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How You Think Biases Decision Making 
 

Decision making is a form of thinking in which you select among choices. 
 

 
 

However, there are quick strategies for making a decision that are not optimal 
and can lead to systematic errors, but are generally good enough in your daily 
life.  
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Heuristics 
 

Heuristics are mental shortcuts that uses very little time and resources of 
deciding.  With heuristics, we don't research background information, collect 
data, weigh evidence, evaluate options or develop a process for deciding. 
 

Examples of common heuristics 
• Confidence heuristic: You judge the accuracy of a person's statement based 

on how confident they sound.  
• People who claim they are abducted by aliens, have been reincarnated, who are 

confident in their flashbulb memories are believed, not because of any 
corroborating evidence, but by how confident they believe the experience has 
occurred.   

• Price heuristic: You judge the quality of a product based on its price.  A more 
expensive product believed to be of a higher quality than the less expensive 
product. 

• Most people believe that the expensive brand of bleach is “better” than the generic 
brand due to price.  A reason for the price difference is advertising costs. 

• Familiarity heuristic: We judge the truthfulness and accuracy of a statement 
based on how familiar it sounds. 

• Tarnish heuristic: You judge the age of a coin based on the presence (or lack 
of) tarnish on it.  Generally speaking, the presence of tarnish means it is “old”. 
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Heuristics 
 
In the following memes, people are likely using shortcuts to decide about what is 
true and false instead of being thorough. 
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Heuristics 
 
In the following memes, people are likely using shortcuts to decide about what is 
true and false instead of being thorough. 
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Heuristics 
 
Three common heuristics that influence decision making are 
 

• Availability heuristic 
 

A mental shortcut used to assess 
how common or probable 
something is based on how quickly 
information comes to mind (page 
313).  

• Representativeness 
heuristic 

 

A mental shortcut used to place 
people or objects in a category if 
they are similar to the prototype for 
that category (page 314). 

 
• Affective heuristic A mental shortcut to make 

decisions or judgments based on 
current emotions (page 314). 
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Availability Heuristic 
 

A mental shortcut used to assess how common or probable something is based 
on how quickly information comes to mind (page 313). 
 

The availability heuristic is the heuristic where people judge the likelihood or 
frequency of an event based on its vividness or ease to recall specific examples. 
 

Can we think of examples? 

 
 

If NO, then If YES, then 
we judge the event as unlikely We judge the event as likely 
 

Examples 
(1) Estimate how many words have a k in 3rd position (cake) and how 

many words begin with a k (kitten)? 
 

(2) Estimate how many English words fit the pattern: 
 

 (a) _ _ _ _ n _   (b) _ _ _ i n g 
 

(3) Are there more deaths due to homicide or due to diabetes-related 
deaths in America? 



LP 8C biases in DM 7 
12/10/24 

Availability Heuristic 
 
Normally, we would count the frequency of events to get an accurate count.  
However, instead of counting, we take a “short cut” and think of the number of 
examples to estimate the frequency of these events. 
 
Can we easily think of examples of the phenomena in question (are examples 
psychologically available)? 
 

 
 
If NO, then If YES, then 
we judge the event as 
unlikely 

We judge the event as 
likely 

 
k in 3rd position (cake) begin with a k (kitten) 

 
_ _ _ _ n _  _ _ _ i n g 

 
diabetes-related deaths deaths due to homicide 
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Availability Heuristic 
 

  

 
Murders, terrorist attacks and fatal airline accidents are psychologically available 
and easy to think of examples, therefore, we tend to overestimate their likelihood.
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Other “Real-Life” Examples of the Availability Bias (Availability Heuristic) 
 

• We overestimate the likelihood of winning the lottery because we hear about 
the winners all the time and underestimate the likelihood of losing because we 
don’t hear about the losers. 

• Those who are unemployed tend to overestimate the unemployment rate 
because they associate with the unemployed more often and examples are 
more psychologically available. 

• Those who are employed tend to underestimate the unemployment rate 
because they associate with those who have a job.  It is easier to think of 
examples of people who have jobs. 

• If we constantly tell ourselves negative self-statements, we tend to recall 
negative thing about ourselves.  If we constantly tell ourselves positive self-
statements, we tend to recall positive things about ourselves. 

• We also think of creative geniuses as a sudden light bulb of inspiration that 
leads to success because we hear about the successes.  What we don’t hear 
about all the failures.  
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• The odds of making a living as an author are low.  We overestimate the odds 

by easily thinking of authors who are famous. 
• We tend not to hear about acts of kindness and citizens helping one another 

and judge it as unlikely. 
• We tend to think that bringing the Olympics to a city brings prosperity (on the 

average, it doesn’t). 
• We judge the likelihood of an event based on personal experience because 

our personal experiences are easily recalled and more vivid. 
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Why is Learning About the Availability Heuristic Important? 
 

• Employers can underestimate how much hard work and how much 
experience matters with their employees. They only see the finished product 
and not the hard work and pitfalls avoided by good experienced employees, 
which can make someone believe that the job is easy and can be replaced 
by a less paid employee, or the idea that "anyone can do it". 

• Because you only sees your contributions to their organization and not of 
your coworkers, you can exaggerate your relative importance. 

• Students overestimate how easy learning and success is because they only 
see the finished product and not the hard work involved.  We don't see or 
hear of Jordan's or Thomas Edison's failures.  Because of this we 
underestimate how much hard work and "mistakes" it takes to be good 
because we don't see or hear about the failures, and only see the success. 

• Because we tend to hear about the few individuals who win the lottery and 
not the millions of people who lost the lottery, we can overestimate the odds 
of winning. 
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Ego-centric bias 
 

The belief that you contributed more to a group effort, such as a marriage or 
team project than you actually did.   

 
This occurs because you can easily recall your contribution (the availability 

heuristic), rather than someone else's contributions, thus overestimating the 
relative proportion of your contributions. 
 

• Researchers Michael Ross and Fiore Sicoly (1970) found that couples 
overestimated the relative contribution to their relationship: 
o both would say they put the dishes away more often than the other 

person, 
o the other person starts arguments more, etc. 

• Basketball teams were more likely to attribute the turning point of the game 
to their own team than of the other team (regardless if it was a men's or 
women's team—there was no difference among gender). 

• A student wrote that he thinks CEOs deserve an enormous salary because 
they think of all the thing they do for their corporation and not all of the other 
things everyone else does. 
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Ego-Centric Bias 
 
Some people are motivated to overestimate the amount of work they contributed 
to a group effort, but the overestimation cannot be entirely explained by 
motivation.   
 
There is a cognitive component. 

• Recognizing the ego-centric bias, makes it is easier to understand how 
disagreements about relative contributions to group efforts can lead to 
disagreements, arguments and conflict. 

• Without recognizing the possibility of the ego-centric bias, it can make it 
difficult to work together in good faith and difficult to maintain good 
relations. 

• It is difficult to gauge who is overestimating their contribution in hindsight.  
Most students always accuse the other person of overestimating their 
contribution. 

 
References: 

Ross, M. and Sicoly, F.  (1979).  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.  37, 322-336. 
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Student examples with explanations and impacts 
 
Example:  Kris's brother John and her boyfriend Bill were building an 
entertainment center for her living room.  When they had finished, John 
complained to his sister "I had to do practically all the work and your lazy 
boyfriend barely helped at all!"  Later, when Kris was with Bill he told her "You 
know, your brother really didn't help out that much with the entertainment center.  
I had to do most of the real work." 
 
Explanation of egocentric bias: Both John and Bill thought that they had 
contributed more to the building project than they actually had. 
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Example:  I talked to my dad on the phone last night, and he told me that he 
wished I could have found out the bus schedule from Eugene to Portland for him, 
so he could choose to rent a car, or take the bus to Eugene (he flies in today).  
He said that he had already done so much in preparation for this visit, that the 
least I could do is check on the bus schedule. 
 
Explanation of ego-centric bias:  He forgets that I have done a lot of work on 
this end to prepare for his visit.  He only realized what he as done, and to him, he 
feels that he has contributed more than I have. 
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Example:  When I was young, my brother and I had to do chores around the 
house.  One of these chores was to put away the dishes after the dishwasher 
finished washing them.  Quite often my brother would disagree with me about 
“whose turn it is to put away the dishes”.  He would claim that he seems to 
always put away the dishes, while I would think the same thing. 
 
Explanation of the ego-centric bias:  When estimating how often each of us 
puts away the dishes, we easily think of all the times we put away the dishes and 
not the times the other person put away the dishes, thus inflating our own 
estimate. 
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Representativeness Heuristic 
 

Scenario 1: An all-out nuclear war between the United States and the former Soviet 
Union. 

Scenario 2: A situation in which neither the United States or the former Soviet Union 
intends to attack the other side with nuclear weapons, but an all-out nuclear 
war between the United States and the former Soviet Union is triggered by 
the actions of a third country such as Iraq, Israel, Pakistan or North Korea. 

 

(1) Which scenario is more likely to occur? 
 (a) Scenario 1 
 (b) Scenario 2 

 
Ron Reagan is politically liberal and from a conservative family.  When he told his 
parents that he was atheist, they were not surprised and very supportive of him and 
wished him well.  Ron realizes that in the U.S., there is a negative stigma of being an 
atheist and does not want to run for political office. 

 

(2) Is it more likely that Ron lives in? 
 (a) California 
 (b) San Francisco 

 
(3) You are going to a store to buy some fruit.  What are you more likely to find? 
 (a) a red apple. 
 (b) a green apple. 
 (c) an apple. 
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Representativeness Heuristic 
 

A mental shortcut used to place people or objects in a category if they are similar 
to the prototype for that category (page 314). 
 
Does the event match our mental representation (not the definition in your book)? 

 
 
If NO, then If YES, then 
we judge the event as 
unlikely 

We judge the event as 
likely 

 
An all-out nuclear war between the United 
States and the former Soviet Union. 

A situation in which neither the United 
States or the former Soviet Union intends 
to attack the other side with nuclear 
weapons, but an all-out nuclear war 
between the United States and the former 
Soviet Union is triggered by the actions of 
a third country such as Iraq, Israel, 
Pakistan or North Korea. 
 

California San Francisco 
 

Apple Red Apple 
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Representativeness Heuristic 
 
A thinking strategy where we make a judgment of likelihood based on how well it 
matches our mental representation, prototype or stereotype. 

• If the person, event or object is similar to our mental representation, image, 
stereotype, or prototype, then we are likely to believe that event. 

• If the person, event or object is dissimilar to our mental representation, 
image, stereotype, or prototype, then we are not likely to believe that event. 

 
Does it match our mental representation? 

 
No Yes 
  
Does not match our mental representation 
of space aliens, therefore, we judge the 
encounter as unlikely. 

Matches our mental representation of space 
aliens, therefore, we judge the encounter as 

likely. 
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Representativeness Heuristic 
 
A thinking strategy where we make a judgment of likelihood based on how well it 
matches our mental representation, prototype or stereotype. 

• If the person, event or object is similar to our mental representation, image, 
stereotype, or prototype, then we are likely to believe that event. 

• If the person, event or object is dissimilar to our mental representation, 
image, stereotype, or prototype, then we are not likely to believe that event. 

 
Does it match our mental representation? 

 
 
Yes  No 
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Representativeness Heuristic 
 
A thinking strategy where we make a judgment of likelihood based on how well it 
matches our mental representation, prototype or stereotype. 

• If the person, event or object is similar to our mental representation, image, 
stereotype, or prototype, then we are likely to believe that event. 

• If the person, event or object is dissimilar to our mental representation, 
image, stereotype, or prototype, then we are not likely believe that event. 

 

 
 
If NO, then If YES, then 
we judge the event as 
unlikely 

We judge the event as 
likely 
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Other examples of judgments using representativeness: 
• Susan Smith drowned her kids and claimed a black man stole the car.  

People believed her story because it fit their mental representation of a 
carjacking. 

• People didn’t believe bacteria could cause infection or diseases because 
something that large and devastating had to come from something big, not 
something small. 

• We are more likely to believe that Nazi Germany advocated the use of 
eugenics because it fits our mental representation of Nazi Germany.  
However, we are not likely to believe eugenics was advocated by the United 
States during the same time period because it does not fit our mental 
representation of the United States. 

• In 2018, racist Twitter trolls claimed that white movie goers were attacked 
while attending the premier of the movie Black Panther. 

• We are likely to believe that the average individual is likely to be less happy 
when their children leave home (the empty nest syndrome). 

• We are not likely to believe that a Cuyahoga river caught on fire because it 
doesn’t match our world view. 
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• When describing an encounter with space aliens, you are more likely to be 
believed if you describe them in a way that fits the current cultural depiction 
of space aliens (e.g. Green Martians, “gray aliens”, Aliens from the movie 
Aliens) 

 

 
 

• Susceptibility to hypnosis is unrelated to submissiveness, trust or 
psychopathology, but we have a hard time believing it because it doesn’t fit our 
world view or mental representation or commonsense notion of hypnosis. 

• We are not likely to believe that there is a seaport in Idaho because it doesn’t 
match our mental representation of ports or Idaho. 
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Representativeness Heuristic 
 

 
 
Few people believed that she was actually a software engineer because she 
didn’t fit their mental representation of a software engineer (they thought she was 
an actor). 
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Representativeness Heuristic 
 

How the Murder Rate in Oklahoma Compares to the Rest of the 
Country  
 
Along with rape, robbery, and aggravated assault, murder is one component of 
the broader violent crime category. Just as Oklahoma has a higher than average 
murder rate, its overall violent crime rate is also higher than average. There were 
a total of 459 violent crimes reported for every 100,000 people 
in the state in 2020, compared to 399 per 100,000 nationwide. 
 
All data used in this story, including population figures used to calculate 
population-adjusted crime rates, is from the FBI's 2020 Uniform Crime Report.  
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Representativeness Heuristic 
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Representativeness Heuristic 
 

 
  



LP 8C biases in DM 29 
12/10/24 

Availability and Representativeness Heuristic 
 

Availability Representativeness 
 

The availability heuristic is the heuristic 
where people judge the likelihood or 
frequency of an event based on its 
vividness or ease to recall specific 
examples. 
 

A thinking strategy where we make a 
judgment of likelihood based on how 
well it matches our mental 
representation, prototype or stereotype. 

• Judging that you are more likely to 
be killed by sharks (especially in the 
summer) than alcohol related 
illnesses or accidents 

• Ignoring the problems (judging the 
likelihood of a problem to occur as 
low) of American infrastructure 
(water lines, roads, bridges) because 
we don’t see the problems 

 

• Description of alien abductions by 
Grey aliens vs. one eyed one horned 
purple people eater 

• Susan Smith claiming her sons were 
abducted by someone looking 
“criminal-like” 

• Picking the “Arab” looking person to 
be likely of committing an act of 
terror 

 

• Can I think of specific examples? 
 

• How well does it compare to what I 
know? 
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Affective heuristic 
 

A mental shortcut to make decisions or judgments based on current emotions 
(page 314). 
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World View and Emotions 
 

When there are challenges to our world view, we feel psychologically threatened.  
A woman playing Dr. Who or 007 makes us uncomfortable and we react 
emotionally. 
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Emotions and Decision Making 
 

 
 
Most people would say we should make informed decisions.  If we don't know 
something, we should investigate and learn about it.  However, most people don't 
know what Arabic numerals are.  Instead of spending the time to look up what 
Arabic numerals are, some react quickly and have an emotional response to 
anything Arabic, which, in the United States, tends to have negative associations, 
and answer "no" to the question.  The following are Arabic numerals: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 
6, 7... 
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Emotions and Decision Making 
 
“Media often fails to distinguish between facts and opinions” by Drew Weston, 
Nov 23, 2004 
 
Question:  Should Donald Rumsfeld testify before Congress about his 

involvement in the Abu Ghraib prison torture scandal? 
 

What predicts people’s response? 
 
Westen gave two groups different quantities of evidence and surveyed their 
feelings on several topics 

• Quantity of evidence (told Little or Lots) 
• Feelings toward the military (measured) 
• Feelings toward Human Rights Groups (measured) 
• Feelings toward Republicans (measured) 

Very Little Evidence Lots of Evidence 

• Feelings toward the military 
• Feelings toward Human Rights 

Groups 
• Feelings toward Republicans 

• Feelings toward the military 
• Feelings toward Human Rights 

Groups 
• Feelings toward Republicans 

Predict their answer 84% of the time Predict their answer 85% of the time 
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Emotions and Dishonesty 
 
Solve as 
many of 20 
math 
problems in 
five minutes 

Shred your 
work (it 
really 
wasn’t 
shredded 

Report 
how many 
math 
problems 
solve 

 Receive $1 for 
each math 
problem solved 

The average reported 6, 
solved, the average 
solved 4  
 
(Some lying) 

Solve as 
many of 20 
math 
problems in 
five minutes 

Shred your 
work (it 
really 
wasn’t 
shredded 

Report 
how many 
math 
problems 
solve 

Receive a 
plastic token 
for each math 
problem 
solved 

Receive $1 for 
each plastic token 

The average reported 8, 
solved, the average 
solved 4  
 
(more lying) 

 
http://www.npr.org/2012/06/04/154287476/honest-truth-about-why-we-lie-cheat-and-steal 
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Intuitive Moralist 
 
Our decisions on what is moral and immoral might not be based on any abstract 
notion of right or wrong, but how we feel about an event. 
 
There is a runaway train that is going to hit 5 people. 
 
Participants find it acceptable that to pull a lever and redirect the train to another 
track where it will kill another person (picture a).  However, participants also find 
it unacceptable to push a person into the train, saving the lives of the 5 people 
(picture b).   
 

 
 
People essentially responded that the first situation (picture a) “feels right” where 
the second situation (picture b) “feels wrong”. 
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Framing Effects 
 
Framing effects are when people give different answers to the same problem 
depending on how it is phrased (or framed).  In rational choice theory, two frames 
are logically equivalent, should have the same response. 
 

Imagine that the U.S. is preparing for the outbreak of an unusual disease, 
which is expected to kill 600 people.  Two alternative programs have been 
proposed.  Assume that the exact scientific estimates of the consequences 
of the programs are as follows: 
 

“Lives Saved”  “Lives Lost” 

 

 
When you describe the 
decisions as lives saved 

you make a different 
decision when it is 

described as lives lost, 
even though they are 

equivalent.  

 

72% prefer 
Program 1 

   78% prefer 
Program 2 
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According to rational decision theory, each of the four programs have the same 
expected value (probability x lives saved).  In each of the first description, people 
tend to be risk aversive with gains (lives saved).  In the second case, they are 
risk seeking with losses (lives lost). 
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Framing Effects 
 
Unleaded Gas: $ 3.09 
    $ 3.04 cash discount 
 
Unleaded Gas: $ 3.09 credit card surcharge 
    $ 3.04 

Psychological Science, Fifth Edition 
Copyright © 2015 W. W. Norton & Company  

Most people prefer a gas station that provides the cash discount than the credit 
card surcharge.  
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Framing Effects: Language 
 
In a CBS poll, people were asked how they felt about homosexuals or gay men 
and lesbians serving in the military using one of two questions. 

• Do you favor or oppose homosexuals being allowed to serve openly? 
• Do you favor or oppose gay men and lesbians being allowed to serve 

openly? 
 

 
 
How you are asked the question affect how much you are in favor or opposed to 
gay men and lesbians or homosexuals being allowed to serve openly in the 
military. 
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Framing Effects 
 
Version #1: An incarcerated inmate is applying for parole.  Based on the nature  
   of his crimes, 20% of those released will commit a violent crime.   
   Do you grant parole? 
 
Version #2: An incarcerated inmate is applying for parole.  Based on the nature  
   of his crimes, 20 of 100 of those released will commit a violent   
   crime.  Do you grant parole? 
 
Both are equivalent descriptions.  

• When it is described as 20%, 41% will grant parole. 
• When it is described as 20 of 100, 21% will grant parole.   
 

People think of the logically equivalent frames differently.  In the first case, 
people tend to reference 20% to zero and are more risk seeking. 
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Framing Effects: Reason-Based Choice 
 
Like framing effects, logically equivalent frames should not affect the outcome of 
a decision. 
 
Consider the following problem: 
 

Imagine that you serve on the jury of an only-child sole-custody case following a 
relatively messy divorce.  The facts of the case are complicated by ambiguous 
economic, social and emotional considerations, and you decide to base your decision 
entirely on the following few observations: 

 
Parent A  Parent B  

• Average Income 
• Average health 
• Average working hours 
• Reasonable rapport with the child 
• Relatively stable social life 

• Above-average income 
• Minor health problems 
• Lots of work-related travel 
• Very close relationship with the child 
• Extremely active social life 
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To which parent would you award sole custody of the child? 
• 55% of the participants would award custody to parent B 

 
However, when asked 
 
To which parent would you deny sole custody of the child? 

• 64% of the participants would deny custody to 
parent B.  

 

 

• When asked which parent should you award custody, people looked for 
reasons to justify awarding custody and focused on the positive attributes of 
Parent B. 

• When asked which parent should you reject custody, people looked for 
reasons to justify rejected custody and focused on the negative attributes of 
Parent B. 

 
Parent A  Parent B  

• Average Income 
• Average health 
• Average working hours 
• Reasonable rapport with the child 
• Relatively stable social life 

• Above-average income 
• Minor health problems 
• Lots of work-related travel 
• Very close relationship with the child 
• Extremely active social life 
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How do we describe the integration of women into combat units? 
 

 
 

• Women in military combat units have shown no improvement in combat 
readiness. 

• Women in military combat units have shown no declines in combat 
readiness. 

• Women in military combat units do not affect combat readiness. 
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Framing Effects 
 
Other examples 

• Ground beef that is 75% lean is described being better than ground beef that 
is 25% fat.  

• Students feel safer with condoms that are 90% successful versus those that 
are have a 10% failure rate. 

• Samoa Air announced that it would charge passengers by weight.  Is this an 
extra charge for heavy people or a discount for lighter people? 

• People make riskier decisions when it is 
o described as having an 80% chance of success compared to being 
o described as having an 80% chance of success and 20% chance of 

failure. 
• When discussing rates of false reports of sexual assault, 

o 5% of reports of sexual assault by men on women are false there is 
much sympathy for the men compared to  

o 5% of reports of sexual assault by men on women are false and 95% 
are true, there is less sympathy for men. 
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Paradox of Choice 
 
The presence of more choices leads to less satisfaction and less likely someone 
will make a choice. 

     

6 varieties of jam 24 varieties of jam 
 Attracted More shoppers 

Psychological Science, Fifth Edition 
Copyright © 2015 W. W. Norton & Company  

Psychological Science, Fifth Edition 
Copyright © 2015 W. W. Norton & Company  

30% bought jam 3% bought jam 
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When will we use heuristics to make decisions? 
 

Heuristics are short cuts in the decision-making process.  When will we use 
heuristics such as the availability, representativeness, confidence or price rather 
than systematic decision-making processes? 
 
We will use them when 

(1) we don't have the time to think carefully about the issue, 
it becomes impossible to process it fully, 

(3) we believe that the issues at stake are not very important, 
(4) we have little knowledge or information to base a decision, and 

(5) a given heuristic comes quickly to mind as we are confronted with a 
problem.   

 
 


