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A good analyst is one who is constantly thinking about the way (s)he is thinking. This document talks about the way the brain works cognitively, when it comes to analysis. It presents the different types of cognitive bias that affect analysis, as well as different techniques to counter those biases.

Here, we talk about the way the brain works cognitively, when it comes to analysis. We also discuss different types of bias that affect analysis and present some of the different techniques to counter bias. It’s not enough just to recognize it but we must be constantly aware of its influence.


How the brain thinks
Our brain uses two types of thinking when facing a question or situation.


	fast thinking
	slow thinking

	to address simple problems
	to address more complex problems

	often “automatised” or unconscious
	conscious thinking process, requires focus and rea- soning

	operates on biases and shortcuts that may not be accurate
	evaluates mental shortcuts to assess how right they are in a given situation.

	hard to modify
	flexible

	low energy requirement for the brain
	high energy requirement for the brain




To manage our energy, the “lazy” brain prefers using fast thinking, which exposes us more to biases.


The good analyst
Fast and slow thinking are complementary when working together. One should base decisions on experience and ideally make decisions quickly BUT also one doesn’t want to ignore new information or get stuck due to your biases. Changing our thinking is tiring! It takes energy to use a different system of thinking and maybe even harder to accept the conclusion.

A good analyst:
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▶	never stops thinking about thinking
▶	has an acute understanding about how the brain works and the cognitive pitfalls we keep falling for if we don’t pay attention to the way we think, at the same time as we are thinking it.
▶	is able to constantly challenge fast thinking by switching to slow thinking to identify and correct biases.

An analyst must recognize and account for the presence of cognitive biases and heuristics, the influence of background and experience as well as how our memory works when selecting and processing information, and subsequent consequences for analysis.

Perception is a deliberate process where we pay attention to a small part of the whole picture and exclude almost all that is not within the scope of attention. Perception frames our view of the world and our actions and can make us unaware of other’s vision of the same issue.

So, what shapes our perception?

▶	Past experience can handicap analysis as well as aid analysis. Past experience can make us think that we know better when fresh eyes can spot important factors,
▶	Our education (he is from Oxford and the other from some generic unknown university),
▶	Or even cultural values – such as the fact that someone went to university and the other didn’t,
▶	Roles and tasks (he is the country director),
▶	Assumptions and preconceptions,
▶	Memory which is unreliable.


Cognitive Biases
Biases are always around, independently of the types of analysis of the Analysis spectrum (from exploratory to prescriptive analysis) (see document Description of the analysis spectrum (6 - 1)), and all along the data management process (from data collection to interpretation and decision making).

▶	They are normal processes, designed to make decisions quickly.
They are unconscious, automatic and non-controllable…
▶	They are inherent thinking errors caused by our simplified information selection and processing strategies
▶	Knowing/understanding/recognizing them and applying key structured techniques can help mitigate their negative consequences
▶	SLOW DOWN!

Take a look at the 14 most common cognitive biases in humanitarian analysis listed by ACAPS, grouped by category Cognitive Biases in Humanitarian Analysis (6 - 6)
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▶	Selection biases (Anchoring Effect, Availability Cascade, Confirmation, Evidence acceptance, Salience)
▶	Social biases (Groupthinking, Halo Effect, Institutionalization Bias, Mirror imaging, Stereotyping)
▶	Process biases (Clustering Illusion, Framing Bias, Hindsight Bias, Impact Bias)

Cognitive biases are particularly sneaky, just knowing you have them, won’t change them at all. You can’t suppress them either. In fact, fighting bias too hard creates new biases. “Since learning about confirmation bias, I keep seeing it everywhere”.


Improving Analysis
Knowing, being aware of biases is NOT half the battle – but it is just a first step. Make sure you have enough time – using slow thinking takes time and it is common for us to default to fast thinking when we don’t have enough time AND we’re under pressure. The analyst needs focus (not being disturbed) as well as skills, knowledge of tools and techniques that can improve the quality and credibility of the analysis.

Five habits of master analysts:
1 Know when to challenge key assumptions—usually far more often than you think!
2 Consider alternative explanations or hypotheses for all events—including the null hypothesis and the deception hypothesis when applicable.
3 Look for inconsistent data that provides sufficient justification to quickly discard a candidate hypothesis.
4 Focus on the key drivers that best explain what has occurred or what is about to happen.
5 Anticipate the customers’ needs and understand the overarching context within which the analysis is being done.
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