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1 Audience and Motivation
Most of the time you already have an opinion before you start reading an article like this one.
You have a sense that you are “pretty rational” or that you are “terrible at decisions,” that
other people are the biased ones, or that the whole topic is slightly abstract. This manuscript
is written for the version of you who is curious enough to test those stories in a gentle, practical
way.

The primary audience is motivated general readers, students, and practitioners who want
to understand their own thinking better and use simple tools to reduce costly reasoning errors
in everyday life. A secondary audience consists of mentors, coaches, therapists, and educators
who teach decision-making and critical thinking. A third audience is technically minded readers
who like to see how classic results from cognitive science connect to everyday choices without
wading through dense formal papers.

Foundations and Scope

• The guide builds on research in heuristics and biases, bounded rationality, and dual-
process theories of thinking,[7, 21, 3, 18] but it keeps the main text conversational
and example-driven.

• It does not offer personalised medical, financial, or legal advice; whenever a decision
touches your health, money, safety, or legal standing, you are explicitly encouraged
to treat the tools here as prompts for discussions with licensed professionals, not as
substitutes for them.

• Throughout, cognitive biases are treated as normal design features of human cogni-
tion rather than moral flaws; the aim is to give you language, tests, and protocols
that make those features easier to work with, not reasons to feel defective.

2 Introduction – Why Your Brain Cheats (Lovingly)
If you look back over the decisions that mattered most in your life—moves, jobs, relationships,
investments, health choices—you will probably find some where you were absolutely sure at the
time and later turned out to be wrong. You may also find times when you hesitated, changed
your mind, or listened to someone else and were grateful afterwards. The feeling of certainty
that accompanied those decisions turned out not to be a reliable indicator of truth.

This section introduces the idea that such misfires are not personal glitches but expressions
of cognitive biases: systematic patterns in how human brains simplify complex problems.[7, 12]
Those shortcuts usually serve you well. They let you cross streets, read social cues, and respond
to emergencies without doing algebra. But in a modern world full of opaque data, incentives,
and algorithms, they can push you toward predictable mistakes—especially in areas like money,
health, and relationships where noise, emotion, and social pressure are high.

2.1 The Problem: Brilliant Minds, Predictable Mistakes
One of the most disconcerting findings from decades of research on judgment and decision-
making is that intelligent, well-educated people are not less biased; they are often better at
rationalising whatever their fast, intuitive judgment produced in the first place. Chess grand-
masters, hedge fund managers, and medical specialists are all susceptible to systematic errors
when questions are framed in the right (or wrong) way.

You may recognise the pattern. You decide that a new hire is a “star” within the first
five minutes of an interview, and spend the rest of the hour noticing details that confirm your
impression. You become convinced that a technology trend can only go up, then filter your news
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diet so that only bullish data feel “serious.” You remember being sceptical about a political
outcome that surprised you, even though your emails from that week show confident predictions
in the opposite direction.

These are not random slips. They are repeatable, measurable distortions in how evidence is
selected, weighed, and remembered. The good news is that once such patterns are named and
illustrated, you can start catching them in the wild and building routines that make them less
costly.

Everyday Example and Reassurance

Examples and notes:

• Everyday Example: Imagine being certain that your train leaves at 8:30 because
you “always” take the 8:30 train. You leisurely finish your coffee, arrive at the
station, and discover that on this particular day the timetable changed and the
last train was at 8:15. Nothing felt uncertain until reality corrected you; that quiet
disconnect between confidence and correctness is exactly what bias work is about.

• Reassurance: The goal of this paper is not to eliminate all shortcuts or to turn you
into a walking statistics engine. It is to help you recognise a handful of reliable
patterns in your own thinking and to attach simple, repeatable routines to them so
that the most expensive mistakes become less likely.

2.2 What Is a Cognitive Bias?
In this guide, a cognitive bias is a systematic pattern in how judgments deviate from a specified
norm of accuracy or rationality.[21] The key words are “systematic” and “pattern.” A single
typo in a spreadsheet is not a bias; a tendency to round probabilities toward fifty-fifty, or to
search only for evidence that supports your current view, is.

Biases are closely related to heuristics: fast, frugal rules of thumb such as “trust the first
plausible explanation” or “go with the majority.” Heuristics are often adaptive.[3] They let
you act under time pressure and uncertainty without solving formal optimisation problems.
The downside is that they can lead to predictable distortions when the environment no longer
matches the situations they evolved or were learned for.

It is also useful to distinguish biases from random errors. If you estimate a quantity ten
times and your guesses scatter around the true value with no particular direction, the average
error may cancel out. If you are consistently overconfident, or consistently ignore base rates,
the errors will line up in one direction. Those directional errors are where bias protocols can
add the most value.

Finally, we need a yardstick. In the background of most research is some model of “rational”
judgment: Bayes’ rule for probability updates, expected value for choices under risk, coherent
preferences for decisions over time. You do not need to accept these as life philosophies to benefit
from bias work; you only need to be willing to compare how your actual thinking behaves against
a clear reference point.

Before we dive into specific biases, it helps to have a simple mental picture of the two broad
modes of thinking that many theories distinguish.
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System 1 vs. System 2

Key ideas and a mini test:

• Dual-process theories describe a fast, automatic mode of thinking (often nicknamed
“System 1”) and a slower, more effortful mode (“System 2”).[7, 17] System 1 is ef-
fortless, associative, and always on; it gives you instant impressions and gut feelings.
System 2 is deliberate and resource-hungry; it is what you recruit when you check
a calculation or question your first reaction.

• Try This: Consider the famous bat-and-ball problem. “A bat and a ball cost $1.10
in total. The bat costs $1.00 more than the ball. How much does the ball cost?”
If your first impulse was “10 cents,” that is System 1 offering a fluent but wrong
answer. Slowing down to check the arithmetic and arriving at the correct 5 cents
is System 2 at work. Much of this paper is about noticing when you should hand a
question from the fast system to the slow one.

Figure 1 summarises this dual-process picture, with everyday situations feeding both fast
intuitive reactions and slower, more deliberate checks before a judgment is formed.

Situation/Question

System 1
Fast, automatic

System 2
Slow, deliberate

Judgment/Decision

Figure 1: Dual-process view of thinking. Fast, automatic System 1 generates intuitive impres-
sions for most situations, while slower, effortful System 2 can intervene to check or revise those
impressions when you engage in deliberate reasoning.

2.3 Why Biases Exist: Evolution, Information Overload, and Time Pressure
It would be surprising if human thinking were not biased. Brains evolved to keep organisms
alive under uncertainty, not to win logic contests. For most of our history, it was more important
to make a quick, mostly reasonable guess about a rustle in the grass than to compute its exact
probability of being a predator. Favouring fast pattern-completion over exhaustive analysis was
a good deal in that world.

Modern environments, especially in information-rich societies, have changed the threats and
rewards without changing the underlying machinery. You face constant time pressure, limited
attention, and deliberate attempts by advertisers, platforms, and even well-meaning colleagues
to steer your perception. Under those constraints, shortcuts that used to be harmless or even
beneficial—like trusting vivid anecdotes over dry base rates—can quietly become sources of
systematic error.

Quick cautions about those design constraints help set expectations.
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Design Constraints of the Human Brain

Core constraints:

• Speed over accuracy: in many ancestral situations it was better to get a “good
enough” answer quickly than a perfect answer too late. Your brain still defaults to
this trade-off, even in spreadsheets and boardrooms.

• Stories over statistics: narrative coherence and emotional resonance dominate ab-
stract probability calculations in everyday thinking; most people remember a single
dramatic story more vividly than a thousand data points.

• Coherence over truth: once a story about the world feels internally consistent, your
mind resists revisions even in the face of new data. Updating beliefs requires active
effort; leaving them untouched feels easier and safer.

2.4 A Map of Biases Covered in This Paper
Because “cognitive bias” is a label for dozens of named phenomena, it is easy to get lost in a
list. Instead of memorising names, it is more helpful to have a mental map organised around
the kinds of questions you actually face: What should I believe? How risky is this? How will I
remember this later? How am I judging other people? How do I judge my own thinking?

This paper follows that map. The chapters are grouped into belief and evidence biases, risk
and choice biases, memory and hindsight biases, social and self-image biases, and meta-biases
about your own mind. You can read them in order or jump directly to the cluster that matches
a current worry, then return to the “method” sections when you want to integrate what you
have learned into everyday routines. Figure 2 visualises these families as spokes radiating from
everyday decisions.

Bias Map Visualization

Key ideas behind the map:

• A stylised diagram can depict belief and evidence, risk and choice, memory and
hindsight, social and self-image, and meta-biases as distinct but connected “lines”
that all pass through the everyday decisions you care about.

• You can treat this map as a navigation aid: start from a concrete problem, identify
which line it mostly lives on, and then use the corresponding sections and protocols
to probe for likely distortions.
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Everyday decisions

Belief & evidence

Risk & choice

Memory & hindsight

Social & self-image

Meta-bias

Figure 2: High-level map of bias families used in this paper. Different sections focus on belief
and evidence, risk and choice, memory and hindsight, social and self-image, and meta-biases
about your own thinking, all anchored in concrete decisions.

3 Thinking, Science, and the Art of Being Wrong
One way to think about this paper is as a bridge between two cultures: everyday intuitive
thinking and the slower, more structured norms of science. Everyday thinking is story-driven,
impressionistic, and usually focused on getting through the next hour. Scientific thinking is
deliberately organised around error detection, replication, and explicit checks on bias. You do
not need a lab coat to borrow some of those checks for your own life.

3.1 The Scientific Method in One Page
The scientific method is not a rigid ritual but a collection of habits: make a clear hypothesis,
derive predictions, design tests that could in principle prove you wrong, and take the results
seriously enough to update your beliefs. In practice this means writing down what you expect
before you look at the data, making it hard to edit your memories later, and inviting other
people to check your reasoning.

Seen through the lens of cognitive bias, the scientific method is one of the most powerful
“anti-bias machines” humans have invented. Each step corresponds to a particular way of
defending ourselves against our own shortcuts.

The Scientific Method as Anti-Bias Machine

Key links between method and bias:

• Hypotheses and preregistration: stating in advance what you expect and how you
will analyse results makes it harder to smuggle in “I knew it all along” stories after
the fact, directly countering hindsight bias and HARKing (hypothesising after the
results are known).

• Blinding and randomisation: procedures such as double-blind trials and random
assignment protect against confirmation bias and motivated reasoning by making
it difficult for expectations to leak into observations and decisions.

• Replication and peer review: repeating studies and inviting independent critique
reduce overconfidence in single dramatic findings and push back against publication
bias, survivorship bias, and selective reporting of successes.
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3.2 Everyday Thinking vs Scientific Thinking
In everyday life you rarely have the time or incentive to run controlled experiments. You rely
on impressions, anecdotes, and the judgments of people you trust. That style of thinking is
efficient and often emotionally intelligent: it helps you read a room, spot social risks, and
improvise under pressure. Its weaknesses show up when the world punishes systematic blind
spots—for example, when you repeatedly underestimate rare but devastating risks or fall in love
with flattering stories about your own skill.

Scientific thinking, by contrast, is intentionally slow and suspicious. It values uncomfortable
facts over comforting narratives and treats each belief as something that might need revision.[18]
That attitude can feel cold or unnatural when applied to personal life, but small doses of it—for
instance, when evaluating a medical claim or an investment pitch—can dramatically improve
outcomes.

Before introducing any tables, it helps to sketch the contrast in words.

Everyday vs Scientific Thinking at a Glance

Contrasting tendencies:

• Everyday thinking leans on single vivid stories, authority figures, and recent experi-
ences; scientific thinking leans on samples, base rates, controlled comparisons, and
explicit uncertainty estimates.

• Everyday thinking tends to search for evidence that fits the story you already like;
scientific thinking deliberately searches for disconfirming cases and anomalous data
that might force a story to change.

3.3 Personal Goal of This Paper
The personal goal of this paper is to help you smuggle a little bit of that scientific attitude into
the parts of your life where it buys the biggest reduction in regret. Instead of asking you to
memorise long taxonomies of biases, each major section offers:

• at least one quick diagnosis test that lets you feel a bias “from the inside” on a small, safe
example;

• one named protocol—a short, repeatable script—that you can apply when you notice the
pattern in the wild;

• at least one AI prompt template that you can paste into a language model to play the
role of devil’s advocate, base-rate finder, or calculator.

By the end, you should have a small toolkit of habits and prompts that make it easier to notice
when you might be wrong, update gracefully, and stay curious rather than defensive about your
own thinking.

4 Belief and Evidence Biases
The first cluster of biases concerns how you form and update beliefs. When you decide what
to think about a stock, a treatment, a partner, or a political claim, you are implicitly solving
problems about evidence: what to look at, how to weigh conflicting signals, and when to stop
searching. Belief and evidence biases are the systematic ways in which those processes go off
track.
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4.1 Confirmation Bias – When “Evidence” Means “Stuff I Already Agree With”
Confirmation bias is the tendency to search for, interpret, and remember information in ways
that support what you already believe.[10] Once you have a story—“this colleague is unreliable,”
“this asset class is doomed,” “this parenting method is superior”—you start to notice and
highlight examples that fit, while quietly discarding exceptions as noise.

Everyday life provides endless illustrations. You might subscribe only to news sources that
share your political leanings, follow social-media accounts that confirm your investment theses,
or selectively recall moments when a friend disappointed you while forgetting all the times they
showed up. In each case, the world presents a mixed stream of confirming and disconfirming
evidence, but your attention acts like a magnet for one polarity.

Researchers have demonstrated confirmation bias in controlled tasks such as the Wason
selection task,[23] where participants are asked to test a rule about numbers or letters on cards.
Most people choose tests that could confirm the rule if it were true, rather than tests that would
most efficiently falsify it if it were false. The same tendency appears in how scientists, managers,
and ordinary citizens formulate questions in the wild.

Confirmation Bias Toolkit

Quick ways to diagnose and counter confirmation bias:

• Quick Diagnosis Test: The next time you research a big decision (job, investment,
health, relationship), pause and write down your very first search query or question.
Does it read more like “reasons for doing X” than “reasons against doing X”? If
you consistently start by looking for supporting arguments, you are likely running
with confirmation bias by default.

• “Red-Team Yourself” Protocol: When you notice strong conviction, write your belief
as a single sentence, then list three concrete predictions that should be true if that
belief is right. For each prediction, deliberately seek out at least one serious source
that argues the opposite. Summarise the strongest counter-argument in your own
words and then re-rate your confidence on a 0–100 % scale. If your number never
moves, you are probably defending identity rather than testing a hypothesis.

• AI Prompt Template: You can recruit an AI assistant as a friendly enemy. For
example: “You are my critical peer reviewer. I believe that: <belief>. List the
strongest arguments and pieces of evidence against this belief. Suggest concrete
data I should look at to test it honestly.” Treat the response as input for further
investigation, not as an oracle.

4.2 Availability Bias – What Comes to Mind Feels True
Availability bias is the tendency to judge the frequency or likelihood of events by how easily
examples come to mind.[20] A week of news about plane crashes can make flying feel more
dangerous than it is; a viral story about a rare side effect can loom larger in your imagination
than dry statistics about safety.

The bias thrives on vividness, recency, and emotional charge. Shark attacks, lottery wins,
dramatic bankruptcies, and sensational crimes are more likely to be covered in the media and
retold at dinner than the millions of uneventful car trips, steady investment returns, and honest
interactions that make up most of life. Your brain, trying to approximate “how common is
this?” by scanning memory, ends up sampling a skewed set of stories.

From a decision-making perspective, availability bias can lead you to overinsure against
exotic risks while underinvesting in mundane but high-impact ones, such as wearing seatbelts,
getting vaccinations, diversifying portfolios, or backing up data.
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Availability Bias Elements

Story, test, and protocol:

• Story: Picture two columns on a page. On the left, you list things that make the
news: plane crashes, shark attacks, crypto hacks. On the right, you list things that
quietly kill or harm far more people: high blood pressure, traffic accidents, falls at
home. Ask yourself which column feels more “dangerous” when you imagine it, and
which one actually causes more harm per year.

• Quick Diagnosis Test: Without looking anything up, estimate which is more com-
mon in your country in a typical year: deaths from lightning strikes or from drown-
ing in a swimming pool; people winning six-figure lottery jackpots or people paying
more in fees than they earn in interest on savings. Write down your answers and
your confidence, then check a statistical source. Large gaps between feeling and fact
are availability at work.

• “Look Up a Number” Protocol: Whenever you catch yourself saying “everyone
is doing X” or “this almost never happens,” pause and label the judgment as a
frequency or risk guess. Write your intuitive number, then commit to looking up at
least one base-rate from a reasonably objective source (for example, a government
statistics office or large survey). Adjust your view in light of the data, and, over
time, keep a small log so you can see whether your intuitive guesses are getting
closer to reality.

• AI Prompt Template: When you have no easy access to statistics, you can ask: “I
am evaluating how common <event> is. My intuitive guess is <guess>. Using rep-
utable statistical sources where possible, give me approximate base-rate estimates
and show how my guess compares.” Use the answer as a pointer to sources rather
than as a final number.

4.3 Representativeness and Base-Rate Neglect – The Dangerous Love of Stereo-
types

Representativeness is the heuristic of judging the probability that something belongs to a cat-
egory by how much it resembles a stereotypical member of that category.[4] Base-rate neglect
is the companion error of ignoring how common each category is in the population. Together,
they make colourful stories feel more diagnostic than they really are.

A classic example describes a quiet, organised person who enjoys reading and asks whether
they are more likely to be a librarian or an engineer. Many people choose “librarian” because
the description fits the stereotype, even if they live in a country with far more engineers than
librarians. In investing, a start-up that “looks like” previous unicorns may attract enthusiasm
even when base rates for success in its sector are very low.

These errors matter because they can distort hiring, medical diagnoses, risk assessments, and
everyday judgments about people and events. They make it easy to overreact to detailed case
stories while underweighting the dull but powerful information contained in base-rate statistics.
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Base-Rate Tools

Tests and simple safeguards:

• Diagnosis Test: Read a short description of a person or event and then answer
questions about category membership or causes, first without and then with explicit
base-rate information. If your answers swing dramatically once base rates are shown,
that gap reveals how strongly representativeness was driving your initial judgment.

• “Base-Rate First” Protocol: For any judgment that involves categories (for example,
which career someone is likely to succeed in, what caused a system failure, which
disease a symptom points to), start by writing down the base-rate probabilities as
best you can before considering the case details. Only then fold in specific evidence.
If you have no idea about base rates, that ignorance itself is a signal that more data
are needed before strong conclusions.

• Visualization Idea: Imagine a pie chart showing the proportion of different cate-
gories in the population (for example, different job types or diagnoses). A small
icon representing the current case moves around the chart as you add information:
the base-rate slice is large or small; particular traits shift the position but rarely
override the entire distribution.

4.4 Anchoring – First Numbers That Haunt Your Brain
Anchoring describes the way initial numbers—even arbitrary ones—pull subsequent judgments
toward themselves.[21] In experiments, people asked whether the percentage of African countries
in the United Nations is higher or lower than a number spun on a wheel of fortune later
give estimates that correlate with that random anchor. In everyday life, opening offers in
negotiations, list prices for goods, and the first forecast you hear all play similar roles.

Once an anchor is in place, adjustments tend to be too small. You might think you are
“correcting” for an obviously optimistic revenue forecast or an obviously low opening bid, yet
your final number still clusters around the starting point. Anchors can come from others (a
salesperson, a boss, a pundit) or from your own earlier thinking.
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Anchor Audit Components

Stories, checks, and prompts:

• Story and Test: Imagine two friends selling similar apartments. One lists at
$900,000, the other at $1,100,000. Even if the “true” market value is somewhere in
between, buyers touring each place often end up negotiating within a band around
the list price they saw first. A simple classroom test asks two groups to estimate the
same quantity but gives each a different starting number; persistent gaps between
the groups reveal anchoring in action.

• “Anchor Audit” Protocol: When estimating a quantity or entering a negotiation,
write down the first number you heard or thought about. Ask explicitly: “Where did
this number come from?” and “Who benefits if I stay close to it?” Then construct
at least two alternative anchors based on independent data (for example, historical
averages, comparable transactions, or expert benchmarks) and force yourself to
choose from a range rather than a single point.

• AI Prompt Template and Visualization: To get help escaping a suspect anchor,
you might ask: “I am trying to estimate <quantity>, but I might be anchored on
<anchor>. Based on available data and reasonable analogies, suggest a plausible
low, medium, and high range and explain why.” A simple number-line diagram can
then show your original anchor and the suggested interval, making it easier to see
when your starting point was implausible.

5 Risk, Loss, and Choice Biases
This section covers biases that warp how you perceive risks, weigh losses versus gains, and com-
pare action with inaction. These patterns often appear in investing, health choices, negotiations,
and career decisions—places where numbers matter but stories and emotions are loud.

5.1 Loss Aversion and Framing – Why Losses Feel Twice as Bad
Loss aversion is the tendency for losses to hurt more than equal-sized gains feel good.[5] Many
experiments suggest that, psychologically, losing $100 stings roughly twice as much as winning
$100 delights. On its own this asymmetry is not irrational; if resources are scarce, caution can
be sensible. The bias arises when the pain of potential loss dominates good long-term bets.

Framing effects layer on top. People routinely give different answers to logically equivalent
questions depending on whether options are described as gains or as losses.[22] For example, a
treatment that “saves 90 % of patients” feels more attractive than one where “10 % of patients
die,” even when the numbers are identical. In finance, investors hold losing positions because
selling would “lock in a loss,” while treating unrealised losses in their portfolios as if they were
not real yet. Figure 3 shows a simple gain-versus-loss wording pair with identical numerical
content.

To manage these distortions you need two moves: translate stories about gains and losses
back into numbers, and deliberately view decisions under both framings before you commit.
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Loss Aversion Toolkit

Simple ways to see and soften framing effects:

• Diagnosis Test: When you face an important choice, rewrite each option twice, once
in gain language (“if I do this, here are the benefits”) and once in loss language (“if
I do not do this, here is what I forgo”). If your preferred option flips when you flip
the wording, your feelings are being driven more by framing than by the underlying
probabilities.

• “Flip the Frame” Protocol: For decisions involving risk, write down the outcomes
and probabilities in a small table, then force yourself to express them as both
survival and mortality, success and failure, upside and downside. Only after both
views are on paper do you choose. This pushes attention back to expected outcomes
instead of raw emotional punch.

• AI Prompt Template and Visualization: You can ask an assistant: “Reframe the
following decision in both gain and loss language while keeping the probabilities
and outcomes identical: <decision description>. Then compute expected values
and show them in a simple table.” Sketching the result as two labelled boxes that
share the same probability tree underneath makes it clear that only the wording
changed.

Gain frame
“Program A saves 200 of 600 people.”

Loss frame
“Program A lets 400 of 600 people die.”

numerically
equivalent

Figure 3: Example of gain versus loss framing. Although the two descriptions are mathemat-
ically identical, many people report different preferences depending on which wording they see,
illustrating how losses loom larger than gains.

5.2 Sunk Cost Fallacy – Throwing Good Time After Bad
The sunk cost fallacy is the tendency to let past, irrecoverable investments influence present
decisions, even when those investments cannot be changed.[1] You sit through a terrible film
“because you paid for the ticket,” keep pouring money into a failing project “because we have
come this far,” or stay in a misaligned role “until the effort pays off,” even when the best forecast
says it will not.

Economically, sunk costs are irrelevant: only future costs and benefits should affect a choice.
Psychologically, sunk costs are sticky because they are tied to identity (“I am not a quitter”),
social expectations (“what will others think if I stop now?”), and loss aversion (“giving up
means the loss becomes real”).

To escape, you need a way to step outside your own history and view the decision from a
fresh starting point.
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Fresh Start Decision

A short script for breaking the spell of sunk costs:

• Stories: Notice common sunk-cost traps in your own life: streaming shows you no
longer enjoy, side projects that drain time but no longer fit your goals, investments
you hold only because selling would feel like admitting a mistake. Naming these
patterns out loud reduces their grip.

• Diagnosis Test: For each candidate situation, ask yourself: “If I had zero money,
time, or reputation invested in this already, and I were starting from scratch today,
would I choose to enter this project, trade, or relationship on current terms?” A
“no” is a strong signal that sunk costs are driving persistence.

• Protocol and AI Prompt: When you suspect sunk costs, write a one-paragraph
description of the current situation that deliberately ignores history. Then ask an
AI: “Treat all sunk costs as zero. Given only the current situation <description>,
what options would a rational planner consider, and which would you recommend
under different risk preferences?” Compare those options with what you were about
to do and, if they differ, plan a graceful exit.

5.3 Status Quo and Omission Bias – Preferring Inaction as Safety
Status quo bias is the tendency to prefer the current state of affairs simply because it is the
default. Omission bias is the related tendency to judge harmful actions as worse than harmful
inactions, even when the outcomes are the same. Together they make doing nothing feel safer
and more virtuous than it really is.

You see these biases when people leave pension allocations at default settings for decades,
stay with expensive service providers because switching is a hassle, or decline beneficial medical
treatments because the idea of taking action feels more risky than “letting things run their
course.” In each case, inaction has consequences just as real as action, but those consequences
are less emotionally salient.

To correct for this, you can make inaction compete on equal footing with active options.

Cost of Doing Nothing

A way to put inaction back on the decision grid:

• Everyday Analogy: Take a subscription you rarely use. The “do nothing” option
silently charges your account every month; the “cancel” option requires one short
email or a few clicks. Status quo and omission biases make the former feel neutral
and the latter feel like a risky move, even though over a year the cost of doing
nothing may be large.

• Anti-Bias Checklist: For any important choice, explicitly list “do nothing” as one
option in a table alongside at least one concrete alternative. For each, write down
likely outcomes over a realistic time horizon (for example, one year or five years) in
terms of money, time, energy, and relationships. Then ask: “If inaction were not
the default—if I had to actively choose it on a form—would I still pick it?” When
the honest answer is no, treat that as permission to move.
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6 Memory and Hindsight Biases
This section unpacks how your memory and sense of prediction accuracy are distorted after
the fact. These biases do not change what actually happened; they change the story you tell
yourself afterwards, which in turn affects how you learn (or fail to learn) from experience.

6.1 Hindsight Bias – “I Knew It All Along”
Hindsight bias is the tendency to see events as having been more predictable than they actually
were once you know the outcome.[2] After an election, a market crash, or a friend’s breakup, it
suddenly feels obvious that things could not have turned out any other way. You find yourself
saying or thinking, “I always knew this would happen,” even when your earlier statements or
trades say otherwise.

This illusion is dangerous because it quietly deletes evidence about your own calibration. If
everything that happened now feels like it was bound to happen, you miss opportunities to ask,
“What surprised me? Where were my mental models off?” Over time, hindsight bias can inflate
overconfidence and make it harder to improve judgment.

The antidote is to create external records that your memory cannot easily rewrite and to
revisit them with an attitude of curiosity rather than blame.

Prediction Logbook Concept

A minimal system for grounding your sense of foresight:

• Story and Test: Choose a domain where you regularly make informal predictions—
markets, sports, elections, product launches, personal projects. For a few weeks,
write down a handful of predictions with dates and explicit probabilities (for exam-
ple, “There is a 60 % chance that X will happen by date Y”). After the outcomes are
known, look back at what you wrote before you knew. Most people are surprised
by how different their memories are from their written forecasts.

• Prediction Log Template: Keep a simple table with columns for date, question,
forecast probability, outcome, and comments. After each outcome, mark whether
it occurred and how surprising it felt. Over time, patterns emerge: you may find
that your “70 %” predictions only come true half the time, or that you routinely
understate how likely certain risks are.

• AI Prompt Template: Periodically, you can paste a batch of log entries into an
AI and ask: “Here are my past predictions and outcomes: <list>. Where do I
seem overconfident or underconfident? What adjustments to my probability ranges
would bring me closer to calibration?” Use the feedback to refine your next set of
forecasts.

6.2 Peak-End Rule – Judging the Story, Not the Sequence
The peak-end rule is the finding that people judge an experience largely by its most intense
moment (the peak) and by how it ended, rather than by the average of every moment.[6] Painful
medical procedures that end gently are remembered more favourably than shorter procedures
that end abruptly, even if the total pain is larger. Holidays with one dazzling highlight and a
pleasant last day can overshadow long stretches of boredom or stress. Figure 4 sketches how
peaks and endings can dominate the story you tell yourself afterwards.

In everyday life this means you may evaluate jobs, relationships, projects, or trips based
on a few standout episodes and the ending, neglecting the “middle area” where you actually
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spent most of your time. This can distort both gratitude (undervaluing a mostly good situa-
tion because it ended badly) and learning (overvaluing a mostly mediocre situation because it
contained one glorious high point).

The remedy is to deliberately reconstruct the full timeline before drawing conclusions.

Experience Timeline

How to review an experience more fairly:

• Visualization: For any major experience, sketch a horizontal line representing time
and draw a simple graph of how positive or negative each phase felt, marking clear
peaks and the ending. Even a rough doodle can reveal that a job you now remember
as “awful” had long periods of satisfaction, or that a relationship you idealise had
many flat or unhappy stretches between the highlights.

• Protocol: Before making big retrospective judgments (for example, “that role was a
mistake” or “that city was perfect for me”), list at least three peak moments, three
low points, and three mundane, representative weeks. Ask what lessons you would
draw if you weighted all of them equally instead of focusing mainly on the most
intense and the ending. This broader view often leads to more nuanced decisions
about repeating, avoiding, or modifying similar experiences.

Time

Experience
peak

end

Figure 4: Illustrative experience timeline. Despite many moderate moments, overall evaluation
often leans heavily on the single most intense point and the ending, in line with the peak-end
rule.

7 Social and Self-Image Biases
This section turns to biases that shape how you explain other people’s behaviour, protect your
self-image, and divide the world into “us” and “them.” These patterns strongly influence conflict,
cooperation, hiring, feedback, and how you interpret your own successes and failures.

7.1 Fundamental Attribution Error – Blaming Personality, Ignoring Context
The fundamental attribution error is the tendency to attribute other people’s behaviour to their
character while explaining your own behaviour in terms of the situation.[15] When someone else
is late, you may think “they are irresponsible”; when you are late, you think “traffic was awful”
or “the meeting overran.”

This asymmetry matters because it hardens conflicts and undermines empathy. If you see
a colleague’s missed deadline as proof that they are lazy rather than as a possible product of
workload, unclear priorities, or family emergencies, you are less likely to ask helpful questions
and more likely to escalate tensions.

You cannot see inside other people’s minds directly, but you can train yourself to ask “what
else might be going on?” before concluding that a single behaviour reveals a fixed trait.
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Context First Routine

Questions that pull attention back to situations:

• Everyday Analogies: Think of times when you behaved in ways that could look bad
from the outside—losing your temper, missing a commitment, forgetting an impor-
tant date. Often you had reasons: illness, overload, a private crisis. Remembering
this makes it easier to grant others the same benefit of the doubt.

• Diagnosis Test: When evaluating someone else’s action, write two short stories: one
in which the behaviour is driven mainly by stable character flaws, and one in which
it is driven mainly by context. Then ask how your judgment would change if you
liked this person more, or if you depended on them less. Large swings suggest that
attribution is being coloured by relationship rather than facts.

• “Context First” Checklist: Before you settle on a trait-based explanation, list at
least three plausible situational factors that could also produce the behaviour (for
example, incentives, constraints, conflicting instructions). Only after that list is on
paper do you decide how much weight to give personality.

7.2 Self-Serving Bias – Credit for Wins, Excuses for Losses
Self-serving bias is the habit of taking credit for successes while blaming failures on bad luck
or other people.[9] When a project goes well you recall your foresight and hard work; when it
goes badly you emphasise external shocks, uncooperative colleagues, or impossible constraints.
This pattern protects self-esteem in the short run but can block honest learning.

Over time, self-serving stories can also damage relationships. Partners, teammates, and
friends may feel unseen if your narratives consistently spotlight your own contributions and
downplay theirs, or if you never seem to acknowledge your role in conflict.

Balancing the scorecard does not mean swinging to self-blame; it means distributing credit
and responsibility more proportionally across self, others, and circumstances.

Balanced Responsibility Scorecard

A way to tell fairer stories about outcomes:

• Story: Pick a recent outcome you care about—a promotion, a failed launch, a
quarrel that escalated. Write your default story about why it happened. Then
reread it and mark how much space you gave to your own actions, to others’ actions,
and to external factors such as timing or market conditions.

• Protocol: Draw a simple three-column table labelled “My actions,” “Others’ ac-
tions,” and “External circumstances.” For the same outcome, fill in at least one
item in each column that genuinely contributed. Make sure there is at least one
self-critical and one self-compassionate entry. This exercise often softens harsh
self-judgments and punctures inflated self-hero narratives at the same time.

7.3 Halo and Horn Effects – First Impressions Color Everything
Halo effects occur when a positive impression in one area (for example, attractiveness, charisma,
or a prestigious credential) leads you to rate a person more favourably on unrelated traits such
as intelligence or morality.[11] Horn effects are the opposite: one negative impression taints
everything else. A single early mistake can cause someone to be seen as generally unreliable,
even when most of their work is solid.
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These effects simplify social judgment but also inject systematic bias into hiring, performance
reviews, medical assessments, and everyday relationships. They make it hard to see mixed
profiles: people who are brilliant but disorganised, kind but sometimes late, creative but poor
at follow-through.

To reduce their impact you can separate traits and, where possible, hide irrelevant signals
when evaluating specific qualities.

Trait-by-Trait Evaluation

Practical steps for seeing people in higher resolution:

• Visualization: Imagine a silhouette with different dials for traits like reliability,
creativity, communication, and empathy. A halo around one dial (for example,
charismatic presentations) should not automatically push all other dials to “high.”
Drawing or mentally picturing traits separately helps resist that spillover.

• Protocol: For decisions such as hiring or promotion, rate each relevant trait inde-
pendently, ideally using anonymised work samples or blind reviews where feasible.
Delay looking at global impressions, resumes, or faces until after you have scored
specific evidence. In personal life, when you catch yourself thinking “they are just
bad” or “they can do no wrong,” challenge yourself to list at least one strength and
one weakness in concrete terms.

7.4 In-Group Bias and Stereotyping – “Us vs Them” by Default
In-group bias is the tendency to favour people you perceive as belonging to your group—however
you define it—and to judge out-group members more harshly.[19] Stereotyping is the habit of
assigning traits to individuals based on group labels rather than personal evidence. Both arise
quickly and often unconsciously; they were useful in small, tightly knit communities but can be
harmful in diverse, interconnected societies.

You may give more benefit of the doubt to colleagues who share your background, mentor
people who remind you of yourself, or scrutinise mistakes more harshly when they come from a
rival team. None of this requires explicit prejudice; automatic associations and convenience do
much of the work.

One way to expose these patterns is to deliberately swap labels in your own stories and see
what changes.

Swap Labels Exercise

A thought experiment for stress-testing fairness:

• Examples: Take a memo, performance review, or news story and rewrite it with
group labels swapped—for instance, reversing genders, political affiliations, or se-
niority levels. Notice whether your emotional reactions or judgments shift when the
same behaviour is attached to a different group.

• Protocol: When drafting important feedback or making a consequential decision
about someone, run a quick swap: “If this person were from my in-group instead of
this out-group (or vice versa), would I describe their behaviour in the same words
and recommend the same consequence?” If the answer is no, slow down and look
for hidden assumptions or stereotypes.
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7.5 Dunning–Kruger and Overconfidence – When the Less You Know, the More
Certain You Feel

The Dunning–Kruger effect describes a pattern in which people with low skill in a domain tend
to overestimate their ability, while highly skilled individuals sometimes underestimate theirs.[8]
At low levels of knowledge you do not yet know what you do not know; at high levels you are
acutely aware of the remaining unknowns.

Overconfidence is not limited to novices. Even experts in their own fields can become
overconfident when they wander into adjacent domains or when feedback is slow and noisy.
The common thread is a mismatch between confidence and actual accuracy.

Calibrating confidence means learning to express how sure you are in ways that track reality
over time, without shaming yourself for not knowing.

Calibrated Confidence Tools

Ways to bring confidence and accuracy closer together:

• Story and Test: Think of a time when you felt absolutely certain about a topic and
later discovered you had missed basic facts, and another time when you felt unsure
but turned out to be right. Those pairs show that your internal sense of certainty
is an imperfect guide. A simple self-test is to rate your confidence on quiz questions
and then check how often your “80 %” answers are actually correct.

• Protocol: Borrow techniques from forecasting and expert practice. When making
claims, attach rough probability ranges (for example, “I am 60–70 % confident”) or
prediction intervals (for example, “I expect the result to fall between A and B”).
Seek regular feedback and peer review, and update your internal mapping between
“how sure I feel” and “how often I am right.”

• AI Prompt Template: To surface blind spots, you can tell an assistant: “Here is
my current understanding of <topic>: <summary>. List key concepts, counter-
arguments, or failure modes that someone with much deeper expertise would know,
and suggest questions I should ask myself or others to test the depth of my knowl-
edge.” Use the result as a study guide rather than a verdict.

8 Meta-Bias: The Bias Blind Spot
After a few chapters on specific biases it is tempting to start diagnosing everyone around you:
your boss with confirmation bias, your partner with sunk costs, your friends with availability.
That move is understandable—and itself a bias. The bias blind spot is the tendency to see biases
in others more readily than in oneself.[13] Meta-bias work is about turning the spotlight back
on your own thinking, gently and systematically.

8.1 Why We See Bias in Others, Not in Ourselves
One reason for the blind spot is the introspection illusion. You have direct access to your own
intentions and justifications, but only to other people’s behaviour. When you cut someone off
in traffic, you remember the urgent appointment and the late alarm; when they cut you off, you
see only aggression or carelessness. The same pattern shows up in politics, online debates, and
even academic disagreements.

Moreover, you tend to treat your own beliefs as the baseline for “reasonable” and to interpret
deviations from that baseline as evidence of bias in others. If you think your view of a topic is
simply what an informed, fair-minded person would believe, then anyone who disagrees must be
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misled by emotions, interests, or ignorance. It is rarely comfortable to entertain the possibility
that you might be the one missing something.

Working with the bias blind spot does not mean distrusting all your judgments; it means
building habits and relationships that make it easier for reality and other people to correct you
when you drift.

8.2 Anti-Bias Protocol: Trusted Critics and Structured Feedback
Because you cannot see all of your own blind spots from the inside, you need what every good
scientific field has: critical peers, structured feedback, and norms that make it acceptable to be
wrong and to change your mind. In personal life, this translates into a small, trusted circle of
people who are invited to tell you when your reasoning seems off—and a set of questions that
make it easier for them to be honest.

Trusted Critics Framework

Ways to enlist others without turning every conversation into therapy:

• Question Templates: When you review a decision with a colleague, friend, or mentor,
ask specific questions such as “Where do you see me being overconfident?” “Where
do you think I am ignoring evidence?” or “If you had to bet money against one of
my assumptions here, which would it be?” Concrete prompts produce more useful
feedback than “What do you think?”

• Structured Channels: Where possible, use mechanisms that reduce politeness pres-
sure, such as anonymous feedback forms in teams, regular retrospectives after
projects, or written comments on proposals. Make it explicit that pointing out
potential biases is an act of collaboration, not disloyalty.

• Visualization Idea: Picture two mirrors. One shows you as others see you: be-
haviour, patterns, effects. The other is fogged by your own stories. The goal of
trusted critics is not to smash the second mirror, but to wipe away just enough
condensation that the two images line up a little better.

9 From Bias Back to Method: Building a Personal Anti-Bias System
At this point you have met a dozen named biases and several protocols. Trying to remember
all of them in the moment would be overwhelming. Instead, you can design a much smaller
personal system that captures the spirit of these tools in a handful of habits, checklists, and
prompts you actually use.

9.1 Turning Protocols into Habits
Habits form most easily when they are attached to recurring cues and when they are simple
enough to execute under pressure. Rather than treating each bias as its own project, you can
look for patterns in your own life and choose two or three leverage points where a small script
would pay off.

Perhaps you notice that you tend to dig your heels in when challenged (confirmation bias),
to stay in projects past their natural end (sunk costs), and to write harsh stories about others’
character (fundamental attribution error). That cluster suggests three habits: schedule explicit
“red-team” sessions for big beliefs, run “fresh start” checks on long-running commitments, and
ask for situational explanations before criticising people.
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Habit Design Notes

Guidance for making bias protocols stick:

• Start Small: Pick one or two situations where you will always run a protocol—
for example, any financial decision above a fixed threshold, any medical decision
that affects more than a week of your life, or any hiring decision. Trying to apply
everything everywhere is a recipe for abandonment.

• Use Physical Anchors: Put a printed checklist in your notebook, pin a one-page
“red-team script” near your desk, or add a recurring calendar reminder labelled
“prediction log review.” Physical or scheduled cues make it more likely that slow
thinking will show up when needed.

• Track Experiments: Treat each new habit as an experiment rather than a moral
test. Run it for a month, then review what changed. Keep the pieces that clearly
help and drop or modify the rest.

9.2 A Minimal Decision Checklist
Many biases interact in high-stakes decisions: confirmation bias in evidence gathering, availabil-
ity and representativeness in risk perception, sunk costs and status quo bias in action versus
inaction, and self-serving bias in post-hoc explanation. A short, generic checklist can catch the
worst interactions without requiring you to name each bias explicitly in the moment.

Pocket Protocol

An example of a five-question decision checklist:

• Disconfirming Evidence: “Have I actively looked for serious arguments and data
against my preferred option?”

• Base Rates and Numbers: “Have I checked at least one base-rate or relevant number,
instead of relying only on vivid examples?”

• Predictions: “Have I written down what I expect to happen—including rough
probabilities—so I can later tell whether I was right for the right reasons?”

• Sunk Costs and Defaults: “If I ignore what I have already invested and treat inaction
as just one option among others, would I still choose this path?”

• People and Context: “Have I considered situational explanations for other people’s
behaviour and my own, rather than assuming stable traits?”

You can adapt this list to your context by adding domain-specific questions (for example,
regulatory risks in medicine, model assumptions in quantitative finance, or power dynamics in
management) and trimming items that rarely apply.

9.3 Using AI as a Bias Counterweight
Large language models can play several roles in this system: devil’s advocate, base-rate lookup
assistant, calculator, or polite sceptic. They can also mirror back your own blind spots if you
ask them to critique your reasoning instead of simply endorsing it. At the same time, models
inherit biases from their training data and from your prompts, so they are best treated as tools,
not judges.
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AI Prompt Library Overview

Ways to integrate AI safely into your anti-bias routines:

• Prompt Categories: For decisions, you might keep templates like “Act as a devil’s
advocate for the following belief and list the strongest counter-arguments,” or “Iden-
tify which cognitive biases I might be at risk of in this decision and propose debiasing
steps.” For forecasting, you can ask for historical base-rate data and scenario ranges;
for interpersonal judgments, you can request alternative situational explanations.

• Safety Notes: Always treat AI outputs as starting points. Cross-check numerical
claims with primary sources where stakes are high, and remember that a fluent
explanation is not the same as a verified fact. Maintain human oversight especially
in medical, financial, and legal contexts, and be alert to the risk of outsourcing your
moral judgment to a system that does not share your values.

10 Conclusion – Staying Humble, Curious, and Playful About Being
Wrong

Bias work can feel heavy if it is framed as a long list of ways in which your brain fails. A
more accurate and sustainable framing is that your mind uses shortcuts that usually work well,
occasionally fail in systematic ways, and can be complemented by small pieces of structure. The
aim is not to become a perfectly rational machine but to be slightly less wrong in the places
that matter most.

10.1 Main Messages
Several themes run through this guide. First, everyone is biased; the question is not whether
you have biases but which patterns show up most often in your life and work. Second, awareness
alone does little; what helps are concrete protocols, checklists, and environmental tweaks that
change what you actually do under pressure. Third, humility and curiosity about your own
fallibility are strengths, not weaknesses. They make it easier to update, to invite critique, and
to stay flexible when the world surprises you.

10.2 Practical Next Steps for the Reader
To turn these ideas into practice, choose one or two biases that resonated most—perhaps con-
firmation bias and sunk costs, or availability and loss aversion. For each, adopt one named
protocol for the next month (for example, “Red-Team Yourself” for major beliefs and “Fresh
Start Decision” for ongoing projects). Set up a minimal prediction logbook for any domain you
care about, and experiment with one or two AI prompts that play devil’s advocate on your
reasoning.

At the end of that month, review what happened. Where did the protocols feel natural, and
where did you ignore them? Did any decision feel noticeably clearer or more grounded because
you paused to ask different questions? Use those observations to refine your personal system
rather than to judge yourself.

10.3 Closing Analogy
Thinking about bias is like thinking about hygiene. You do not shower once and declare yourself
permanently clean, and you do not run a single checklist and declare yourself permanently
rational. Daily life inevitably adds dust, sweat, and cognitive shortcuts. What matters is
having simple routines for cleaning up: washing, brushing, checking in, updating.
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If you approach this work with a mix of seriousness and play—willing to laugh at your
past certainties, curious about your own mind, and open to small experiments—you will not
eliminate bias. But you will tilt the odds toward better decisions, kinder interpretations of
others, and a more honest, forgiving relationship with your own thinking.
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A Glossary of Biases
For quick reference, this glossary gathers short, plain-language definitions of the main biases
discussed in the text, grouped roughly by section.

Belief and Evidence Biases

Key terms:

• Cognitive bias: a systematic pattern in judgment where your thinking deviates
from a chosen norm of accuracy or rationality, often in a predictable direction rather
than as random noise.

• Heuristic: a fast, frugal rule of thumb your brain uses to make decisions under
uncertainty; often useful but prone to bias in the wrong environment.

• Confirmation bias: the tendency to seek, interpret, and remember information
that supports your existing beliefs while downplaying or ignoring disconfirming
evidence.[10]

• Availability bias: judging frequency or risk by how easily examples come to mind,
so vivid or recent events feel more common than they really are.[20]

• Representativeness: judging the probability that something belongs to a category
by how much it resembles a stereotypical member, often ignoring how common each
category actually is.[4]

• Base-rate neglect: overlooking or underweighting general statistical information
(base rates) when making judgments, in favour of case-specific details.

• Anchoring: allowing an initial number (even an arbitrary one) to pull subsequent
estimates and decisions toward itself, with insufficient adjustment.[21]
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Risk–Loss–Choice Biases

Key terms:

• Loss aversion: the tendency for losses to feel more painful than equal-sized gains
feel pleasurable, often by a factor of about two.[5]

• Framing effect: a change in preference when logically equivalent options are de-
scribed in different ways (for example, as gains vs. losses), even though the under-
lying numbers are the same.[22]

• Sunk cost fallacy: letting past, irrecoverable investments influence present deci-
sions, even when those investments cannot be changed and should be irrelevant.[1]

• Status quo bias: a preference for the current state of affairs simply because it is
the default, independent of its actual merits.[16]

• Omission bias: judging harmful actions as worse than harmful inactions, even
when outcomes are equivalent, which makes inaction feel safer than it really is.[14]

Memory and Hindsight Biases

Key terms:

• Hindsight bias: the feeling, after learning an outcome, that “I knew it all along,”
which makes past events seem more predictable than they were.[2]

• Prediction calibration: the degree to which stated probabilities match actual
frequencies over many forecasts (for example, whether your “70 %” predictions come
true about 70 % of the time).

• Peak-end rule: evaluating an experience mostly by its most intense moment and
how it ended, rather than by the average of all moments.[6]
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Social and Self-Image Biases

Key terms:

• Fundamental attribution error: the tendency to attribute others’ behaviour
mainly to their character while explaining your own behaviour mainly by the
situation.[15]

• Self-serving bias: taking credit for successes but blaming failures on bad luck or
other people, which protects self-esteem but can block learning.[9]

• Halo effect: allowing a positive impression in one area to spill over into global
favourable judgments on unrelated traits.[11]

• Horn effect: the mirror image of the halo effect, where a negative impression in
one area colours judgments about everything else.

• In-group bias: favouring people you see as part of your own group in terms of
trust, generosity, or benefit of the doubt.[19]

• Stereotyping: assigning traits to individuals based on group labels rather than
personal evidence.[19]

• Dunning–Kruger effect: a pattern where low skill leads to overestimation of
ability (because you do not yet know what you do not know), and high skill can
sometimes lead to underestimation.[8]

Meta-Bias and Method

Key terms:

• Bias blind spot: noticing cognitive biases in others more readily than in yourself,
often because you judge yourself by intentions and others by behaviour.[13]

• Prediction logbook: a simple record of your forecasts and outcomes that lets you
see, over time, where your thinking was well calibrated and where it systematically
erred.

• Pocket protocol: a short, repeatable checklist or script you can run in high-stakes
decisions without needing to remember the full theory behind each bias.

B All Tests in One Place
This appendix brings together the informal self-tests described throughout the paper so you can
use them as a quick toolkit or workshop menu.
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Belief and Evidence Tests

Diagnostics for how you handle information:

• Confirmation Bias Check: For a current belief, write down your first search term
or question when you “research” it. If the wording mainly looks for reasons why
you are right, score yourself high on confirmation bias and rerun the search with
the opposite framing. Over a week, notice how often your first question is pro-belief
rather than anti-belief.

• Availability Frequency Quiz: Without looking anything up, answer 3–5 ques-
tions comparing risks or frequencies (for example, lightning vs. drowning, lottery
wins vs. fee drag). Record your answers and confidence, then check base rates.
Count how many times vivid but rare events felt more common than dull but fre-
quent ones.

• Base-Rate Flip: Read short case vignettes and first guess categories without base
rates, then with explicit base rates shown. Large shifts in your answers after seeing
base rates indicate strong reliance on representativeness.

• Anchoring Split-Group Task: Ask two groups of friends the same quantitative
question but give each a different starting number to compare against. If the average
answers differ substantially between groups, anchoring is visible in action.

Risk and Choice Tests

Diagnostics for gains, losses, and defaults:

• Framing Pairs: For a few hypothetical choices (for example, treatment A vs. B,
investment options, policy questions), write one version in gain language and one in
loss language. Note which you prefer under each framing; frequent reversals signal
strong framing effects.

• Sunk Cost Scan: List three ongoing commitments that feel heavy. For each,
answer the “fresh start” question: would you enter this today if you had zero sunk
cost? Count how many “no” answers you are still funding with time or money.

• Status Quo Challenge: Pick one financial product, subscription, or default option.
Explicitly compare the projected one-year cost of doing nothing with the cost and
benefits of a realistic alternative. If you would advise a friend to switch but keep
your own default, status quo and omission biases are likely at play.

Memory and Foresight Tests

Diagnostics for hindsight and calibration:

• Mini Prediction Log: For two weeks, write down a few forecasts with explicit
probabilities about events you will soon observe (for example, project milestones,
markets, sports, personal plans). After outcomes, check whether your stated prob-
abilities roughly match the fraction of times events occurred.

• Hindsight Gap: After each forecasted event, ask yourself what you now feel you
“always knew.” Compare that feeling with what you actually wrote. The difference
is your personal hindsight gap.
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Social and Self-Image Tests

Diagnostics for attribution and self-evaluation:

• Attribution Vignettes: For a handful of short stories about lateness, errors, or
conflict, first write your immediate explanation (character vs. situation). Then
generate at least three situational alternatives. Notice how often your first reaction
leaned heavily on stable traits.

• Self-Serving Tally: After a success and a failure, write a short explanation for
each. Mark every sentence that attributes outcomes to your own actions, others’
actions, or luck/circumstances. Strong asymmetry between success and failure nar-
ratives reveals self-serving patterns.

• Confidence Quiz: Answer 10 factual questions and, for each, mark how confident
you are (for example, 60 %, 80 %, 95 %). Afterwards, check answers and see how
often your “80 %” answers were right. Misalignment is a direct measure of over- or
under-confidence.

C Printable Checklists and Worksheets
These templates are meant to be printed on a single page each or recreated in your favourite
notes app. Keeping them lightweight increases the chance that you will actually use them.

Decision Checklist (Pocket Protocol)

Core elements to include:

• A short header for the decision at hand (what is being decided, by when, with what
stakes).

• Five yes/no questions mirroring the Pocket Protocol in the main text (disconfirming
evidence, base rates, predictions, sunk costs/defaults, people/context), with space
for one sentence each.

• A final “Go / Wait / Change Design” tick box to force an explicit choice after
answering.

Prediction Log Template

Columns to capture calibration:

• Date and description of the event or question.

• Forecast probability or range, plus a short rationale.

• Outcome (occurred / did not occur) and the date it became known.

• Notes on surprise level and any model updates you want to remember.

28



Red-Team and Fresh-Start Worksheets

Two complementary one-pagers:

• Red-Team Yourself : sections for writing your current belief, listing three pre-
dictions that would be true if it were correct, summarising the strongest counter-
arguments, and recording a before/after confidence score.

• Fresh Start Decision: fields for describing the current situation, answering the
“would I start today?” question, listing obstacles to exiting, and sketching a concrete
exit or pivot plan.

Context and Attribution Worksheet

A helper for social judgments:

• A brief description field for the behaviour you are evaluating.

• Two boxes labelled “Trait story” and “Context story” to capture competing expla-
nations.

• A checklist asking whether you have considered incentives, constraints, information
gaps, and temporary states (fatigue, stress, illness) before drawing conclusions.

D AI Prompt Library
This library collects the generic AI prompts from the main text and organises them by task.
You can adapt the wording, but keeping the structure helps you consistently get useful, critical
input rather than flattery.

Decision and Belief Prompts

Use these when you want structured pushback:

• Devil’s Advocate: “You are my critical peer reviewer. I believe that: <belief>.
List the strongest arguments and pieces of evidence against this belief. Suggest
concrete data I should look at to test it honestly.”

• Bias Scan: “Here is a decision I am considering: <description>. Identify which
cognitive biases I might be especially at risk of and propose specific debiasing steps
I could take before deciding.”

• Anchor Check: “I am trying to estimate <quantity>, but I might be anchored
on <anchor>. Based on available data or reasonable analogies, suggest a plausible
low, medium, and high range and explain why.”
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Risk and Forecasting Prompts

Use these when you are unsure about base rates and ranges:

• Base-Rate Helper: “I am evaluating how common <event> is. My intuitive guess
is <guess>. Using reputable statistical sources where possible, give approximate
base-rate estimates and show how my guess compares.”

• Scenario Ranges: “For the following situation <description>, describe three plau-
sible scenarios (optimistic, central, pessimistic) and give rough numerical ranges for
each, explaining the main drivers.”

• Calibration Review: “Here are several of my past predictions and outcomes:
<list>. Analyse where I seem overconfident or underconfident and suggest how I
should adjust my future probability ranges.”

Interpersonal and Self-Reflection Prompts

Use these when judgments involve people, including yourself:

• Context First: “Here is a behaviour I am judging: <behaviour and situation>.
List at least five plausible situational explanations for this behaviour that do not
assume stable character flaws.”

• Swap Labels: “Here is a description of a person or group: <text>. Rewrite
it twice, swapping group labels (such as gender, role, or affiliation) and highlight
where my language or implied judgments change.”

• Depth-of-Knowledge Probe: “Here is my current understanding of <topic>:
<summary>. List important concepts, edge cases, or failure modes that someone
with much deeper expertise would know, and propose questions I should ask to test
the depth of my knowledge.”

Safety Reminders

Quick safeguards whenever you rely on AI:

• Treat outputs as suggestions, not facts; cross-check critical claims.

• Be explicit in prompts when you want critique rather than agreement.

• For health, finance, and legal decisions, use AI-generated ideas as prompts for con-
versations with qualified professionals, not as endpoints.
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