
Cognitive Biases 
Understand how biases in our thinking lead to faulty decisions.  

Cognitive biases are shortcuts that our brain takes, which leads to mistakes in our judgement. 
Cognitive biases affect all of us - it is part of what makes us human. In fact, in most situations, 
these shortcuts help us make decisions quickly and efficiently. However, as we will soon learn, 
sometimes these biases can lead us towards bad decisions.  
 
By understanding biases and how they lead us to make mistakes, we can start to make better 
decisions in our day to day lives. While there are hundreds of different biases that people have 
documented, we are going to focus on a few key ones that occur more commonly. 
 
 

I knew it all along! 
Have you ever said, “I knew it!” when you heard an 
outcome that you were initially not sure of? If so, you might 
have succumbed to hindsight bias. To understand how 
this bias works, let’s look at a study done on college 
students.  
 
Scientists gave some students nutritional information about 
different food products like fat content, calories, cholesterol 
etc. The students were then shown food pairs and had to 
guess which one of the pair had higher cholesterol content. 
They were then asked to come back after a week and 
recall what their answers were. One group was shown the 
cholesterol content of foods before recalling their answers while the other group was not given 
any feedback. The group who received feedback recalled their answers in line with the 
information shown - they believed that they had given the right answer when they had actually 
given the wrong answer.  
 
Hindsight bias is the tendency to look back on events and believe that we knew the outcome 
or the answer. It’s also informally called the “I knew it all along” bias.  
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Day 1: Optimism and Outcome  
 

Optimism Bias 
The tendency to be over-optimistic 
and expect favorable outcomes. 
 

Example: 
 
Even though sunscreen can prevent skin damage, 
people often ignore it believing that their skin is 
healthy and won’t get affected with a little bit of 
sun.  

  
 

Outcome Bias 
The tendency to judge a decision by 
its outcome instead of the quality of 
the decision. 
 

Example: 
 
A basketball player doesn’t pass the ball to his 
teammate who is closer to the basket and instead 
takes the shot himself. He scores the basket and 
everybody thinks he is a better player than his 
teammate 

  
 
Can you think of an example from your life where you might have fallen for optimism or outcome 
bias, and made a wrong decision? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Day 2: Self-serving and Confirmation  
 

Self-serving Bias 
The tendency to believe in 
explanations that build or maintain 
self-esteem. 
 

Example: 
 
If a student gets an A on a test, they might believe 
it’s because of their hard work. If they get a C, 
they might believe it’s because the teacher didn’t 
teach well or they were not feeling well while 
taking the test.  

  
 

Confirmation Bias 
Our tendency to notice or focus on 
evidence that fits with our beliefs, and 
ignore those that don’t. 
 

Example: 
 
Confirmation bias typically comes into play in 
controversial topics, like “should students get 
homework?”. People who believe homework is 
important will find data or articles around 
effectiveness of homework more credible than 
those that point to the opposite. 

  
Can you think of a situation where you or someone you know might have been affected by the 
self-serving or confirmation bias? Now let’s reverse our thinking and make our goal to prevent 
these biases from creeping in.  
 
What kind of questions can you ask yourself so you don’t get affected by the self-serving bias or 
the confirmation bias in different situations?  
 

1. __________________________________________________________ 

2. __________________________________________________________ 

3. __________________________________________________________ 

4. __________________________________________________________ 

5. __________________________________________________________ 
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Day 3: Projection and Negativity 
 

Projection Bias 
Our tendency to assume that our 
future selves will like the same things 
as our current selves. 
 

Example: 
 
When you are hungry and go to the supermarket, 
you pick up lots of things to eat because they look 
interesting. You don’t find them as appealing later 
on and end up not eat some of them.  

  
 

Negativity Bias 
The tendency of reacting to or 
recalling negative experiences more 
than positive ones. 
 

Example: 
 
You have a fight with your friend and find yourself 
focusing on all the things you don’t like about them 
instead of all the good qualities they have.  

  
Can you make your own situation where either the projection bias or the negativity bias can play 
a role? What would be the outcome with and without the bias? 
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Day 4: Finding Connections 
Can you find connections (situations where the biases would result in similar behavior or other 
commonalities) between the different biases we covered? For example, we often like our own 
idea more (self-serving) in group discussions and readily accept viewpoints of those who agree 
with us while discounting those that disagree (confirmation). 
 
How many more connections can you find? Use the space below to mark as many connections 
as you can think of.  
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