance of an author - or perhaps more 
accurately, the author’s paid researcher - assembling a bibliography as 
window dressing. The book’s references occasionally even feature incomplete 
or missing links to topical articles, reinforcing suspicions of a rushed effort to 
retrofit academic credibility onto a largely anecdotal text, unwittingly 
highlighting one of the most troubling patterns in this publishing world: the 
commodification of science as decoration rather than discipline. 
 
 
5. The Myth Of The “Right” Decision. 
In Part I of this essay, we unpicked the shallow framing of “emotion”. But 
what of its inevitable sequel? Robbins warns her readers that emotions will 
“often stop you from making the right decision”.9 This warning only resonates 
if you buy into the comforting fiction that there is such a thing as “the right 
decision”, an objective, stable endpoint rather than the ambiguous, 
negotiated compromises that shape human choices. 
The notion of “right” and “wrong” decisions is inescapable in the self-help 
universe, and Robbins is no exception. Her framework clings to the 
comforting fiction of a moral geometry, as if life were a multiple-choice exam 
graded by an omniscient teacher. It’s an appealing metaphor for a world that 
feels overwhelming: if only we could identify the right answer, clarity and 
success would surely follow. 
But if one thinks about it, even for even a moment, the illusion collapses. In 
most cases, to judge whether a decision is truly “right” or “wrong,” two 
impossible conditions would have to be satisfied: 
 

I. We would need to live countless parallel lives to trace the divergent 
pathways of every alternative choice. 

 

 
8 It is worth highlighting here that one does not have to be an academic to use notes and bibliography properly in the realm of  self-
development. Take, for instance, journalist Olga Khazan’s thoughtful book on her attempts to change certain aspects of her personality. Unlike 
Robbins, Khazan grounds her reflections in well-sourced research and provides proper references for each of her claims. When she writes that 
“In lab experiments, extroverts tend to interpret ambiguous stimuli more positively,”, one can go to the back of the book and read that the 
statement is based on an academic article.  She did not make that up after “talking to the best scientists”. (Luke Smillie, Margaret Kern, and 
Mirko Uljarevic, “Extraversion: Description, Development, and Mechanisms,” in Handbook of Personality Development, ed. Dan P. McAdams, 
Rebecca L. Shiner, and Jennifer L. Tackett (New York: Guilford, 2019), 326.) 
9 Robbins, M. “The Let Them Theory”, Hay House, 2024, P.52 
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II. We would need to assume that all other variables remain fixed - a 
ceteris paribus world that exists only in economic models, not in the 
fluid, interdependent systems of real life. 

 
The concept of “bounded rationality” underscores this limitation. Humans do 
not make decisions in perfect, laboratory-like conditions with infinite 
foresight. We instead satisfice, choosing what seems “good enough” given 
limited knowledge, cognitive bandwidth, and time constraints.10 Meaning is 
rarely embedded in the decision itself; it emerges later, shaped by action, 
context, and the stories we construct in hindsight. 
From a practical perspective, framing choices in static terms of right and 
wrong carries two dangers. First, paralysis: the fear of moving at all for fear of 
error. Second, rigidity: clinging stubbornly to an initial decision even when 
shifting circumstances demand adaptation. Both are antithetical to the kind 
of cognitive and emotional agility that marks relational maturity. 
 
 
 
  

 
10 Simon, H., “Models of Bounded Rationality, Volume 1: Economic Analysis and Public Policy”,   Mit Press, 1984 
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6. A Different Leadership Paradigm. 
 
6.1  A culture hungry for shortcuts. 
A meme is not a theory, and an Instagram post - however viral - does not 
demand to become a book. When it does, the result often reads like a caption 
stretched across 150 pages, its original spark dulled by repetition and 
padding. And yet, the runaway success of Let Them speaks volumes, not only 
about Robbins’ marketing genius but about a culture hungry for shortcuts, 
ready to buy comfort disguised as growth, eager to trade complexity for 
slogans. 
This appetite for simplicity is no accident. It reflects a deep cultural discomfort 
with the messy, ambiguous work of change. In an era where attention spans 
are splintered and algorithms reward brevity over depth, there is little 
patience for frameworks that demand nuance, sustained effort, or self-
confrontation. Slogans sell because they are easy to remember and easy to 
perform, but they also flatten human development into stark binaries: 
engage or withdraw, influence or surrender, act or retreat. Real growth rarely 
fits these categories.  
If Let Them offers the comfort of stepping back, the approach I propose asks 
for the harder discipline of staying engaged, developing the skill to hold 
complexity and choose courage, even in a culture that leans toward 
avoidance. 
 
 
6.2 Leadership: the practice of holding complexity. 
Leadership and organizational studies have long warned us against the 
seductive myth of the solitary decision-maker, the leader as an island, calmly 
issuing perfect decrees from a place of complete clarity.11 In reality, decision-
making is almost never a singular act. It is a dynamic and iterative process, a 
continuous feedback loop between the (constructed) self and the 
environment. We act, we observe, we learn, we adjust, and then we act again. 
This is not weakness or indecision, but the essential posture of any human 
navigating complexity. Leadership, personal or professional, is less about 
executing predefined plans, 12 and more about engaging in “reflection-in-
action,” a process where we adapt our approach in real time to emergent 
challenges and feedback from the environment.13  

 
11 Bolden, R, “Distributed Leadership in Organizations: A Review of Theory and Research”,  International Journal of Management Reviews, Vol. 13, 
251–269 (2011); 
12 This distinction is certainly not new. Karl von Clausewitz, in his seminal On War, argued that no matter how carefully crafted, “no plan survives 
first contact with the enemy.” While Clausewitz was speaking of military campaigns, his insight has since been applied to leadership and 
organizational strategy. French philosopher Henri Bergson, writing from a very different tradition, also emphasized the limits of rigid conceptual 
planning. In Creative Evolution, he contrasts static, mechanistic approaches to reality with élan vital, a creative life force that requires fluid 
engagement and improvisation. American philosopher John Dewey also portrayed planning as an iterative, experimental process, where each 
step is a provisional hypothesis subject to revision. The value lies in the act of planning, not in the assumption that the first plan will be sufficient 
or final. Contemporary management theorists as Henry Mintzberg echoed these themes. Dwight D. Eisenhower, quoted in The New York Times, 
November 1957, summarized it best: “Plans are worthless, but planning is everything”. Key Works for Further Reading: Karl von Clausewitz, 
On War (1832), Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution (1907), John Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct (1922), Henry Mintzberg, The Rise and Fall of 
Strategic Planning (1994). 
13 Schön, D. A., “The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action”, Basic Books, 1983; 
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Relationally mature leaders learn to hold the tension between influence and 
autonomy, between compassion and clarity. There are moments when 
confrontation and boundary-setting are necessary, and there are moments 
when yielding and making space for others to grow is the wiser course. The 
challenge is not in memorizing a rule but in developing the discernment to 
know which move the moment requires. And that discernment is not innate. 
It is cultivated through experience, reflection, and a willingness to learn from 
mistakes. Expertise is not achieved by following abstract rules but through an 
embodied responsiveness to context developed over time.14 In my executive 
coaching work, I see how this capacity is cultivated not through abstract rules 
but through reflective practice in real-world contexts. It requires holding one’s 
ground without abandoning the field.  
 
 
6.3 Toward a Constructed Wisdom. 
The alternative paradigm I am outlining here is, of course, not novel. It draws 
on numerous philosophical and psychological traditions that stretch from 
Aristotle’s concept of phronesis, or practical wisdom developed through lived 
experience,15 to contemporary models of adult development such as Robert 
Kegan’s notion of “self-authoring minds”.16 
It also draws on recent insights from neuroscience. We have seen in Part I 
how Lisa Feldman Barrett’s research has shown that emotions are not 
hardwired reactions, but predictions our brain constructs based on past 
experience and context17. From this perspective, the leader’s emotional 
landscape is not fixed but plastic, influenced by how they interpret and 
engage with their environment. Similarly, one of the most accredited 
contemporary conceptualizations of consciousness argues that perception 
itself is a controlled hallucination, a generative process by which the brain 
predicts and then updates its model of the world.18 In a relational field, our 
predictions about others and ourselves shape not only what we see but how 
we act. If emotions and perceptions are themselves constructed, then the 
disengagement Robbins suggests is no guarantee of accuracy. It may simply 
lock in flawed predictions and blind us to relational realities. 
 
 
 
6.4. The Courage of engagement and accountability. 
This leadership paradigm is inherently contextual; it cannot be outsourced to 
slogans. But it reflects the reality of how human systems actually work. 

 
14 Dreyfus H.L., Dreyfus, S.E., “Mind over Machine: The Power of Human Intuition and Expertise in the Era of the Computer”, Free Press, 1986 
15 Aristotle’s concept of phronesis discussed in the “Nicomachean Ethics” underscores the role of experience and practical judgment in ethical 
decision-making. It is not merely about knowing what is right in the abstract, but about understanding why it is right and having the 
discernment to apply that knowledge skillfully within the nuances of specific situations. 
16 Kegan, R. “In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life”, Harvard University Press, 1994; 
17 Barrett, L. F. “How Emotions Are Made: The Secret Life of the Brain”, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017. 
18 Seth, A., “Being You: A New Science of Consciousness”, Faber & Faber, 2021. 
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Robbins is not wrong about the futility of trying to control others. What she 
misses is the deeper invitation: to grow our capacity to engage without 
clinging, to influence without grasping, and to love without losing ourselves. 
This is harder work than Let Them. It is also more rewarding. 
Ultimately, leadership is defined less by control than by courage.19 It is the 
courage to hold complexity with integrity, stay in relationship even when it is 
uncomfortable, name what is happening without fleeing, and summon the 
courage to admit when we are wrong and stand accountable for our choices. 
 

 
19 Friedman, E.H., “A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix”, Seabury Books, 2007. 
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