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Common Cognitive Biases  
 

Anchoring 

 

The first number or piece of information given 

acts as an anchor for all subsequent numbers 

or information.  Once an anchor is set, we 

quickly make other judgments by adjusting 

away from that anchor. 

For example, we tend to pay more for 

something if the first number we see is much 

higher.  We compare other prices to the initial 

figure, which makes the price we are prepared 

to pay look more reasonable. 

Anticipation of 

Regret  

 
 

An a priori anticipation of possible regret can 

influence decision making.  

When we are facing a decision, we 

may anticipate the regret that may arise from 

a negative outcome.  

This bias is linked to Risk Aversion. 

Authority Bias 

 

We are more easily influenced or convinced by 

figures of authority figures.  

A good example of this is when toothpaste is 

always presented by a dentist or expert 

wearing a lab coat.   

We are influenced both by real experts and 

also by those just appearing to be in authority.  
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Choice Overload 

 
 

 

When we are given too many choices, we 

either prefer the default option or we avoid 

making any decision at all.   

As the number of options increases, our level 

of certainty about our choice decreases. 

Additionally, the anticipation that we will 

regret our choice increases.” 

When we are tired, we tend to conserve our 

energy by making choices based on a single 

factor like price, for example, rather than 

considering all the other determinants that go 

into making the best decision.  

Clustering Illusion 

 
 

We are naturally pattern-seeking because it 

helps speed up the process recognising people 

and things. 

We tend to look for patterns within random 

data and we make false assumptions regarding 

statistical odds. 

For example, it strikes most people as 

unexpected if heads come up four times in a 

row during a series of coin flips.  This is linked 

to the Gambler’s Fallacy, whereby the 

sequence of past outcomes shapes perceived 

probability of future outcomes. 

Evolutionary psychologists suggest that we see 

meaningful patterns as a default response 

because this has helped protect us from 

danger and improved our chances of survival.  

We are predisposed to invent causes for things 

we cannot explain. 

This is also why we love stories. 
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Confirmation Bias  

 
 

We look for information that confirms and even 

reinforces previously existing beliefs.  

We also reject data, no matter how valid, that 

go against what we believe.  This can lead us 

to make biased decisions or repeat the same 

mistakes. 

When we believe something to be true, we are 

motivated by wishful thinking, and not facts. 

We believe what we want to believe. 

Framing Effect 

 
 

 

We make decisions about information 

depending upon how the information is 

presented.  

The framing effect is often used in marketing 

to influence decision-makers and purchasers.  

We respond to the same information 

differently, depending on whether it is 

presented in a positive or a negative frame. 

Fundamental 

Attribution Error 

 
 

We overly focus on personal characteristics 

rather than consider any underpinning 

situational factors when something happens 

that we do not like.   

For example, if another person cuts in front of 

us in a queue or in a car when we are driving, 

we are more likely to blame their personality 

rather than consider any extenuating 

circumstances.   

However, if we do the same thing, we are 

more likely to rationalise and justify our own 

behaviour.   
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Groupthink/Herd 

Behaviour 

 
 

We often strive for consensus and harmony 

within a group.  

In many cases we set aside our own personal 

beliefs or adopt the opinion of the rest of the 

group.   

This can lead to over-optimism or higher risk-

taking, whilst ignoring possible problems, 

warning signs and consequences. 

Groupthink is also linked to the illusion of 

invulnerability, rationalisation of warnings, the 

tendency to overlook negatives and the fear of 

challenging a decision. 

Hyperbolic 

Discounting  

 
 

 

We prefer to choose a smaller-sooner reward 

over a larger-later reward.  

We discount future rewards relative to 

immediate pleasure.  

The rewards provided by buying something 

today often outweigh the discounted 

displeasure of future payments.   

This is why we are often prepared to suffer 

high credit card interest and a lower rate of 

interest on longer term savings plans.   

It also explains why we plan healthy eating for 

the future but not as easily for the present. 

This bias is also linked to Present Bias. 
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Ingroup-Outgroup 
Bias 

 
 

 
 

We are hard-wired to be sociable and our drive 

to belong also pushes us to divide ourselves 

into ‘us’ and ‘them’.  From an evolutionary 

perspective this had made sense as it has 

formed a protective function.   

The downside is that it can lead to 

stereotyping, discrimination and prejudice.  We 

show considerably less empathy and tolerance 

to members of our outgroup.   

Examples are opposing sports teams and their 

supports, pedestrians and motorists, cultural 

or religious divisions. 

Loss Aversion  

 
 

We have a strong tendency to prefer avoiding 

losses than acquiring gains. Some studies 

suggest that losses are as much as twice as 

psychologically powerful as gains. 

The brain reacts more strongly to stimuli it 

deems negative. There is a greater surge in 

electrical activity. 

Thus, our attitudes are more heavily 

influenced by bad news than good news. 

Optimism Bias  

 

We may believe that our chances of 

experiencing a negative event are lower (or a 

positive event higher) than that of our friends 

or colleagues.  

This belief can prevent us from developing a 

realistic view of the world, but it can also 

protect and inspire us – and it can fuel our 

resilience and keep us moving forward. 
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Overconfidence 

Bias  

 
 

We have more confidence in our own value, 

opinion, beliefs or abilities than we should, 

given the objective parameters of the 

situation.  

For example, most people believe that they 

can drive a car better than other drivers on the 

road.  

Overconfidence in our own moral character can 

cause us to act without proper reflection, and 

this is when we are most likely to act 

unethically. 

Priming  

 

We can activate particular representations or 

associations in memory just before carrying 

out an action or task. For example, if we see 

the word ‘yellow’ we are more likely to select 

‘banana’ or ‘lemon’ if asked to think of a fruit.   

This is because yellow and banana are closely 

associated in memory.  

We can prime our own and other people’s 

memories though our senses.  

Projection Bias 

 
 

We assume the future will be similar to the 

present.  This is also known as the ‘empathy 

gap’. We are not able to place ourselves in the 

emotional state of our future selves, and thus 

make decisions that suit our current selves. 

We may also overestimate the degree to which 

other people agree with us. We tend to 

assume that others think, feel, believe, and 

behave much like we do.   

This is similar to the False Consensus Effect, in 

which we overestimate the degree to which 

other people agree with our opinions. 
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Selection Bias 

 
 

We may suddenly notice something in our 

environment for the first time, but we wrongly 

assume that the frequency has increased.  

An example of this is when we buy a new car 

and see the same car everywhere. A similar 

effect happens to pregnant women who 

suddenly notice a lot of other pregnant women 

around them.  

We assume that this cannot be a coincidence, 

even though it is. 

 

Social Norms 

 

 
 

 

We are strongly influenced by what we 

understand to be the prevailing social norms 

or social customs.  

Social norms become accepted by the majority 

of a given community of people. 

We like doing what other people are doing and 

sometimes we need to understand the social 

context before we make a decision. 

 

Status Quo Bias 

 
 

Many of us tend to resist change and 

prefer the status quo. When we have no clear 

preference or even when we know that our 

current situation is no longer beneficial, we still 

have a natural urge to stick with what we 

know.   

The alternative needs to be sufficiently 

attractive or clearly superior to our current 

reality in order for us to change.  

This is linked with the Law of Inertia. 
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Dr Helena Boschi 

 

 
 

helena@chequeredleopard.com 

 
Helena Boschi is a psychologist who focuses on applied neuroscience in 

the work place.  Her particular areas of interest include the brain and 

behaviour, our emotional and rational neural networks and how to 

improve our cognitive abilities in order to get the best out of our own and 

others’ brainpower. Helena has also researched the influence of cognitive 

biases and corporate psychopathy across different organisations.  She has 

recently investigated the impact of chronic, work-induced stress on brain 

function and has just published a book called ‘Why we do what we do’. 

Helena has spent the last 25 years working closely with businesses to 

define and design new initiatives, particularly in the areas of 

organisational behaviour, leadership and team development, intercultural 

communication and organisational change.  Helena has held senior talent 

management and organisation development positions within international 

companies and now works across all industries.  

Helena believes in creating an energised and participative learning 

environment whilst at the same time treating people with sensitivity and 

respect. Helena has lived and worked in Switzerland and the US and now 

works extensively across the Middle East, Europe, US, Africa and Asia. 

With a deep commitment to ongoing research in current organisational 

and psychological trends, Helena possesses keen insight into best and 

evolving practices in neuroscience, behaviour, communication and 

leadership.  A member of the British Psychological Society, she brings a 

scientific edge to the work she delivers and continues to apply the latest 

developments in the fields of psychology, neuroscience and behaviour to 

the organisational context. 


