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D O N A  L E W A N D O W S K I
U N C  S C H O O L  O F  G O V E R N M E N T

A P R I L ,  2 0 1 4

DECISIONS, DECISIONS 

YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT THE 
SCIENCE OF DECISION‐MAKING. . . 

. . . because you are a decision-
maker.
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Decision Fatigue

70% 10%

His research, conducted over a period of 
decades, eventually led scientists to question 
two very basic assumptions we make about 
ourselves as humans:
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We accurately perceive the world 
around us.

MYTH #1

We are consciously aware—and thus in control of –
internal influences on our perceptions and behavior.

MYTH #2
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Fast Thinking is
• Fast
• Automatic
• Outside of our 

awareness
• Intuitive
• Beyond our 

control
• Efficient (requires 

little energy)

Slow Thinking is 
• Sequenced
• Conscious
• Effortful
• Deliberative
• Requires attention

WE SPEND MOST OF OUR TIME 
THINKING FAST.
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CAN YOU READ THIS?

I cnnoat blveiee I aulaclty uesdnatnrd waht I am 
rdanieg. Aoccdrnig to rscheearch at Cmabrigde
Uinervtisy, it deosnʹt mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in 
a wrod are, the olny iprmoatnt tihng is taht the frist and 
lsat ltteer be in the rghit pclae. The rset can be a taotl
mses and you can sitll raed it wouthit a porbelm. Tihs is 
bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by 
istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe.

READ THE WORD
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SAY THE PRIMARY COLOR OF THE  
BALLOON

SAY THE COLOR OF THE WORD
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RECAP

• We are flooded with information, and process much 
of it automatically

• Automatic processing is necessary for us to 
function

• Automatic processing can be very helpful
• Saves cognitive resources
• Fight or flight / primitive brain

• Automatic processing can be very unhelpful
• It sacrifices accuracy for efficiency and speed
• It’s fertile ground for bias

HOW GOOD ARE YOU AT FOCUSING YOUR 
ATTENTION?
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Magistrates’ Basic School
January,  2011            SOG/DGL

Did a gorilla stop by?

We accurately perceive the world 
around us.

MYTH #1
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TRUTH . . . 
OR SURVIVAL?

. . . and fast reaction time requires 
boxes. 

Survival 
requires
fast reaction 
time . . .
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“Getting to know you . . . 

. . . getting to know all about you.” 

Lewandowski
IOG/2007

STEREOTYPES MAKE LIFE SIMPLER.



4/8/2015

11

BUT SOMETIMES THEY’RE WRONG!

In‐Group

Out‐Group
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SOME PREDICTABLE THINGS HAPPEN AS A RESULT 
OF THAT BOX‐PACKING.

In-group Out-
group

And we can categorize a person into in-
group/out-group in the blink of an eye.
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Lewandowski
IOG/2007

We see members 
of our in-group 
as diverse 
individuals. . .

“They”

. . . while 
members of an 
out-group seem 
pretty much the 
same.

We have a more positive impression of members of our in-
group than of those who aren’t
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Lewandowski
IOG/2007

WE  DON’T NEED  MUCH 
INFORMATION BEFORE WE 

FORM FIRM OPINIONS 
ABOUT A PARTICULAR OUT-

GROUP. 

I do not like 
to change my 

mind.

BRAIN RULE #1
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MY NEPHEW

4/8/2015

“He just got in with the 
wrong crowd.”

We accurately perceive the 
world around us in a manner 

calculated to enhance our 
chances of survival..
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We are consciously aware—
and thus in control of –
internal influences on our 
perceptions and behavior . . . 

REMEMBER MYTH #2?

. . . except for when Fast 
Thinking is running the show. . . 

. . . which is most of the time!

HEURISTICS—MENTAL SHORTCUTS

• Decision fatigue? Stick with the status quo.
• Classification and stereotyping
• Confirmation bias
• Availability
• Self-fulfilling prophecy

32
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Implicit 
Bias

BIAS

Explicit

• Consciously accessible

• Endorsed as 
appropriate

Implicit

• Not consciously 
accessible

• Likely to be disavowed 
as inappropriate

“We know that racism is bad, and we want
to be good people.”

4/8/2015
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I believe that I am in the top 
50% of participants in this class 
in my ability to minimize the 
impact of bias on the decisions I 
make.

1. Yes, I am
2. No, I am not
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HEURISTICS—MENTAL SHORTCUTS

• Decision fatigue? Stick with the status quo.
• Anchoring
• Classification and stereotyping
• Confirmation bias
• Availability
• Bias blind spot

37

The Bias Blind-
Spot

4/8/2015
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IMPLICIT BIAS

• NOT explicit bias

• Implicit = unconscious

• Reflects not a belief, but an association

• Exerts a powerful influence on decision-making

• Impact increased by fatigue, strong emotion

For example, many of our anti-discrimination 
policies focus on finding the bad apples who 
are explicitly prejudiced. In fact, the serious 
discrimination is implicit, subtle and nearly 
universal. Both blacks and whites subtly try to 
get a white partner when asked to team up to 
do an intellectually difficult task. In computer 
shooting simulations, both black and white 
participants were more likely to think black 
figures were armed. In emergency rooms, 
whites are pervasively given stronger painkillers 
than blacks or Hispanics. Clearly, we should 
spend more effort rigging situations to reduce 
universal, unconscious racism. 

David Brooks,
New York Times

January 11, 2013
4/8/2015
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Implicit Association 
Test

Just one example of many ... 

HOW DO WE KNOW IT’S THERE?
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What fires together 
. . .

. . wires 
together.

CULTURAL SOUP
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THE DILEMMA

We have human brains, hard-
wired to make rapid decisions 
making survival more likely . 
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THE DILEMMA

. . . but important 
decisions require a brain 
more concerned with 
accuracy than survival.

SOME OF YOUR DECISIONS ARE 
DICTATED BY THE LAW

But many of them are not. 
If you believe that the people 
affected by your decisions 
are entitled to fair treatment 
unaffected by bias, achieving 
that goal requires struggle.
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WHAT YOU CAN DO:  
A PLAN OF ATTACK

Consciously take note of 
differences
(and similarities, too).
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BE HUMBLE

Remember that rules, 
policies, and 
standardized practices 
are weapons against bias 
and other cognitive 
errors.  Strive for 
consistency, and force 
yourself to articulate the 
reasons for a decision to 
deviate.
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KNOW THYSELF

KEEP LEARNING!

First say to yourself what you would be; and then do 
what you have to do.

-- Epictetus
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What do we do
when getting it 
right really 
matters?
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Walking is automatic.

Right?


