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INTRODUCTION: DEBIASING YOUR DECISION BY DESIGN

Welcome to the Debias by Design book. The fact that you are reading this

introduction must mean that you already have a heightened sense of

awareness regarding biases and understand the great importance—and
detrimental effect—that they have on our creativity, planning, decision
making, and learning (to name but a few domains that they affect).

You may have already come across magazine articles, newspaper
pieces, blog posts, or presentations that mention how our brain takes
mental shortcuts—so-called heuristics—which may lead to optimal deci-
sions but may deviate from rationality and thus lead to cognitive biases.
This book will take this understanding to the next level and—perhaps
more importantly—will equip you with specific countermeasures against
detrimental biases, especially those that you are most vulnerable to.

Care for a few dive-in examples? Let’s frontload the book with a set
of concrete examples to bring biases alive and show their relevance.

Consider the following situations at work:

1. You have to come up with novel ways of winning customers.

2. You must decide which people should make up a team.

3. A colleague asks you to help with a difficult problem and what your
take on it would be.

4. A machine that you operate has broken down and you need to find
the faulty part fast.

5. You are asked to decide whether or not to continue funding a prob-
lematic project.

6. A major corporate initiative has failed and you are asked to analyze
how this happened.

7. You need to explain your company’s strategy to your staff.

8. Your boss asks you to assess how long a new system will take to be
set up and running.

What do these diverse challenges have in common? They are all constel-

lations where you might be susceptible to biases affecting your reason-

ing. Here is how biases may affect your reactions to these tasks:

1. When trying to come up with novel ways to win customers, you may
be stuck in the current way of doing so (the status-quo bias) or sim-
ply replicate what others are doing (the herding bias). Because of
your biases, you may fail to come up with something new and useful.

2. When allocating people to a team, you may favor those who you
know well or who are similar to you (in-group bias) instead of choos-
ing the people who are the best fit for the task. This will lead to an
ineffective team and a higher risk of failure.
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. When helping out a colleague, you may be tempted to overestimate
your own understanding of his or her situation or your own knowl-
edge in the domain (overconfidence bias). You may thus give advice
that you are not in a position to give and make things worse rather
than better.

. When finding the faulty part in a complex machine, you may just
look for indicators that confirm your initial assumptions and miss
important cues for other parts (confirmation bias). You may waste
valuable time or forgo your chance of finding the solution al-
together.

. When deciding the fate of a problematic project, you may decide to
continue it despite it being very unlikely to succeed simply because
you have already invested so much time, money, energy, or personal
commitment into it (sunk-cost bias). You may thus risk wasting even
more money and time on a hopeless cause.

. Assessing a failed corporate initiative, you may fall into the outcome
bias and only look at things that went wrong instead of looking at
the general picture with a balanced view. This means you forgo the
chance to look at things objectively and learn from them fully.

. When explaining a strategy to your staff, you may forget how diffi-
cult that strategy actually is to comprehend (as you have been work-
ing on it for a while) and explain it in very difficult terms to your
colleagues. That is the so-called curse of knowledge at work. It will
put the success of the entire strategy at risk, as strategy execution
also depends on the staff’s understanding of the strategy.

. When assessing the time needed to develop a system, you may be
overly optimistic and neglect some of the details of such a task and
thus indicate too short a time span (this is the so-called planning fal-
lacy). As a consequence, the resulting plan and milestones will be
unrealistic and lead to stress and the misallocation of resources.

These are simple yet representative examples to illustrate the ubiqui-
ty of biases in business and their destructive potential. It doesn’t take
much to build a basic awareness of biases, and doing so is a first step
toward better decisions. If your job involves making many consequen-
tial decisions, then systematic debiasing must be a top priority. Debias
by Design is such a systematic debiasing approach. It is a concise and
applicable guide to rid yourself of thinking traps and help yourself, your
team, and your organization make better decisions. The book will not
only help you have a better awareness of biases at work. It will give you
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-I | INTRODUCTION: DEBIASING YOUR DECISION BY DESIGN

a simple and actionable mnemonic—the Decision TUNER—to consist-
ently reduce the likelihood of biases affecting you negatively.

Besides the tools and techniques and the many examples of debi-
asing, this book also offers a wealth of evidence on which biases real-
ly matter for managers and professionals. Our own survey among 500
managers (and their bias rankings) gives you a sense of where to focus
when bias-checking your decisions. This survey also revealed that debi-
asing is not yet done systematically, as more experienced managers give
more weight to it than less experienced ones. Why not learn from this
experience and make debiasing a priority for yourself as well? To help
you do so, we take a design approach in this book.

So why is this book called Debias by Design? There are two main reasons.

First, design designates a planned, deliberate, and systematic effort
to achieve an outcome. In our context of reasoning and decision mak-
ing, this deliberate effort strives to reduce bias from your decision mak-
ing by building debiasing routines and devising a decision design that
allows you to be aware of your biases and counteract them whenever
they surface.

Second, as design is also a highly visual practice, we strongly believe
that visualization, the tangible, graphic representation of your thoughts,
allows you to better keep your biases in check. In fact, you will find nu-
merous simple visual techniques in this book (especially in chapter 4)
that can help you reduce your biases. Throughout the book, we make
use of illustrations to illuminate and clarify biases. We have not only
visualized the most important biases in a simple and accessible graphic
format (using just two arrows at a time); we have also represented our
empirical findings about biases in management graphically so that you
can gain an overview quicker and so that our results may be more mem-
orable and hence actionable in everyday working contexts.

In Chapter 2, we provide an instructive bias tutorial that gives a
systematic overview on the need-to-know biases and how they come
about. If you want to improve your bias literacy, then this is the chapter
on which you should focus first.

Chapter 3 then shows which of these biases matter the most in the
view of today’s executives. It also relates the biases to managerial deci-
sion styles and thus sheds lights on the question of who is particularly
prone to fall into certain biases. This chapter also shows the current
status of debiasing practices and their deployment in organizations. If
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you want a reality check on the topic of biases and wish to identify your
specific bias weakness, then give this chapter a close reading.

Chapter 4 provides our answer to the challenges discussed in the pre-
vious chapters: the Decision TUNER approach to debiasing your own
thinking. You will find simple principles and visual tools to strengthen
your bhias immune system, so to speak. In the chapter, we don’t stop
at the individual level but also consider debiasing on the team level
and how entire organizations can build debiasing into their policies,
processes, and infrastructures. If you already know a lot about biases
but want to know how to fight them, then focus on this chapter. This is
your key chapter to actually doing something about biases in decision
making.

The fifth and final chapter wraps up the book with a recap of its key
findings and recommendations but also open questions and future
avenues. One such future development relates to the combination of
human and algorithmic biases and what they could mean for effective
debiasing approaches.

If, at that point, you are still thirsty for more insights about biases and
want to expand your knowledge of biases beyond the most important
ones, then you can dig into the appendix, where we have provided a
comprehensive list of dozens of biases that have been identified through
research. You can also find an interactive version of almost 200 biases
at our site bias.visual-literacy.org, including their clustering, references,
instructional videos, and links to further information. For now, how-
ever, let’s start to build a solid understanding of the key biases that are
need to know for anyone working in organizations today. Let’s dive into
Chapter 2.
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It ain’t what you don’t know

that gets you into trouble.
It's what you know for sure
that just ain’t so.

MARK TWAIN




A BIAS
TUTORIAL

his chapter highlights the influence of cognitive biases on man-
Tagerial decision making. It shows how biases flaw decisions and
why they are an intricate part of our thinking and decision making.
This chapters also provides you with a structure of all decision-mak-
ing biases, a typology that helps you understand “what can go
wrong” within the phases of a decision-making process. Addition-
ally, this chapter offers a deep dive into 15 specific cognitive biases
that are the most common and recognized in decision practice.
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Have you ever experienced situations like these before?

-3 “There was a case where two fresh graduates applied for the same
job at the same time. Both had the same qualifications. Their gender
was the only difference. In the recruiting choice made by the inter-
viewer, the compensation offered to the male candidate was higher
than the salary offered to the female candidate.” (This is a so-called
“unconscious bias” or a case of stereotyping.)

-3 “We had to make a decision quickly this time, so we only used the
facts we had at the time, which led us to make the wrong decision
because we hadn’t given it enough thought.” (Availability bias)

-3 “We were working with another team on an important strategy-im-
plementation project, and both teams had different opinions on how
to proceed. In the end, we went with our traditional strategy-execu-
tion approach, although the context was now quite different.” (Prob-
lem-solving set)

-3 “We once had a project in which we invested a lot of time and money
and thought we could finish it, so we pushed ourselves to finish it,
even though we knew we couldn’t, and, as a result, we failed miser-
ably.” (Sunk-cost neglect)
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FUNCTIONAL FIXEDNESS

SPOTLIGHT: THE MOST DANGEROUS BIASES

We struggle to innovate how we do things,
as we do not consider alternative ways of
using techniques, tools, artifacts, objects, or
concepts due to their traditional use. They are
“fixed" to the original design function. This
leads to fewer options or solutions than oth-
erwise could be generated by thinking more
divergently and creatively.

Typical Behavior: “I used tools, resources,
or data only in the traditional way and did
not envision other ways of how they could be
used more effectively or differently.”

BIAS CATEGORY: NARROW FOCUS
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IN-GROUP FAVORITISM
(IN-GROUP BIAS)

SPOTLIGHT: THE MOST DANGEROUS BIASES

People tend to favor people from the same
cultural group (team, nationality, social back-
ground, education) that share a common set
of beliefs, behavioral norms, and behavioral
expectations. This has consequences in terms
of allocation of resources, group diversity,
group dynamics, and cooperation.

Typical Behavior: “I preferred people from
my own department over people from other
departments, just because they were from
my own department.”

BIAS CATEGORY: SELF-SERVING
EVALUATION





