
 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental Traps Lead Us to Make Bad Decisions When It Really Counts  
Hundreds of mental errors, biases, fallacies, shortcuts and traps lead us astray 

CATEGORY EXAMPLES   

Psychological traps 
“Processing problems”  Errors occurring as a 
result of our cognitive biases and mental 
shortcuts that can lead to systematic deviations 
from logic, probability or rational choice.  

Anchoring effect 
Availability Heuristic 
Backfire effect 
Bad news avoidance 
Categorization 
Choice blindness 
Commitment heuristic 
Confirmation bias 
Current moment bias 
Decoy effects  
Default option 
False causality 
Familiarity heuristic  
Future blindness 

Hindsight bias 
Illusion of certainty 
Immune neglect 
Impulsivity 
Information bias 
Loss avoidance 
Naive realism 
Negativity Bias 
Optimism bias 
Order effect  
Pessimism bias 
Placebo effect 
Present bias 
Primacy effects 

Priming effects 
Probability neglect 
Pseudocertainty effect 
Reframing 
Risk blindness 
Scarcity heuristic  
Scope neglect 
Serial position effects 
Single effect trap 
Status-quo Bias 
Stereotypes 
Survivorship bias 
Zero-risk bias 
Zero-sum heuristic 

Perception traps 
“Input problems”  Effects and errors in the 
organization, identification, and interpretation 
of sensory information we use to represent and 
understand the environment around us. 

Change blindness 
Cheerleader effect 
Contrast effect 
Diminishing sensitivity 
Epistemic opacity 

Fundamental cognitive error  
Illusory correlation 
Inattention blindness 
Inverse problem 
Pareidolia 

Pattern recognition  
Peak–end rule 
Platonicity error  
Salience biases 
Vivid descriptions 

Memory traps 
“Storage and recall problems” Errors from 
the process in which information is encoded, 
stored, and retrieved from our brain. 

Bizarreness effect 
Change bias 
Context effect 
Cryptomnesia 
False memory reconstruction 

Generation effect 
Humor effect 
Leveling and sharpening 
Misinformation effect 
 

Next-in-line effect 
Part-list cueing effect 
Picture superiority effect 
Rosy retrospection 

Logic traps 
“Reasoning problems”  Errors arising from 
making fallacious arguments that are 
deductively invalid or inductively weak or that 
contain an unjustified premise or ignore 
relevant evidence. 

100% effect 
Ad Hoc Rescue 
Appeal to Ignorance 
Base-rate neglect 
Biased generalizing 
Biased statistics 
Black Swan blindness 
Circular reasoning 
Conjunction fallacy  
Expert problem 

Fallacy of origins 
False analogy 
False dilemma 
Gambler’s fallacy 
Group think 
Guilt by association 
Hasty generalization 
Narrative fallacy 
Not averaging 
Pro rata bias 

Regression  
Rule-based decisions 
Sample bias 
Subjective probability 
Sunk-cost fallacy  
Texas sharpshooter 

fallacy 
Traditional wisdom 
Type 1 error  
Type 2 error 

Physiological traps 
“Limbic system problems” Mental 
processing and judgment shortfalls caused by 
physical factors that affect the function of our 
brain, such as arousal, depression and fatigue. 

Chemical arousal 
Decision fatigue 
High stress 
Sleep deprivation 
Stimulated limbic system 

  

Social traps 
“Interpersonal problems” Biases and errors 
stemming from how we view and interact with 
the people around us, with causes including 
social categorization, in-group favoritism, 
prejudice, discrimination, and stereotyping. 

Above average effect 
Actor–observer bias 
Authority 
Availability cascade 
Bandwagon effect 
Egocentric bias 
Empathy gap 

False consensus effect 
Fundamental attribution 

error 
Group polarization effect 
Halo effect 
Illusory superiority 
Ingroup bias 

Liking 
Projection Bias 
Reactance 
Social comparison bias 
Social desirability bias 
Superiority bias 
Trait ascription bias 

Big Decisions: Why we make decisions that matter so 
poorly. How we can make them better. 

We make thousands of decisions each day, most unconsciously, some 
with more thought. The reality is, humans often make bad decisions, 
especially when it comes to the things that really matter to us: the future, 
money, relationships. This bad decision making also plagues our groups 
and organizations - communities, businesses, nonprofits and government. 

My new book, Big Decisions: Why we make decisions that matter so 
poorly. How we can make them better, will be an antidote for bad 
individual and organizational decision making. Look for it next year! 

For now, here’s a snapshot of what leads us to make bad decisions, as 
well as tools and a decision-making system that can help us make better 
decisions. For cases analyzing bad decisions and more on causes and 
remedies, see my blog, Strategic Thinking & Strategic Action, 
https://leepublish.typepad.com/strategicthinking/  

 



15 Decision-Making Tools: Tools, techniques, and processes for making better strategic decisions. 

TOOL WHY USE IT? 

1. Use System 2 to make 
strategic decisions 

Impulsive, reactive decision making has no place in strategy creation and execution. 

2. Look for evidence 
before hypothesizing 

Seeking more evidence in lieu of forming an opinion of the situation can avoid jumping to the 
wrong conclusion and over-reliance on anecdote. 

3. Recognize and 
eliminate anchoring 

We can be "primed" by an initial piece of information (valid or not) in making comparisons and 
decisions. 

4. Average multiple judgments Averaging multiple judgments yields an estimate more accurate than its individual components, 
on average. 

5. Use the base rate In decision making, people often focus on irrelevant information rather than considering prior 
knowledge of the probability that something will occur. 

6. Consider luck Not looking for "reversion to the mean" is a trap: We see an outcome that in reality is extreme 
and unlikely to occur again, but we tend to predict it will recur. 

7. Generate options 
but don’t overload 

Requiring or accepting that a choice must be made among limited strategy options is a false 
dilemma. But too many options can inhibit decision making.   

8. Have others challenge 
your thinking 

Power can lead to bad decision making. 

9. Reframe for change The meaning of a situation or set of circumstances comes from the frame in which we view it. 
Reframing the "facts" gives the situation new meaning. 

10. Discern among 
experts 

“’Experts’ who deal with the future and base their skills on the non-repeatable past (except 
short-term physical processes) are close to a fraud, performing no better than a computer, 
blinded by intuition.” – Nassim Nicholas Taleb 

11. Discount sunk costs A sunk cost is paid: It can't be recovered. Escalation of commitment to an activity based on 
sunk costs (monetary and non-monetary) can block needed change and limit innovation. 

12. Consider opportunity costs Considering opportunity costs in strategy decisions helps ensure wise use of scarce resources. 

13. Be a Bayesian Statistical analysis can lead to false conclusions because of bad data, loose confidence 
intervals, sample bias and erroneous assumptions. Bayesians look for the base rate and then 
revise predictions in light of new evidence. 

14. Lead a learning process Planning as group learning combats shared information bias and narrow framing. 

15. Check it off, simulate, keep score Using a checklist, simulating, doing a pre-mortem and keeping score helps assure the quality of 
strategy decisions. 

 

The iDECIDE Framework: Evidence-based system for making better strategic decisions 

STEP ACTION OR CONSIDERATION   

1. IDENTIFY  
the need. 

• Identify the need for a strategic decision   
• Slow down 

• Take a step back  
• Be humble                                          

• Use System 2 

2. DEFINE  
the problem. 

• Draft the problem statement:                       
What’s the decision to be made?  

• Ask what's new: Why decide this?        

• Determine the source and the motive 
• Consider if this is not the case or untrue 
• Ask what leads us to believe this 

• Ask if deciding will get us 
     what we want    
• Finalize problem statement 

3. EXPOSE  
traps and 
biases. 

• Priming and anchoring                                 
• Presuppositions 
• Sunk costs 

• Group think  
• Luck                                                               
• Framing 

• Expert problem 
• Other traps and biases. 

4. CHALLENGE  
the evidence. 

• Develop more evidence                                
• Solicit individual views 
• Have the group develop alternatives           

• Solicit outside views  
• Consult other sources                                   
• Seek alternative explanations 

• Benchmark against other 
     organizations 

5. INTERPRET  
the evidence. 

• Aggregate views                                             
• Average 
• Forecast                                                          

• Look for the base rate  
• Conduct Bayesian analysis                           
• Consider opportunity costs 

• Conduct other analyses 

6. DETERMINE  
the best 
course. 

• Develop more options, then limit 
     options     
• Make a tentative decision 
• Affirm against vision/goal                              

• Introduce changed variables. validate  
• Conduct a pre mortem                                   
• Scenario planning, simulation, war 
     game 

• Beta test                                                          
• Make the final decision 

7. EXECUTE  
the decision. 

• Commit to a third party                                  
• Amplify intermediate rewards 
• Take small bites                                             

• Keep vision /goal up front 
• Keep score                                                      
• Abort, modify or continue 

• Conduct a post mortem                                 
• Develop checklist for future 
• Learn 
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