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Almost every conclusion we reach contains three ingredients — and
confusing them is how good people arrive at bad decisions.

here are many variations of the following quote, first attributed to Bernard Baruch: “You have the right to

your own opinion, but you don’t have the right to your own facts.” The reality is, though, that there are

enough facts for people to pick and choose the ones that support their preferred conclusion.

We like to think of ourselves as a rational species — but recent evidence from behavioral science research

suggests otherwise. We tend to seek information that supports our views and disregard facts that are counter

to our belief systems. This is known as the confirmation bias, and explains why people with conservative

political views watch and read conservative media sources and liberals watch and read liberal sources. We hold

fast to ideas even after we have been shown evidence that they are untrue or impossible. We ignore data that

might cause us to be or seem unfaithful to a set of principles held by a group we identify with — and we may

even punish those who question “common wisdom” or hold views that are unpopular or disturbing to the

status quo. The famed scientist Galileo was tried by the Roman Inquisition and forced to recant his theory that

the earth revolved around the sun rather than vice-versa.

This human tendency leads, of course, to unconscious bias, bad decision-making, unnecessary or unwise risk-

taking, unproductive conflict, and prejudicial behavior. For a more comprehensive view of the confirmation bias

and other research demonstrating that humans are not so rational after all, see the work of Tversky and

Kahneman.

Let’s unpack this human tendency to confuse actual reality with preferred reality. Long ago, a wise person

pointed out that almost every conclusion contains elements of three things: facts, assumptions or inferences,

and values.
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Three ingredients in every conclusion

Facts

Facts are data that can be assessed objectively; often through our senses. We see, hear, feel, smell, and count

them. When different people experience them, they can more or less agree on their reality. This surface is hard,

that wall is green, this paper makes a crinkling sound. But, of course, all of these conclusions are matters of

degree, definition, or system — so we have to have some experience with and agreement on these concepts in

order to consider them in the same way.

Assumptions

Assumptions or inferences make meaning out of the data we take in with our senses. We add them up or

combine them in ways that make them useful to us. This surface will hold my coffee cup. That wall has been

painted. This paper is too thin to write on. Assumptions make it possible to get on with our day without

stopping to consider every possible implication, but they may, of course, be incomplete or quite wrong. The

surface may be tilted. The wall may be moldy. The paper may be strong.

Values

Values or principles have to do with what we believe to be right or wrong, good or bad, worthy or unworthy,

beautiful or ugly. This table is poorly made. This moldy room is unhealthy to live in. This paper saves trees.

Once we have applied our value system to the assumptions that we have drawn from the facts, we tend to see

our conclusions as deeply correct and truthful rather than based on assumptions that may be faulty or facts

that may be misunderstood or missed entirely. More importantly, this process keeps us from questioning our

conclusions.

Once we have applied our value system to the assumptions we drew from the
facts, we tend to see our conclusions as deeply correct and truthful — and stop
questioning them.

What blind auditions revealed
As late as 1970, the top five orchestras in the U.S. had fewer than 5% women. Not many members of a typical

symphony orchestra’s screening committee would have believed that they were deliberately choosing men

over women in hiring musicians. Perhaps they sincerely believed that men were better musicians by the

evidence of their proportion in the existing orchestra. But once “blind auditions,” with a screen hiding the

applicant, made it impossible to observe the gender of the musicians who were demonstrating their skills, a

significantly higher proportion of women were chosen than before. Many orchestras now are close to 50/50.

Now, the choice could be based on what committee members were hearing without the distraction of their
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internal and unacknowledged bias. A current example of this phenomenon is the method by which contestants

are selected on the television show The Voice, where pop-star judges are seated in chairs that face away from

the contestant auditioning so that the selection process is based purely on the contestant’s voice. This is

intended to reduce the possibility that contestants are selected for reasons other than their “voice” — age,

gender, appearance, and so on.

Our current ability, because of social media as well as the other media we consume, to live in an echo chamber

where we have our news “curated” for us, reinforces this tendency. We hang out, shop, watch, play, and vote

like members of our “tribe.” At work, however, where there may be more diversity of background and

experience, we sometimes fail to take advantage of this diversity, but rather treat it as an obstacle or

annoyance. Organizations that make it easier to be different, to disagree, to challenge assumptions, to question

decisions, to speak truth to power, tend to be more creative, innovative, and responsive to changes in their

environment. For example, Ed Catmull, a founder at Pixar, describes in his book Creativity, Inc., how Pixar has

created and embraces a culture of constructive debate and diversity of thought.

The antidote
So what’s the antidote to unconscious bias? Here are a few attitudes that help:

As leaders, we can model and implement group norms that welcome diversity of opinion, constructive debate,

and open questioning of authority or “received wisdom.” The willingness to ask for alternatives, to generate

many different ideas, and to distinguish among facts, assumptions, and values, can lead us to better decisions

and a more interesting, successful, and engaging workplace.

A sense of humor; not taking oneself too seriously

Openness to being wrong, uninformed, or uncertain

The curiosity and drive to seek information and perspectives from others

Willingness to invite and listen to a variety of opinions, including from those you expect to disagree with

you

The ability to hold more than one option as possible

A propensity to call oneself and others on unexamined assumptions or “groupthink” — and to invite others

to do so

A commitment to making key decisions based on evidence rather than tradition, hearsay, or opinion
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