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COGNITIVE BIAS AT WORK 
IN THE WORKPLACE 

Do	you	like	to	think	of	yourself	as	a	ra1onal	person?	That	
you	don’t	jump	to	conclusions,	but	rather	you	make	
informed	decisions	based	upon	facts,	evidence,	
experience,	or	well-reasoned	arguments?		

We	all	like	to	think	so.	We	also	like	to	think	we	have	
control	over	our	own	liCle	corner	of	the	world,	or	at	least	
control	over	how	we	see	it	and	interact	with	it.		But,	we	
really	don’t.	There	is	a	wealth	of	psychology	and	cogni1ve	
science	research	that	tells	us	our	brain	is	complex	and	
amazing,	but	it	is	also	very	fickle	and	lazy.	And,	it	is	easily	
influenced	by	unconscious	paCerns	of	thoughts	or	mental	
shortcuts	that	impact	the	way	we	perceive	and	interact	
with	the	world.		It’s	called	cogni1ve	bias.	

What	is	Cogni,ve	Bias?	

A	cogni1ve	bias	is	a	systema1c	devia1on	from	ra1onal	
judgment	that	oJen	leads	to	perceptual	distor1on,	
inaccurate	judgment,	illogical	interpreta1on,	or	what	is	
broadly	referred	to	as	irra1onality.	In	simpler	terms,	it	is	
how	our	brain	has	evolved	to	operate	more	efficiently	and	
compensate	for	limited	resources	or	processing	ability.		

Andrick Group,, LLC ©  2018

We all take 
mental shortcuts  

that affect our 
perceptions and 

behavior. They also  
influence team 

dynamics, 
decision-making 

and organizational 
culture  



These	are	unconscious	drivers	that	influence	our	judgment	
and	decision-making	and	it	happens	to	all	of	us.	Some1mes,	
they	help	us	make	faster	decisions	when	1me	is	more	
important	than	accuracy.	Other	1mes,	these	shortcuts	are	
"by-products"	of	human	processing	limita1ons	resul1ng	
from	what	psychologists	refer	to	as	bounded	ra*onality,	or	
the	inclina1on	to	seek	a	sa1sfactory	solu1on	rather	than	an	
op1mal	one.		

Biases	arise	from	a	variety	of	mental	processes	including:		

·	informa1on-processing	overload		
·	mental	“noise”	(memory	deficiencies)	
·	emo1onal	and	moral	mo1va1ons	
·	social	influence	

But	more	oJen	than	not,	they	blind	us	from	reality	and	
prevent	us	from	making	sound,	reasoned	judgments.	And	it	
all	happens	without	us	even	realizing	it.	Because	our	brains	
are	wired	to	process	informa1on	as	quickly	and	efficiently	
as	possible,	we	are	not	very	good	at	recognizing	our	own	
biases.	The	tendency	to	see	ourselves	as	less	biased	than	
others	is	known	as	our	cogni1ve	blind	spot,	and	just	like	we	
all	have	biases,	we	all	have	a	cogni1ve	blind	spot.	

Seeing	is	Believing	

Unconscious	bias	has	been	iden1fied,	observed,	and	
validated	in	brain	studies	using	Magne1c	Resonance	
Imaging	(MRI)	technology,	and	it	is	now	acknowledged	by	
psychologists	and	neuroscien1sts	as	real	and	measurable.	
Studies	conducted	at	Harvard	University	using	the	Harvard	
Implicit	Associa1on	Test	have	revealed	that	decision-making	
automa1cally	triggers	specific	regions	of	the	brain	
responsible	for	unconscious	processing.	The	scans	showed	
that	ac1vity	increases	in	the	amygdala	(the	region	
responsible	for	processing	emo1ons	–	specifically	fear)	
when	the	brain	responds	to	perceived	threats.	The	brain	
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automa1cally	creates	biases	–	or	mental	shortcuts	–	as	a	
survival	mechanism.		

Mathew	Dylan	Lieberman,	a	professor	and	Social	Cogni1ve	
Neuroscience	Lab	director	at	UCLA,	uses	func1onal	
neuroimaging	(fMRI)	and	neuropsychology	to	explore	
cogni1ve	processes.	He	states	it	this	way:		

“Unconscious	cogni1on	is	essen1al	to	human	func1oning;	it	
helps	us	to	be	efficient	and	responsive	to	the	world	around	
us.	However,	unconscious	processes	are	also	prone	to	
errors;	errors	that	remain	unrecognised	and	uncorrected	
which	can	lead	to	flawed	decision-making,	significant	bias	
and	blinkered	thinking.”	(MaChew	Lieberman,	2014)	

An	evolving	list	of	almost	200	biases	has	emerged	over	the	
last	50	years	and	con1nues	to	grow.	This	body	of	research	
on	human	judgment	and	decision-making	con1nues	to	
expand	in	cogni1ve	science,	social	psychology,	and	
behavioral	economics.	Many	of	these	findings	explain	some	
of	the		irra1onal	decisions	and	inaccurate	percep1ons	that	
we	make	every	day.		Those	organiza1ons	that	understand	
them	and	make	it	a	priority	to	iden1fy	them	in	group	
sedngs	and	interpersonal	dynamics	will	inform	and	
improve	the	way	they	think,	learn,	communicate,	and	
collaborate.	
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10 COMMON BIASES THAT 
IMPACT ENGAGEMENT 
AND COMPANY CULTURE  

In	the	workplace,	unconscious	biases	can	influence	everything	
–	from	who	gets	hired	or	fired	to	collabora1on	and	group	
decision-making	to	team	success.	Every	day	in	your	
organiza1on	people	make	decisions,	interact	with	colleagues,	
manage	people,	or	take	some	kind	of	ac1on	based	upon	
unconscious	conclusions,	beliefs,	or	percep1ons.	These	
unconscious	cogni1ve	processes	oJen	result	in	costly	mistakes	
and	miscalcula1ons,	poor	employee	engagement,	and	
dysfunc1onal	team	dynamics	–	all	of	which	impact	company	
culture	and	boCom	line.				

The	first	step	to	addressing	unconscious	biases	in	the	
workplace	is	to	acknowledge	that	everyone	has	them.	They	
aren’t	faults	or	weaknesses.	They	are	cogni1ve	func1ons	that	
we	cannot	completely	control.	Knowing	what	they	are	and	
recognizing	them	when	they	happen	will	help	you	prevent	
them	from	sabotaging	the	efforts	of	your	teams	and	
undermining	organiza1onal	success.				

The	following	list	of	biases	are	commonly	found	in	the	
workplace	and	oJen	they	are	undermining	collabora1on,	
engagement,	and	ul1mately,	a	healthy	company	culture	in	
which	every	member	contributes	to	its	success.		
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1 |  CONFIRMATION BIAS  

The	brain	loves	to	be	right.	
Confirma,on	bias	is	the	
tendency	seek	out	evidence	
to	prove	that	which	we	
already	believe	to	be	true	
while	ignoring	contradic,ng	
evidence,	even	if	it	is	factual	
and	valid.	It	explains	why	it	
seems	impossible	to	
persuade	someone	arguing	
for	or	against	a	hot	topic	
issue	such	as	pro-life/pro-
choice	or	gun	control	to	
consider	the	merits	of	the	
opposite	stance.		

 

This	is	
one	of	
the	most	

common	biases	that	
subconsciously	influences	
everyday	decisions	in	the	
workplace.	For	example,	
suppose	you	are	assigned	
to	a	team	tasked	with	
determining	which	division	

should	launch	the	next	
new	product.	You	think	it	
should	be	a	summer	
learning	program	for	the	
educa1on	division,	but	the	
research	indicates	that	the	
market	is	saturated	with	
more	established	and	
trusted	brands.		

Confirma1on	bias	prevents	
you	from	accep1ng	the	
conflicted	data,	conduc1ng	
more	extensive	market	
research	to	find	an	
untapped	niche,	or	even	
doing	your	own	informal	
tes1ng	to	prove	that	your	
preconcep1on	may	not	be	
the	best	move	for	your	
organiza1on.	Combined	
with	the	op1mism	bias,	
confirma1on	bias	
reinforces	that	your	
posi1on	must	be	the	right	
one	and	underes1mates	
any	probability	that	it	isn't.	
Many	1mes,	it	sends	you	
down	the	wrong	road.		
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2 |  ILLUSORY SUPERIORITY

The	illusory	superiority	bias	is	oFen	at	the	core	of	conflicts	in	team	tasks.	Our	
natural	inclina,on	is	to	overes,mate	our	own	knowledge	and	skills.		

One	of	the	first	studies	that	found	illusory	superiority	was	conducted	by	the	
College	Board	in	1976.	More	than	a	million	students	taking	the	SATs	that	year	
were	given	a	survey	asking	how	they	rated	rela1ve	to	the	median	of	the	sample	
(rather	than	the	average	peer)	on	a	number	of	characteris1cs.	In	ra1ngs	of	
leadership	abili1es,	70%	of	the	students	self-reported	above	the	median.	In	ability	
to	get	along	with	others,	85%	put	themselves	above	the	median;	25%	rated	
themselves	in	the	top	1%.							

Research	shows	that	most	of	us	are	really	bad	at	assessing	
our	own	abili1es	and	competencies.	This	leads	to	a	
phenomenon	called	the	Dunning-Kruger	Effect.	
Nobel	Prize	winners	David	Dunning	and	Jus1n	
Kruger	stated	that	"persons	of	low	ability	suffer	from	
illusory	superiority	when	they	mistakenly	assess	
their	cogni1ve	ability	as	greater	than	it	is."		

Their	research	concludes	that	the	less	skilled	you	
are	at	something,	the	less	likely	you	are	to	recognize	
how	unskilled	you	truly	are.	Furthermore,	the	least	
competent	performers	inflate	their	abili1es	the	
most.		
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3 |  AFFINITY BIAS

The	affinity	bias	is	also	known	as	the	people	like	me	bias.	It’s	the	natural	
tendency	to	align	with	people	with	whom	we	share	common	interests	or	traits.		

For	example,	if	you	enjoy	talking	about	football	with	John	in	the	break	room,	the	
similarity	principle	says	that	you	are	more	likely	to	subconsciously	support	his	
ideas	in	a	mee1ng	than	Dan’s	–	someone	with	whom	you	share	nothing	in	
common.	It	is	a	subconscious	inclina1on	to	overlook	the	faults	or	mistakes	of	
people	we	like	and	no1ce	the	faults	and	mistakes	of	those	we	don’t,	resul1ng	in	
unfounded	conclusions	and	poor	decisions.		

Research	shows	that	similarity	is	one	of	the	biggest	factors	influencing	hiring	
prac1ces.	Interviewers	naturally	have	a	stronger	affinity	toward	people	they	like	–	
people	like	them	–	rather	than	people	who	are	different	from	them	even	if	they	
may	have	a	much	stronger	skillset	or	be	beCer	qualified	for	the	posi1on.	In	
addi1on,	this	limits	diversity.	Diverse	teams	have	a	wide	range	of	strengths	that	
give	them	an	advantage	in	overcoming	a	wide	spectrum	of	challenges.	  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4 | NEGATIVITY BIAS

The	affinity	bias	is	also	known	as	
the	people	like	me	bias.	It’s	the	
natural	tendency	to	align	with	
people	with	whom	we	share	
common	interests	or	traits.		

For	example,	if	you	enjoy	talking	
about	football	with	John	in	the	
break	room,	the	similarity	principle	
says	that	you	are	more	likely	to	
subconsciously	support	his	ideas	in	

a	mee1ng	than	Dan’s	–	someone	
with	whom	you	share	nothing	in	
common.	It	is	a	subconscious	
inclina1on	to	overlook	the	faults	or	
mistakes	of	people	we	like	and	
no1ce	the	faults	and	mistakes	of	
those	we	don’t,	resul1ng	in	
unfounded	conclusions	and	poor	
decisions.		

Research	shows	that	similarity	is	
one	of	the	biggest	factors	
influencing	hiring	prac1ces.	
Interviewers	naturally	have	a	
stronger	affinity	toward	people	they	
like	–	people	like	them	–	rather	than	
people	who	are	different	from	them	
even	if	they	may	have	a	much	
stronger	skillset	or	be	beCer	
qualified	for	the	posi1on.	In	
addi1on,	this	limits	diversity.	
Diverse	teams	have	a	wide	range	of	
strengths	that	give	them	an	
advantage	in	overcoming	a	wide	
spectrum	of	challenges.	 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5 | SURVIVORSHIP BIAS

Survivorship	bias	is	the	tendency	to	
focus	on	survivors	instead	of	“non-
survivors,”	depending	on	the	
situa,on.	In	the	workplace,	this	
means	you	focus	on	the	winners	
instead	of	the	losers,	and	the	
success	stories	rather	than	the	
failures.	But	this	is	a	dangerous	
prac,ce.		

For	example,	if	asked	to	name	the	
most	successful	entrepreneurs,	who	
comes	to	mind?	Maybe	you	think	of	
Bill	Gates,	Richard	Branson,	Steve	
Jobs,	Oprah	Winfrey,	or	Mark	
Zuckerberg.	No	doubt	they	are	all	
successful,	and	it	may	seem	
intui1ve	to	emulate	the	super	stars.	
But,	all	of	these	people	could	also	
all	be	described	as	risk-takers	and	
rogue	thinkers	who	kept	going	even	
though	people	said	they	were	nuts.			

Risk-taking	and	going	against	the	
grain	can	lead	to	success,	but	they	
are	not	guarantees	of	success.	You	
don’t	hear	much	about	those	rogue	
thinkers	who	took	big	risks	on	the	
“whatever	widget”	that	will	
revolu1onize	the	way	we	do	
whatever	and	ended	up	in	financial	

ruin.	Maybe	they	did	have	the	right	
widget,	but	they	made	a	cri1cal	
error	in	execu1on	that	led	to	their	
demise.	Knowing	that	piece	of	
informa1on	could	be	the	secret	to	
your	success.			

Survivorship	bias	prevents	you	from	
using	their	mistakes	to	your	
advantage.	By	only	focusing	on	
success,	you	miss	valuable	learning	
and	lessons.	OJen1mes,	the	best	
ideas	are	buried	in	those	lessons.				
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6 |  ANCHORING BIAS

Anchoring	bias	is	the	tendency	to	
latch	onto	one	piece	of	informa,on	
and	disregard	other	important	
facts	or	evidence	when	making	
decisions.	OFen,	this	happens	with	
the	first	thing	we	hear.		

One	example	of	anchoring	is	
frequently	evident	in	nego1a1ons.	
The	first	person	to	open	a	
nego1a1on	has	significant	control	
over	the	price	range.	Whatever	
number	he	throws	out	is	
subconsciously	and	automa1cally	
planted	as	the	anchor,	and	that	is	
what	is	used	to	formulate	a	
counteroffer.	

Leaders	must	be	especially	aware	
and	wary	of	this	bias.		

Consider	the	example	of	the	
VP	of	sales	who	brings	her	
team	around	the	table	
for	a	quarterly	review	of	
the	numbers.	She	asks	
the	team	what	they	
think	about	cudng	
marke1ng	efforts	in	

one	par1cular	division	by	25	
percent.	In	doing	so,	she	has	
planted	that	number	as	the	anchor	
and	the	natural	tendency	is	for	her	
team	to	focus	on	that	rather	than	
explore	other,	perhaps	beCer,	
solu1ons.		Once	that	anchor	is	
established,	it’s	really	tough	to	build	
from	anything	but	that.	 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7 | AIRTIME

Air,me	is	what	scien,sts	refer	to	as	the	equality	of	conversa,onal	turn-taking.		

Researchers	have	found	that	how	much	someone	talks	is	oJen	more	influen1al	
than	that	person’s	experience	or	qualifica1ons.	Quali1es	like	confidence	and	
extroversion	outweigh	knowledge	or	experience;	therefore,	influence	is	
determined	by	who	talks	first,	who	talks	the	most,	or	who	talks	the	loudest.			
	

For	example,	typically	the	first	
few	people	to	share	ideas	in	a	
brainstorming	session	are	
those	who	are	passionate	
about	the	project	or	feel	they	
have	the	most	to	offer	the	
group	(remember	illusory	
superiority?).	These	are	not	
the	introverts	(as	introverts	are	
rarely	the	first	to	contribute	to	
a	discussion),	and	they	may	
not	be	the	most	experienced.		

The	air1me	bias	leads	people	
to	accept	the	views	of	the	
talkers	confusing	quan1ty	with	
quality.	Meanwhile,	some	of	
the	best	ideas	may	be	
dismissed	or	overlooked	
simply	because	of	the	
presenta1on.	The	air1me	bias	
is	a	perfect	reason	for	leaders	
to	speak	less	and	last.		
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8 | THE HALO EFFECT

The	halo	effect	is	the	
inclina,on	to	form	an	
overall	impression	of	
someone	based	upon	a	
single	aPribute.	The	effect	
works	in	both	posi,ve	and	
nega,ve	direc,ons	(and	is	
some,mes	referred	to	as	
the	horns	and	halo	effect).		

If	we	dislike	one	aspect	of	someone,	there	is	a	subconscious	natural	tendency	to	
have	a	nega1ve	predisposi1on	toward	unrelated	characteris1cs.	A	classic	example	
of	the	horns	effect	is	making	the	judgement	that	an	unaCrac1ve	person	is	less	
qualified	for	a	posi1on	than	an	aCrac1ve	person	with	the	same	qualifica1ons.	(It's	
also	called	discrimina1on!)	

The	halo	effect	is	especially	prevalent	in	annual	performance	reviews.	If	an	
employee	is	competent	in	one	area	of	his	job,	the	natural	tendency	is	to	assume	
proficiency	in	other	areas,	even	without	suppor1ng	data.	Likewise,	an	employee	
who	is	incompetent	in	one	or	two	aspects	of	his	role	may	be	labeled	as	
incompetent	across	the	board	--	again,	without	suppor1ng	data.	

The	horns	and	halo	effect	can	play	a	significant	role	in	group	decision-making	and	
team	dynamics.	For	example,	if	a	member	of	the	team	consistently	makes	minor	
mistakes	on	day-to-day	tasks,	the	group	may	disregard	any	ideas	offered	by	that	
person	in	brainstorming	sessions.	The	converse	would	also	apply.	A	person	who	
generates	amazing	PowerPoint	presenta1ons	may	be	judged	equally	as	competent	
in	project	management	or	budge1ng,	even	though	there	is	no	reasonable	
evidence	to	support	it.		
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9 |  OPTIMISM BIAS

The	ability	to	cri1cally	evaluate	and	an1cipate	is	essen1al	to	risk-assessment	and	
decision-making.	But,	when	it	comes	to	predic1ng	how	things	will	turn	out	once	
we’ve	made	a	decision,	the	op1mism	bias	skews	our	perspec1ve	and	causes	us	to	
overes1mate	the	likelihood	of	a	posi1ve	outcome	and	underes1mate	the	
likelihood	of	a	nega1ve	outcome.	It’s	why	we	don’t	get	married	an1cipa1ng	
divorce,	even	though	more	than	half	of	marriages	end	in	divorce.	And	it’s	why	we	
overes1mate	our	chances	of	winning	the	loCery,	even	though	you’re	more	likely	
to	be	crushed	by	a	meteorite	than	scoring	the	jackpot.	

This	phenomenon	is	known	as	the	op1mism	bias,	and	it	is	one	of	the	most	
prevalent	and	robust	biases	documented	in	psychology	and	behavioral	economics.	
It	is	especially	dangerous	in	group	decision-making,	because	a	group	of	individuals	
with	a	natural	tendency	to	be	op1mis1c	about	an	outcome	will	be	even	more	
op1mis1c	as	a	group.	And	this	generates	an	illusion	of	control	with	a	disregard	for	
evidence	that	points	to	a	different	outcome.											

									For	example,	suppose	your	team	is	tasked	with	
determining	the	go-to-market	strategy	for	a	new	
product.	You	meet	and	lay	out	a	plan.	When	op1mism	
bias	is	at	work,	you’re	all	so	busy	overes1ma1ng	how	

well	your	plan	will	work	that	you	fail	to	no1ce	
the	poten1al	piwalls,	consider	alterna1ve	

perspec1ves,	or	plan	for	obstacles.	
This	oJen	results	in	a	poor	

decision	with	a	costly	or	
irreparable	outcome,	
and	it	underlies	the	
whole	phenomena	
of	groupthink.  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10 |		GROUPTHINK	

Groupthink	is	a	
psychological	phenomenon	that	
occurs	when	people	with	a	desire	
for	harmony	or	conformity	in	the	
group	make	a	group	decision	that	
results	in	an	irra1onal	or	
unintended	outcome.	Social	
psychologist	Irving	Janis	discovered	
it	in	1972,	and	it	has	become	a	
debated	topic	in	company	culture	
and	group	decision-making.			

Groupthink	is	characterized	by	a	
group	of	people	so	commiCed	to	
reaching	consensus	that	they	put	
harmony	and	cohesion	above	
diverse	points	of	view	and	cri1cal	

evalua1on.	For	the	“good	of	the	
group,”	they	set	aside	their	own	
thoughts,	refrain	from	raising	
ques1ons,	or	avoid	exposing	
poten1al	piwalls.	Ironically,	rather	
than	producing	a	benefit	for	the	
group	and/or	organiza1on,	this	
approach	oJen	produces	an	
"illusion	of	invulnerability"	or	an	
inflated	and	unrealis1c	certainty	of	
the	right	decision.	Groupthink	can	
transform	a	harmonious	team	of	
bright,	crea1ve,	independent	
thinkers	into	a	group	of	individuals	
s1fling	their	best	ideas	and	failing	to	
iden1fy	the	flaws	in	a	given	plan.		
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Cogni1ve	biases	are	an	inseparable	part	of	us,	and	they	shape	the	decisions	we	
make	and	interac1ons	we	have	with	others	every	day.	Many	of	these	biases	result	
in	irra1onal	tendencies	and	many	of	these	tendencies	are	unconscious.	In	today’s	
workplace,	when	engagement	and	collabora1on	and	company	culture	have	
become	benchmarks	for	organiza1onal	success,	understanding	how	these	biases	
can	uninten1onally	blind	us	to	brainstorms,	opportuni1es,	and	obstacles	to	
success	is	at	the	root	of	a	healthy	company	culture.	True	innova1on	and	success	
depends	on	a	ra1onal,	birds-eye	view	of	human	mo1va1on	and	an	understanding	
of	how	our	percep1ons	and	adtudes	are	influenced.	The	most	successful	
organiza1ons	are	those	who	use	this	knowledge	to	find	solu1ons	other	companies	
are	too	blind	to	see.
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