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What Is Cognitive Bias?
A cognitive bias is a systematic error in thinking that occurs when peopleA cognitive bias is a systematic error in thinking that occurs when people
are processing and interpreting information in the world around them andare processing and interpreting information in the world around them and
a�ects the decisions and judgments that they make.a�ects the decisions and judgments that they make.

Impact
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The human brain is powerful but subject to limitations. Cognitive biases areCognitive biases are
often a result of your brain's attempt to simplify information processing.often a result of your brain's attempt to simplify information processing.
Biases often work as rules of thumb that help you make sense of the world
and reach decisions with relative speed.

Some of these biases are related to memory. The way you remember an
event may be biased for a number of reasons and that, in turn, can lead to
biased thinking and decision-making.
Other cognitive biases might be related to problems with attention. Since
attention is a limited resource, people have to be selective about what they
pay attention to in the world around them.

Because of this, subtle biases can creep in and in�uence the way you see and
think about the world.

The concept of cognitive bias was �rst introduced by researchers Amos
Tversky and Daniel Kahneman in 1972. Since then, researchers have
described a number of di�erent types of biases that a�ect decision-making
in a wide range of areas including social behavior, cognition, behavioral
economics, education, management, healthcare, business, and �nance.

Cognitive Bias vs. Logical Fallacy
People sometimes confuse cognitive biases with logical fallacies, but the
two are not the same. A logical fallacy stems from an error in a logical
argument, while a cognitive bias is rooted in thought processing errors
often arising from problems with memory, attention, attribution, and
other mental mistakes.

Signs
Everyone exhibits cognitive bias. It might be easier to spot in others, but it
is important to know that it is something that also a�ects your thinking.
Some signs that you might be in�uenced by some type of cognitive bias
include:
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Only paying attention to news stories that con�rm your opinions
Blaming outside factors when things don't go your way
Attributing other people's success to luck, but taking personal credit for
your own accomplishments
Assuming that everyone else shares your opinions or beliefs
Learning a little about a topic and then assuming you know all there is to
know about it
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When you are making judgments and decisions about the world around you,
you like to think that you are objective, logical, and capable of taking in and
evaluating all the information that is available to you. Unfortunately, these
biases sometimes trip us up, leading to poor decisions and bad judgments.

Types
Learn more about a few of the most common types of cognitive biases that
can distort your thinking.
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Actor-observer bias: This is the tendency to attribute your own actions to
external causes while attributing other people's behaviors to internal
causes. For example, you attribute your high cholesterol level to genetics
while you consider others to have a high level due to poor diet and lack of
exercise.
Anchoring bias: This is the tendency to rely too heavily on the very �rst
piece of information you learn. For example, if you learn the average price
for a car is a certain value, you will think any amount below that is a good
deal, perhaps not searching for better deals. You can use this bias to set the
expectations of others by putting the �rst information on the table for
consideration.
Attentional bias: This is the tendency to pay attention to some things while
simultaneously ignoring others. For example, when making a decision on
which car to buy, you may pay attention to the look and feel of the exterior
and interior, but ignore the safety record and gas mileage.
Availability heuristic: This is placing greater value on information that
comes to your mind quickly. You give greater credence to this information
and tend to overestimate the probability and likelihood of similar things
happening in the future.
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Con�rmation bias: This is favoring information that conforms to your
existing beliefs and discounting evidence that does not conform.
False consensus e�ect: This is the tendency to overestimate how much
other people agree with you.
Functional �xedness: This is the tendency to see objects as only working in
a particular way. For example, if you don't have a hammer, you never
consider that a big wrench can also be used to drive a nail into the wall. You
may think you don't need thumbtacks because you have no corkboard on
which to tack things, but not consider their other uses. This could extend to
people's functions, such as not realizing a personal assistant has skills to be
in a leadership role.
Halo e�ect: Your overall impression of a person in�uences how you feel and
think about their character. This especially applies to physical attractiveness
in�uencing how you rate their other qualities.
Misinformation e�ect: This is the tendency for post-event information to
interfere with the memory of the original event. It is easy to have your
memory in�uenced by what you hear about the event from others.
Knowledge of this e�ect has led to a mistrust of eyewitness information.
Optimism bias: This bias leads you to believe that you are less likely to
su�er from misfortune and more likely to attain success than your peers.
Self-serving bias: This is the tendency to blame external forces when bad
things happen and give yourself credit when good things happen. For
example, when you win a poker hand it is due to your skill at reading the
other players and knowing the odds, while when you lose it is due to getting
dealt a poor hand.
The Dunning-Kruger e�ect: This is when people who believe that they are
smarter and more capable than they really are. For example, when they
can't recognize their own incompetence.

At times, multiple biases may play a role in in�uencing your decisions and
thinking. For example, you might misremember an event (the
misinformation e�ect) and assume that everyone else shares that same
memory of what happened (the false consensus e�ect).
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If you had to think about every possible option when making a decision, it
would take a lot of time to make even the simplest choice. Because of the
sheer complexity of the world around you and the amount of information in
the environment, it is necessary sometimes to rely on some mental
shortcuts that allow you to act quickly.

Cognitive biases can be caused by a number of di�erent things, but it is
these mental shortcuts, known as heuristics, that often play a major
contributing role. While they can often be surprisingly accurate, they can
also lead to errors in thinking.

Other factors that can also contribute to these biases:

Emotions
Individual motivations
Limits on the mind's ability to process information
Social pressures

Cognitive bias may also increase as people get older due to decreased
cognitive �exibility. [1] 

Impact of Cognitive Bias
Cognitive biases can lead to distorted thinking. Conspiracy theory beliefs,
for example, are often in�uenced by a variety of biases. [2]  But cognitive
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biases are not necessarily all bad. Psychologists believe that many of these
biases serve an adaptive purpose: They allow us to reach decisions quickly.
This can be vital if we are facing a dangerous or threatening situation.

For example, if you are walking down a dark alley and spot a dark shadow
that seems to be following you, a cognitive bias might lead you to assume
that it is a mugger and that you need to exit the alley as quickly as possible.
The dark shadow may have simply been caused by a �ag waving in the
breeze, but relying on mental shortcuts can often get you out of the way of
danger in situations where decisions need to be made quickly.

Tips for Overcoming Cognitive Bias
Research suggests that cognitive training can help minimize cognitive
biases in thinking. [3]  Some things that you can do to help overcome biases
that might in�uence your thinking and decision-making include:

Being aware of bias: Consider how biases might in�uence your thinking. In
one study, researchers provided feedback and information that help
participants understand these biases and how they in�uence decisions. The
results of the study indicated that this type of training could e�ectively
reduce the e�ects of cognitive bias by 29%. [3] 
Considering the factors that in�uence your decisions: Are there factors such
as overcon�dence or self-interest at play? Thinking about the in�uences on
your decisions may help you make better choices.
Challenging your biases: If you notice that there are factors in�uencing your
choices, focus on actively challenging your biases. What are some factors
you have missed? Are you giving too much weight to certain factors? Are
you ignoring relevant information because it doesn't support your view?
Thinking about these things and challenging your biases can make you a
more critical thinker.

Reducing cognitive bias may also be bene�cial in the treatment of some
mental health conditions. [4]  Cognitive bias modi�cation therapy
(CBMT) is a treatment approach based on processes that are designed
to reduce cognitive bias. This form of therapy has been used to help
treat addictions, depression, and anxiety.

https://www.verywellmind.com/


2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 10/21

Related Articles

THEORIES

How Heuristics Help You Make Quick Decisions
Medically reviewed by Steven Gans, MD

THEORIES

How the Status Quo Bias Influences the Decisions You Make
Fact checked by Emily Swaim

Was this page helpful?

4 Sources

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-heuristic-2795235
https://www.verywellmind.com/status-quo-bias-psychological-definition-4065385
https://www.verywellmind.com/cognitive-biases-distort-thinking-2794763
https://www.verywellmind.com/


2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases … 11/21

THEORIES

Types of Cognitive Biases That Distort How You Think
Medically reviewed by Amy Morin, LCSW

BASICS

What Is the Primacy Effect?
Medically reviewed by Amy Morin, LCSW

INSPIRATION

How to Become More Open-Minded
Medically reviewed by Amy Morin, LCSW

https://www.verywellmind.com/cognitive-biases-distort-thinking-2794763
https://www.verywellmind.com/understanding-the-primacy-effect-4685243
https://www.verywellmind.com/be-more-open-minded-4690673
https://www.verywellmind.com/representativeness-heuristic-2795805
https://www.verywellmind.com/


2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 12/21

THEORIES

How Does Representativeness Affect Your Decisions?
Medically reviewed by Steven Gans, MD

RACE AND IDENTITY

How Much Damage Can Racial Stereotyping Cause?
Medically reviewed by Akeem Marsh, MD

THEORIES

Dunning-Kruger Effect: Why Incompetent People Think They
Are Superior
Fact checked by Aaron Johnson

https://www.verywellmind.com/representativeness-heuristic-2795805
https://www.verywellmind.com/harmful-psychological-effects-of-racial-stereotyping-5069394
https://www.verywellmind.com/an-overview-of-the-dunning-kruger-effect-4160740
https://www.verywellmind.com/problems-in-decision-making-2795486
https://www.verywellmind.com/


2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 13/21

INSPIRATION

4 Common Decision-Making Biases, Fallacies, and Errors
Medically reviewed by Rachel Goldman, PhD, FTOS

THEORIES

How the Attentional Bias Influences the Decisions We Make
Fact checked by Cara Lustik

THEORIES

Cognitive Dissonance and Ways to Resolve It
Medically reviewed by Steven Gans, MD

https://www.verywellmind.com/problems-in-decision-making-2795486
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-an-attentional-bias-2795027
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-cognitive-dissonance-2795012
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-cognition-2794982
https://www.verywellmind.com/


2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 14/21

THEORIES

The Importance of Cognition in Determining Who We Are
Medically reviewed by Daniel B. Block, MD

THEORIES

Why Do We Favor Information That Confirms Our Existing
Beliefs?
Medically reviewed by David Susman, PhD

RACE AND IDENTITY

Is It Possible to Overcome Implicit Bias?
Medically reviewed by Akeem Marsh, MD

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-cognition-2794982
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-confirmation-bias-2795024
https://www.verywellmind.com/implicit-bias-overview-4178401
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-the-bandwagon-effect-2795895
https://www.verywellmind.com/


2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 15/21

THEORIES

The Bandwagon Effect Is Why People Fall for Trends
Fact checked by Sean Blackburn

THEORIES

What Is Attribution in Social Psychology?
Fact checked by Shereen Lehman, MS

Mental Health A-Z

Self-Improvement

Follow Us

Daily Tips for a Healthy Mind to Your Inbox

Enter your email SIGN UP

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-the-bandwagon-effect-2795895
https://www.verywellmind.com/attribution-social-psychology-2795898
https://www.verywellmind.com/mental-health-a-z-4797402
https://www.verywellmind.com/self-improvement-4157212
https://www.instagram.com/verywellmind/
https://www.facebook.com/verywell/
https://www.pinterest.com/verywell/
https://flipboard.com/@verywell
https://www.verywellmind.com/
https://www.verywellmind.com/


2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 16/21

Psychology

News

Voices

The Verywell Mind Podcast

Our Review Board About Us

Editorial Process Anti-Racism Pledge

Privacy Policy In the News

Cookie Policy Advertise

Terms of Use Careers

California Privacy Notice Contact

Verywell Mind's content is for informational and educational purposes only. Our website is not
intended to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment.

Ⓒ 2022 Dotdash Media, Inc. — All rights reserved

Verywell Mind is part of the Dotdash publishing family.

https://www.verywellmind.com/psychology-4157187
https://www.verywellmind.com/news-latest-research-and-trending-topics-4846421
https://www.verywellmind.com/verywell-mind-voices-personal-stories-on-mental-health-5205335
https://www.verywellmind.com/the-verywell-mind-podcast-5113058
https://www.verywellmind.com/review-board-4796494
https://www.verywellmind.com/about-us-5184564
https://www.verywellmind.com/our-editorial-process-4778006
https://www.verywellmind.com/anti-racism-and-diversity-pledge-4869798
https://www.verywellmind.com/legal-4773968#toc-privacy-policy
https://www.verywellmind.com/in-the-news-4782525
https://www.verywellmind.com/legal-4773968#toc-verywell-cookie-disclosure
https://www.dotdash.com/our-brands/
https://www.verywellmind.com/legal-4773968#toc-terms-of-use
https://www.dotdash.com/careers/
https://www.verywellmind.com/legal-4773968#toc-california-privacy-notice
https://www.verywellmind.com/about-us-5184564#toc-contact-us
https://privacy.truste.com/privacy-seal/validation?rid=8f15e7a5-6c05-47d8-bf12-8822d4d7cddd
https://www.hon.ch/HONcode/Conduct.html?HONConduct645513
https://www.dotdash.com/
https://www.verywellmind.com/


2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 17/21



2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 18/21



2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 19/21



2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 20/21



2/19/22, 1:28 PM What Is Cognitive Bias?

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-a-cognitive-bias-2794963#:~:text=A cognitive bias is a,and judgments that they make.&text=Cognitive biases… 21/21


