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Cognitive Bias #1:  Actor-Observer Bias.

According to VerywellMind (www.verywellmind.com), "a cognitive bias is a systematic error
in thinking that occurs when people are processing and interpreting information in the world
around them and affects the decisions and judgments that they make." In essence, it's our
brains use of short-cuts that often end up hindering rather than helping us.
 
This guide contains an overview of 4 common cognitive biases that impact managers, along
with questions for reflections and suggest behaviors to help counter-balance each. 
 
Note: Quoted content throughout this guide is from VerywellMind.
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The Actor-Observer bias "refers to a tendency to attribute one's own actions to external
causes while attributing other people's behaviors to internal causes." Unchecked, this leads
managers to make negative assumptions about a person's values, actions, and personality
while making excuses for our own errors. 
 
To avoid the unintended consequences of the Actor-Observer bias, it's important to
thoughtfully consider how we respond to others' shortfalls and how we perceive or make
excuses for our own.

episode guide



"It’s important to recognize
when we’ve played a role
that has caused issues for
ourselves and others. We
must take ownership over

our unhelpful actions."

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-the-actor-
observer-bias-2794813
https://www.simplypsychology.org/fundamental-
attribution.html

 
 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION + SUGGESTED ACTIONS
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What excuses are you making? Are you blaming others for your poor choices?
How might you take greater ownership over your actions (or inactions)?
Regardless of whether your justifications are rational, how might you adjust your
processes, communications, etc to avoid a similar situation in the future?
What might you do to prevent these issues from happening again? 
Imagine you're an observer. How would you interpret your behaviors if someone else
were doing them?

When you're struggling:
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What story am I telling myself about why this person is behaving this way?
What language am I using? Am I describing the person or the situation?
How might I gather more information before making a judgement?
What other reasons might the person be acting the way they are?
Where might there be a breakdown in the process that lead to this result?
Imagine you were the one who acted in that way. How might you rationalize or excuse
your behavior?
Check in with the person directly. Ask what's going on. Be curios and open to learning.
Approach the situation and person without blame. Look for ways to address the root
causes in order to avoid future problems.
Share the reasoning behind your requests. Ensure the person understands both what
needs to be done/is expected and why it matters.

When a team member is struggling:

 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION + SUGGESTED ACTIONS
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION + SUGGESTED ACTIONS

Am I being unduly influenced by what happened today, yesterday or last week?
What additional data points confirm or discredit my position?
How might I look for trends in order to put this information in context?
What information might I capture or track in order to more easily see trends?
How might I reduce my reliance on memory in order to make more informed decisions
and give more accurate feedback?
Incorporate a weekly reflection practice for yourself and your team members. Keep track
of wins and struggles.
Use your documented wins and struggles to inform your one-on-ones and other
performance conversations.
To the extent possible, standardize how you track professional growth and fulfillment of
performance expectations to allow for trend spotting. Use numerical tracking in addition
to descriptive comments when looking for improvement.
Establish a single location/folder/document to store notes in order to make them easily
accessible for future reference.

Cognitive Bias #2: The Recency Effect

The recency effect explains that the latest Information and experiences we have tend to be
overly influential in our thinking. It "may occur because you are able to easily remember those
items that are still being briefly stored in your short-term memory." Recency effect may be
positive or negative, making it particularly tricky. That's in part why it's important to balance the
inclination to focus on the most recent content with a broader set of data points.
 
To reduce the chances that recency is clouding your judgement, it's critical to consider
multiple sources of data collected over time.
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Cognitive Bias #3: The Negativity Bias

"The negative bias is our tendency not only to register negative stimuli more readily but also to
dwell on these events." This bias is extremely useful in helping us spot problems, issues, and
errors. The unintended consequence, though, is that we don't notice when things are working
well or running smoothly. As a result, we tend to share more critical feedback and forget to
offer gratitude and praise or recognize moments of celebration.
 
To balance our brain's natural tendency to focus on the negative, we must actively cultivate a
practice of looking for the positive. 



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION + SUGGESTED ACTIONS

When was the last time you acknowledged something positive within your team? 
What small behavior or win might you share gratitude or praise for?
What is one thing about each of your team members that you appreciate?  Have you told
them so?
Start a daily gratitude practice. Find one thing you are thankful for each day. Write it
down or say it in your head.
Incorporate a 'shout-outs' moment into your team meetings during which team members
can show appreciation for their colleagues.
Add a recurring task or calendar event to remind yourself to say thank you to someone
each week.
When you find yourself focused only on the negative, pause and try to identify
something positive about the situation.

Cognitive Bias #4: Cognitive Dissonance 

Cognitive dissonance is the uncomfortable mental conflict that results from holding two
conflicting beliefs. Typically, we act in ways that we believe are in line with our values. In this
way, we create cognitive alignment or harmony. When that sense of alignment is challenged, it
creates feelings of discomfort. Our natural tendency is to alleviate that distress by rejecting the
incongruous information, rationalizing, or possibly creating greater alignment through modifying
the belief in question or the behaviors.
 
Whenever you feel a sense of cognitive dissonance, it's important to put aside feelings of
defensiveness in order to explore the gap and determine an appropriate response.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
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https://www.verywellmind.com/negative-bias-4589618
https://positivepsychology.com/3-steps-negativity-bias/
https://www.themodernmanager.co/podcast-099 -- Show Authentic and
Meaningful Appreciation with Dr. Paul White
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

https://www.simplypsychology.org/cognitive-dissonance.html
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-cognitive-dissonance-2795012
https://www.themodernmanager.co/podcast-107

     -- Leading Yourself and Others with Sue Salvemini

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION + SUGGESTED ACTIONS
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"Being clear about who you
are and what’s important to

you can give you a baseline to
assess your own behaviors -

to make sure your ‘walk’
matches your ‘talk’"

What values are important to you in the workplace?
How do you want your team to experience you as a leader and manager?
What descriptive words do you believe describe your leadership style?
When was the last time you received feedback from your team members?
How might you engage your team members in a conversation about your vision of
leadership, informing them of what matters to you and gathering their feedback as to
how you can live these values?
Notice when you are being defensive when receiving feedback. Pause and just listen
without responding or allowing your inner dialogue to combat what you are hearing. Ask
yourself why this information is causing you such discomfort.
When hearing that your behaviors do not align with your intentions, consider whether
your behaviors need to change or your intentions need to be updated.
Accept that it's normal for people to experience you and your actions differently from
how you intend. Sharing your intentions and values will help you both clarify how you can
behave in ways that feel genuine to you and the other person.


