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C

ritical Thinking is a fundamental soft skill: from fourth place in 2015 it rose to second place in 2020 in the World Economic Forum ranking. Today, more than ever, it is needed to face reality at any level: analysis, understanding, decisions.

I admit it: I have not always loved Critical Thinking, even if it is universally recognized as one of the foundations of philosophical doing, but I have learned to appreciate it more and more in recent years.

It helped me to clarify things in moments of doubt and confusion, it led me to reflect before judging, allowing me to make better decisions, to act and not re-act to situations.

In this book I talk about it in detail, to understand what it is, what it is for and also give you tips to develop it.

Critical Thinking: what is it?

It’s difficult to give an exact description. Personally I consider it the kind of thinking that "puts things in crisis".

It’s very philosophical: it actually means "to judge" and this is the cornerstone of a philosopher's thoughts.

If I speak of "judgment", the lessons on Kant's "Critique of Pure Reason" still come to mind.

For the German philosopher, judgment was the moment in which mental processes concluded their reasoning, putting together a string of information within the boundary of a concept.

So: to judge = to find the reasons for things.

A complex process, but which is necessarily aimed at a solution and which operates using both rational and reflective thinking, as Robert H. Ennis also says:

“A rational and reflective thought process focused on deciding what to think or do”.

Critical thinking is a process and not a faculty. This also means that it is not related to IQ, but is a sort of "practice" and as such it can be trained.

Some 2018 Cambridge studies, which compared critical thinking and intelligence, also seem to demonstrate this.

I also like the definition of Wikipedia, which makes you understand the complexity:

Critical thinking is the objective analysis of facts to form a judgment.

Critical thinking is the objective analysis of facts to form a judgment.

I start by repeating an important detail: for over 5 years it has been one of the soft skills indicated in the top ten of the World Economic Forum.

And if in 2015 it occupied the fourth position, today it occupies the second.

Thinking critically is like having an equation to solve and requires:


•  Collection

•  Elaboration of as many options as possible

•  Finding at least one valid solution



Despite being a focused skills solution, critical thinking ability is measured in each of these phases, not just in the formulation of a solution.

COLLECTION OF DATA

Within the collection of data, critical thinking helps us to carefully evaluate the sources, not to trust rumours and to question the information that comes to us, passing it not only through the sieve of real data, but also to a flexion.

And this is especially useful today.

This is the faculty called "discernment": knowing how to accept all information, evaluate and weigh it, (judging) all of it, and then discarding that which is certainly erroneous, keeping those on which there is indecision in doubt and keep - always with reserve - those confirmed, with which to proceed.

There are several obstacles that we can encounter at this level and that critical thinking avoids:


•  Sufficiency: trusting without researching the reliability of the source and information;

•  Adhesion: the "bandwagon" effect of the type "if everyone says it, then it's true";

•  Interpretation: it gives us a call to observe the facts, without inference (the judgment is correct, the pre-judgment, erroneous).



DATA PROCESSING

If at first critical thinking allows us to go vertically to discover the facts, remaining adherent to them, at a later time it broadens horizontally, leading us to evaluate even what is perhaps not immediately evident or present. Its characteristics are:

The process of abstraction, when it remains glued to the facts, is very useful for reconstructing their truthfulness or for understanding data not immediately present. This is a bit like what Arthur Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes, a champion of logic, did;

Creating perspectives: imagining other perspectives, wearing someone else's shoes, is essential to avoid a formal error possible in critical thinking, or a sort of "dictatorial thinking" (the conformation to ways of thinking typical of a culture or area, which perhaps tend to leave out other logic, different but valid);

Taking distance: thinking can sometimes be tremendously emotional or engaging. Or you can think within a framework that somehow invalidates the thought. Moving away (from emotions and the situation), taking up space and time, helps to think slowly and critically;

Making mental silence: as already said, the pre-judgment is different from the well-formulated judgment. This is why it is sometimes useful to be silent, to focus on the facts and not on the inferences.

This is also an extremely useful procedure, to get out of cultural logic or confirmation bias (thinking you are right). In fact, since I laughed with my wife, I have better mental clarity.

TO MAKE DECISIONS

It is said that the best decisions are those taken with instinct and feeling, but this is only true when you are profoundly competent in a particular subject.

Imagine making decisions based on information you find online and don't verify.

Imagine listening to the voice of authoritative people (or apparently such) and following their directions.

Imagine deciding on the basis of strong emotion.

Imagine falling into prejudice.

In each of these cases, something terribly bad can happen:


•  Making bad choices for yourself or others (and causing problems);

•  Blundering (perhaps even economic or security-related);

•  Choosing and then repenting;

•  Misjudging something or someone (and hurting emotionally).



These are all mistakes you can avoid by training your critical thinking.

Thinking critically helps you to clarify things and make better decisions, because they are not just for you, but they are ecosystemic, ethical and forward-looking.

It helps us to get out of a “dull” society.

Critical Thinking: how to train it

Now that you understand how much critical thinking can be useful to you, both in everyday life and in building an "intelligent" society, I imagine you are asking yourself: "How can I develop, improve, train my critical thinking?"

Using it.

As already said: it does not depend on intelligence or on the amount of information you have at your disposal (on the contrary: there are biases that worsen the thought processes, if you know a lot or if you think you know a lot). It depends on the practice.

When you take on new information, before saying - "It's true!" ( judgment of truthfulness) or "It is unfair / ugly / wrong" (moral or value judgment), try to take a step back:


•  Check the source, verify that that information also appears "from other sources" (people, online sites, research organizations, etc ...)

•  Deepen your knowledge on the subject before giving a judgment

•  Compare several different versions with each other

•  Assess the situation in context

•  Widen your gaze to understand any other perspectives

•  Avoid evaluating based on emotions of the moment

•  Eventually take a step back (in space and time) to reflect



Ask yourself questions, try to catch and fool yourself continuously, doubt.

Doubt any ideas that seem to suggest pre-compiled, easy, pre-defined solutions.
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​Chapter 1


What is CRITICAL THINKING?  Characteristics and examples
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I

n principle, critical thinking is a complex blend of intellectual skills, which serves to analyze data in detail and logically, in order to determine their importance, the authenticity of their arguments or premises and the solution to a problem.

The meaning of the word “critical”

The word "criticism" has its origin in the Greek word Kritike, which means "art of judgment". Judgment is of paramount importance in assessing whether something is true or false, whether the information is unfounded or not.

Understood in this way, this type of thinking provides the reasons for deciding what to believe on a given topic, how to defend one's own proposals and how to evaluate the arguments of others.

However, the consequences it has on the development and use of basic emotional needs, such as security, acceptance, belonging, recognition, and love, cannot be overlooked ... on the satisfaction of values and deliberate ideas about what is correct and important.

Characteristics of critical thinking

There are several characteristics of this type of thinking. Therefore, we’ll show them neatly in a list. Additionally, we offer a brief explanation of each of these features:

Reasoning: this allows us to identify lies or untruths and unfounded arguments. Making good use of reasoning allows us to identify circular reasoning and the lack of evidence.

The Purpose or Purposes: is based on defined purposes.

The Questions: raise questions on the subject of interest.

The tracking of information: it is fundamental for the development of the issue and for the emergence of the problem or topics.

The analysis of concepts, premises and points of view: the evaluation of the data, according to the approach given to the topic, is fundamental for the development of critical thinking. This facilitates understanding of the implications and consequences.

Critical thinking can be defined as the ability of an individual to know how to question the reality that surrounds him.

Literature has explored the topic, especially in the last 40 years. Michael Scriven and Richard Paul, in the definition provided, highlight the presence of their own abilities in every subject with critical thinking:


•  Observation

•  Reasoning

•  Communication

•  Reflection



Why critical thinking is important

Critical thinking in terms of importance can be compared to other soft skills such as listening, empathy, leadership.

Being gifted with critical thinking means being able to make the most important decisions of your life as correctly as possible.

It is a key component for many professions: doctors, journalists, financial analysts.

In the report on global competitiveness, it is always the World Economic Forum that highlights the priority of promoting developments in critical thinking, so much so that it has become a key element in assessing people's ability to adapt to new jobs.

Improve decision making

In everyday life or in the workplace, before making a decision, subjects with a high critical spirit are able to better evaluate the pros and cons, as well as being naturally predisposed to make a decision following a logical rather than a thought dictated by the emotions of the moment.

In other words, critical thinking can be decisive for making an important decision: changing jobs, buying a property, getting married, moving abroad.

Develop your career

As anticipated, in order to be successful in some areas it is now essential to practice and improve one's critical thinking.

Every sector now requires this soft skill, from marketing to education, from medicine to finance. Cross-cutting competence facilitates vertical careers and improves one's degree of employability.

It favors the development of other soft skills.

As highlighted by the University of Arizona, critical thinking can be considered as a primary transversal competence necessary to favor the development of other equally important soft skills and considered fundamental for the development of one's career:


•  Creativity

•  Teamwork

•  Ethical sense

•  Communication skills

•  Leadership



It makes you less manipulable

The infinite amount of information disclosed by the media today can really influence our thinking, condition our choices and decisions.

Critical thinking can help you better select information and form your own opinion on things. These aspects make the individual more aware of himself and his ideas.

Improve relationships

We must not think that critical thinking is exclusive to people who are always ready to "say no" or question the opinion of others.

Indeed, critical thinkers are also the most empathetic and understanding, which translates into better interpersonal relationships.

How to develop and improve critical thinking

We have seen that critical thinking brings significant benefits, helping us to improve decision-making processes.

So let's see some good practices to follow:

Evaluate your opinions

Before developing critical thinking about what surrounds us, the advice is to start from yourself trying to evaluate every time you are about to make a decision the possible advantages and disadvantages.

Getting used to reasoning by drawing up a list of pros and cons can be a great exercise to avoid the possibility of making a wrong decision.

Remove the prejudice

A second useful exercise is to deal with your own prejudices. We all may have some prejudices about a colleague or friend.

Committing to evaluating the point of view of others, identifying and removing some barriers, favoring your development.

Accept the error

Evaluating each situation with detachment, noting the pros and cons, are excellent exercises; however, they do not totally protect against error.

Every human being can be wrong, even those with an excellent critical spirit. In order to prevent the ability to analyze, observe and evaluate situations from turning into presumption, it is always necessary to keep in mind that an error is around the corner.

Divide the problem

A classic exercise useful for developing the critical spirit consists in facing a big problem by dividing it into many small problems or many small intermediate steps to be achieved.

Working on small problems one step at a time allows you to easily manage even large and complex situations that may seem impossible to solve.

An employee can make a career more easily and thus quickly gain access to important and better-paid positions.

A freelancer or an entrepreneur, even more, is called to carefully evaluate every situation before making important decisions for the future of his business.

We can give some examples in which, using critical thinking actually turns out to be an advantage for your career or your business.

Open a business

The decision to set up on your own requires a strong critical spirit. In fact, opening a business requires analyzing multiple aspects: costs, growth opportunities, competition, possible earnings.

In  this case it can help you to not start a business that is not profitable or perhaps not similar to your skills and ambitions.

Moving abroad

Changing your life and moving abroad is a difficult decision to make that requires a lot of critical thinking.

In fact, it is necessary to choose the country carefully, to evaluate the cost of living, job opportunities, the climate. In short, even in this case, critical thinking is impossible to draw up a list of pros and cons.

Legal sector

Imagine the work in the legal sector. Judges, magistrates, lawyers, are all figures who cannot ignore the ability to observe, reflect, evaluate the various situations.

Coaching and psychology sector

Critical thinking is an essential component for all professionals engaged in a career where the primary goal is to help others.

Think of a life coach, a career coach or a psychologist. Although different, all must be endowed with a strong critical spirit in order to frame and solve the problems of those who turn to them.

Marketing sector

Finally, the marketing industry also has a clear need for critical thinkers. Social media managers, SEO and SEM specialists, E-commerce managers, are just some figures who are called on a daily basis to evaluate in advance the effects of a message or any action taken on the web.

In the digital marketing industry, creative ideas, problem solving skills and the ability to create effective and impactful messages are indispensable if we want a better chance of going viral.

“Critical thinking is the ability to objectively analyze information and experiences by drawing information from observation, experience, reasoning or communication. It is based on the attempt to go beyond the partiality of the individual subject: its fundamental values are clarity, accuracy, precision and evidence”.

Hence, it is a cognitive competence, a type of thinking whose goal is to reach a solid judgment through the mental processes of analysis, evaluation and inference, analyzing information, experiences and situations in the most objective way possible. In fact, it is fundamental not to let oneself be influenced by one's own subjective impressions and, above all, by prejudices, which invalidate reality.

A good thinker, therefore, is able to recognize and keep under control the factors that influence one's own and others' thoughts and behaviors, in order to make optimal decisions.

In fact, this competence is strictly connected with problem solving ability and, therefore, problem solving and decision making, the ability to make decisions, also present in the ranking of the WEF.

It is therefore clear why these skills are fundamental in the workplace, especially for managers, who daily find themselves having to make strategic and optimal decisions and face new situations by taking a personal position on the matter.

Given its importance within the work context, the question arises: is it possible to develop critical thinking?

The answer is yes. This competence is developed through the subject's curiosity and the interest in acquiring and maintaining adequate information, having confidence and tenacity in the processes of weighted investigation, understanding the opinions of others and countering their own biases, prejudices, stereotypes or self-centered tendencies, essential aspects, especially for those who work in a team.

It is necessary to develop, in summary, the attitude not to stop at the surface of things, producing a thought process based on parameters that are as objective as possible, analyzing different hypotheses and points of view in order to make the best decision and as close as possible to reality, keeping intuition at bay and, as stated by Robert H. Ennis himself, adopting three fundamental strategies that concern the ability to reflect, without relying on impulsive judgments, to motivate oneself by asking constant questions and to seek alternatives. In fact, a good thinker must be able to find the greatest amount of information, to analyze and evaluate it scrupulously, draw a balanced synthesis and then clearly report his conclusion, in order to indicate to his team the route to follow, and the most reliable and safe solution.

In short, his contribution is invaluable during the decision-making phase.

Developing critical thinking therefore appears to be a real necessity because when it is not used, one's personal interpretations are confused with the reality of the facts and this, in addition to making it difficult to make good decisions, hinders the creation of effective relationships.

Due to its transversality, critical thinking straddles different disciplines, such as science, mathematics, engineering, history, anthropology, economics and philosophy, but it is very important to train it in work contexts, both the leader side and the employee side. This ability, in fact, allows you to make decisions that are the result of a careful evaluation and consideration of variables and different points of view. And if we can make better, more reasoned and far-sighted decisions, we will be better bosses and more valued employees, both by our managers and our toughest judges: ourselves. But what are the characteristics of critical thinking and how can we train this precious ability?

What is meant by critical thinking?

Critical thinking is the ability to objectively analyze information and experiences by drawing information from observation, experience, reasoning or communication.

It is based on the attempt to go beyond the partiality of the individual subject: its values are clarity, accuracy, precision and evidence.

A critically thinking individual is capable of:


•  Understanding the links between ideas

•  Determining the importance of the topics

•  Identifying inconsistencies and errors in reasoning

•  Addressing problems consistently and systematically



The skills we need to think critically include:


•  Analysis

•  Interpretation

•  Observation

•  Assessment

•  Reflection



In work, critical thinking is considered a fundamental soft skill and closely linked to decision making and problem solving.

Many scholars believe that critical thinking should be developed from childhood, because as adults our character is already formed and molded on beliefs, habits and prejudices.

To train critical thinking:


•  Think about a topic or problem objectively and critically

•  Identify topics related to a particular problem

•  Evaluate a point of view to determine how good it is

•  Recognize any weaknesses in the arguments



One of the most important aspects of critical thinking is deciding what you want to achieve through reflection and reasoning.

The more clearly we are aware of ourselves, of our strengths and weaknesses, the more likely it is that critical thinking will become our ally and make us more productive and effective both in a business and private context.

So, in summary:

Aim for the best possible results in every situation.

It requires an assessment of our strengths and weaknesses.

It requires the development and use of forecasts as much as possible.

It involves reviewing the results and evaluating the decisions made.

Critical thinking is the ability that allows us to objectively analyze the information we already possess, evaluate and interpret data and experiences in order to reach clear and precise conclusions.

Having good reflection skills and a critical analysis of the situation does not necessarily lead to reaching the true conclusion: however, it certainly leads to creating a personal judgment, attentive and free from prejudices.

Two authors in particular, Facione and Ennis, have proposed a model of critical thinking.

According to these authors, it is essential to know how to evaluate information and plan actions. It would not be a single life skill but a set of sub-skills that lead the subject to be able to perform 5 different operations:

Clarification = ability to focus on the question and give it meaning

Analysis = ability to articulate the question in its various aspects, also analyzing its implicit points

Evaluation = knowing how to ascertain the value of information sources by verifying their reliability, agreement between them, credibility

Influence = ability to broaden the starting data, through inferences and deductions

Control = ability to monitor reasoning throughout the process

Like all life skills, every single sub-skill can be taught and expanded with different interventions.

In conclusion, it can be said that critical thinking is rightly one of the main life skills as it allows us to analyze experiences objectively and can contribute to health promotion, helping individuals to recognize and evaluate the factors that influence their attitudes, values, health behaviors and to limit the influences of peers and the mass media.
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​Chapter 2

Critical ability
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C

ritical ability is one of the fundamental requirements for achieving individual maturity. It consists of competence in examining different situations that arise in everyday life, free from excessive internal and external conditioning.

Depending on the importance of the decision to be made and the individual's maturity, this examination can be conscious or unconscious. Good critical ability is among the qualities that characterize a person who has reached a fair level of responsibility and autonomy.

Responsibility enables you to pause and reflect on situations that arise, to know how to "take time" to reflect and evaluate, to express a clear personal position based on your own perception of situations, and to support this position in the face of requests or external criticism.

Autonomy is reflected in the fact that decisions are taken without external constraints that limit the responsibilities of the individual such as fashions, emotional constraints, mass media: although the conditionings are always present, it is possible for the individual to free himself from them when he can enjoy a fair margin of freedom and awareness. There are three different ways of expressing critical competence:


•  Objective criticism: makes use of evaluations that many individuals consider valid;

•  Personal criticism: based on the values of the individual;

•  Self-criticism: the individual's ability to evaluate their behavior, thoughts, feelings.



More specifically, it is possible to highlight five steps to implement critical skills:


•  Choose the subject to be examined

•  Ask questions on the subject

•  Obtain information to provide answers to those questions

•  Double-check the information

•  Determine how to react



Critical sense consists of knowing how to analyze information and experiences in an objective way, evaluate their advantages and disadvantages, and note the more hidden aspects instead of just the superficial elements. Having a good critical sense allows you to make better decisions and solve problems more effectively.
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​Chapter 3

The barriers to critical thinking
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C

ritical thinking, or reasoning with your own head?

Critical thinking is the ability to think for yourself, not to follow common opinion and to use rationality to take a stand on things. In fact, to criticize means “to rationally analyze something”, not to demolish or offend.

In the age of the Internet it is increasingly easier to spread opinions and with social media the clashes tend to polarize. We constantly observe this in public debate on more or less important issues.

Yet, reasoning with one's own head and under the guidance of the "lights of reason" is still an indispensable prerogative to orient oneself in an increasingly complex world and among people who present so many differences.

WHAT HOLDS BACK CRITICAL THINKING?

There are 3 main factors holding back critical thinking.

Dimensional bias

Cognitive bias

Cultural bias

We will discuss these aspects in a little while.

The fourth factor is strictly biological. Performing complex reasoning requires an important energy expenditure for the brain which instead tends to save its own resources. In fact, critical thinking activates a brain area known as the prefrontal cortex, which presides over rational activities. These processes require a high consumption of glucose, the fuel of the brain cells, even those that carry out the basic activities that keep us alive.

Thought biases

We have named biases among the "enemies" of critical sense. Bias means procedural error.

Biases depend on the context in which one lives: only some filtered information arrives in these “bubbles”. The country of origin, the family, the neighborhood, and schools can be bubbles.

Even on social networks we encounter bias of this type: the more we search for a certain type of content, the more we receive the same type of input, ending up finding ourselves in a narrow bubble of information on which we build a judgment and a critical sense.

Cognitive biases are real "errors" of thought: understanding, reasoning, reformulation of an idea, interpretation of a fact. We all make cognitive errors.

Finally, there are cultural biases that are induced by the culture of origin that guides thought and judgment. Family, religion, habits, education, all have a decisive impact on our way of interpreting the world.

HOW TO DEVELOP CRITICAL THINKING AND BREAK THE BUBBLE

To break the bubble and develop critical thinking, it is necessary to experience the different.

Reading, studying, traveling are the ways to open the mind. This attitude helps to develop empathy towards other people and to understand the motivations of attitudes, opinions, actions and events. Undoubtedly, "opening the mind" is much more tiring, even for the brain, than passively accepting a thought imposed or prescribed by the cultural or social context.

But this is the only way to train a "critical", that is "reasonable" attitude, which creates a personal opinion on things, but suspends the judgment on people.
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​Chapter 4

The euristiches
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E

very day we are called to make hundreds of decisions, some simple and some complex.

In both cases, we rely on the information we have available.

We have the illusion of having 100% control over our decision-making process, but this is not the case.

Have you ever wondered how you manage to make all these decisions?

No?

There is a mental shortcut – called, in psychological jargon, "heuristic" - that our brain uses. One in particular is the subject of this chapter, the availability heuristic.

Availability heuristic: the meaning

When we use the term "heuristic" we mean a mental shortcut, with which we are able to evaluate the probability that a certain event will occur.

We do it thanks to a few, quick clues and immediately come to a conclusion.

If we wanted to give a definition of availability heuristic this would be:

"Availability heuristics is to evaluate the event based on the ease with which an example or similar case comes to mind."

As with other heuristics (there are several), availability is also deceptive and sometimes misleading when we have to make decisions.

Through the availability heuristic, the human being implements cognitive strategies that allow him to obtain a satisfactory estimate of probabilities at the minimum waste of resources (maximum result with minimum effort).

In cognitive psychology, behaviorists call this strategy "availability", referring to the availability of resources - mental and information - that we have available and will use as soon as possible.

More specifically, when you have to make a decision you will take advantage of what will immediately come to your mind, perhaps information you have only heard about, that you know superficially and only later will you use all the others.

In the mental hierarchy of information, things that we remember most easily have a greater weight than the others and this happens unconsciously, without us realizing it.

Let's see concrete (and fun) examples of real-world availability heuristics.

What is the availability heuristic in the real world?

Our brain makes decisions about two types of information:

✔ A priori probability: what we know (also in general terms) about that topic.

✔ Representativeness: clichés or stereotypes.

Let's start from this last aspect and make an example about our new friend, Tommaso (Tom to his friends).

If I told you: "Tom is enrolled in university" and then you ask yourself, "In your opinion, in which faculty?" What would you reply?

Probably the first thing that would come to your mind is the faculty that in your opinion boasts the most students (eg Economics).

If you added a more detailed description of Tom's personality, you could change your choice based on the stereotypes or clichés that the description of him reminds you of.

This is "representativeness". What the stereotype in your mind represents will be the information you are going to use first.

Let's talk about Tom again.

If instead I painted Tom as:

- one unwilling to socialize;

- an analytical personality;

- passionate about technology and video games.

What comes to your mind? Could he be a perfect engineering student?

Here the idea of Tom changes.

What we know about engineers (a priori probability) is reflected in Tom's new description.

Reinforcing this idea is the common stereotype that sees engineers as people who are unwilling to socialize, PC geeks, nerds, etc.

Hey, if you are an engineer I hope you will not blame me: it is the fault of the availability heuristic!

So our brain uses these two categories of information - a priori probability and representativeness – to make decisions.

A process that is anything but analytical and made up of reasoning, closer to a "gut" decision.

To better understand the concept of availability heuristics, let's take a few more examples of real-world use of this mental shortcut.

The example of the plane crash

A plane crash always gets a lot of media attention because it has a strong emotional impact on the minds of all of us.

It is therefore easier to remember than the statistics on the number of road accidents in a year.

The availability in our memory of information on the plane crash strongly influences us when we estimate probabilities.

This produces a distortion in the way of reasoning (cognitive process), because we are led to erroneously estimate the probability of death on a plane to be higher than in other means of transport, despite the fact that the real probabilities tell us exactly the opposite.

Dying in a plane crash has a 1 in 11 million chance, unlike car deaths which have a 1 in a few hundred thousand.

Our mind is extraordinary, because it can think and decide in an absolutely distorted way and create its own subjective reality.

Could this - creating one's own bubble of reality - be the secret of evolution?

Maybe!

Our brain makes decisions about two types of information we have: a priori probability and representativeness.

Aristotle teaches us that the human being is distinguished from other living beings by an exclusive faculty: rationality.

Rationality is the basis of considered choices. Then we choose a faculty that is not for us, each exam weighs a ton but we continue to go to class; we decide to carry on an idea even though we are no longer so convinced of it; we take the wrong path; we continue to invest time and money in our pre-adolescent project although it is clear that we will never become a bestselling model / singer / footballer / writer.

––––––––
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STUBBORNNESS? NOT ALWAYS, not only.

Cognitive psychology calls this socially accepted way of agonizing, "Heuristic of Unrecoverable Costs". During the decision making phase, (that is, in the moment in which, in the morning, we look in the mirror asking ourselves about our destiny, in good faith) we imperfect human beings do not think through algorithms, but through strategies.

To be clear, the algorithm is Google Maps, the heuristics is "what I remember when, at the age of four, I came to this area once with my dad".

In short, our brain seems to have been designed for error. Why?

Because if we had to choose a t-shirt based on the meters of cotton used to weave it, multiplied by the degree of beauty it has, multiplied by what is trendy, considering how much petrol it took to get to the store, the size of the queue at the shop, cash... .we would go around like misfits.

What is statistically valid and mathematically convenient is not always right for us, so the brain has adapted to make it easier for us to choose “from the heart” rather than “from reason”. The other side of the coin is that, sometimes, the most instinctive, easy or "noble" choices we make are actually the product of an error of evaluation.
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​Chapter 5

About bias
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B

ias (prejudices) are the invisible air that we pass through and they exert their influence outside of our conscious awareness.

Human rationality is hampered by distortions of judgment ( cognitive bias ) that lead to systematic errors when making decisions in conditions of uncertainty.

Cognitive biases are the downside of heuristics, in the sense that they have the purpose of making the human being "blind" to certain information to facilitate decision-making speed and frugality. But in a hyper-connected world like the current one, a poor decision due to biases can trigger chain reactions that negatively impact large economic or financial systems.

Management training to reduce the influence of cognitive biases has proved ineffective because they are unconscious.

Largely unconscious motivations underlying human behavior can hold people back or even be in direct conflict with their values and goals, resulting in a consequent "immunity to change".)

What are cognitive biases?

The origin of the term " Cognitive Bias " can be traced back to the research of psychologists Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman of the early 1970s, published in 1974 with the title "Judgment under Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases" as quoted by psychologists A. Wilke and R. Mata in the Encyclopedia of Human Behavior. Tversky and Kahneman's research program (Heuristics and Bias Program), which would eventually culminate in the Nobel Prize in Economics for Kahneman in 2002, aimed to study how humans make their decisions in contexts dominated by uncertainty and with limited individual resources (time, information, cognitive skills, etc.).

The experimental research of Tversky and Kahneman led to a revolutionary conclusion regarding the human mind, namely that individuals make their decisions using a limited number of heuristics (mental shortcuts), rather than sophisticated rational processes.

In recent decades, cognitive psychology has made it clear that it is impossible to adopt an exclusively rational thought because the human mind has incorporated, during evolution, a series of intuitive behaviors that have allowed homo sapiens to survive in hostile environments by making heuristic decisions. Heuristics work correctly in many areas of human life but produce systematic distortions of judgment (biases) in other areas.

Heuristics are therefore automatic thought processes, which arose during evolution, which help the rapid achievement of a solution when a decision has to be made in a specific context. Cognitive biases are the downside of heuristics, in the sense that they have the purpose of making the human being "blind" to certain information in order to facilitate decision-making speed and frugality. However, today, the human being is immersed in an environment (much) less hostile from a physical point of view (personal safety is protected by laws in much of the world and ferocious animals are found only in natural parks), but more psychically hostile (information overload and media manipulation are now the basis of daily life). It therefore becomes important to know the functioning of both mental systems (rational and intuitive) that govern our mind.

Many readers, who are not very critical of themselves, will probably tend to reject the idea that they too, in certain situations, can make such mistakes. In fact, data that threaten people's self-esteem are ignored: "the mind does not digest them" writes Kahneman.  The perception of cognitive errors in others is coupled with the denial of their own errors, in fact it happens very rarely to hear someone say "I was wrong". But mistakes are inevitable and psychology has shown that everyone, even intelligent and open people, makes them.

Anchoring: these are biases due to the anchoring heuristics and respond to the tendency of subjects to be influenced by a numerical reference value.

Cost: consider the value of costs or losses to be greater than they really are

Desire: characterized by the influence of desire in decision-making processes

Framing: characterized by the influence of the context in decision-making processes

Representativeness: in decision making these biases are characterized by the violation of probabilistic rules in favor of the most representative and most mentally available options

Many biases arise from intrinsic brain mechanisms that are critical to the functioning of biological neural networks. Such neural mechanisms direct human thinking, by default, to make heuristic decisions and systematically distort thinking.

Do cognitive biases have an evolutionary origin?

Neuroscientists Johan E. Korteling, Anne-Marie Brouwer and Alexander Toet, studying the brain mechanisms involved in cognitive biases, realized that many biases derive from intrinsic brain mechanisms, fundamental for the functioning of biological neural networks. Such neural mechanisms direct human thought, by default, to make heuristic decisions.

The authors of the research identified commonalities among many (of the hundreds of known biases) and write:

Bias Blind Spot: the prerequisite for all Bias

Prejudice is considered stupid and undesirable by most people. We all believe we are objective in our vision of the world and not subject to any of the biases we see acting in others (family, friends, colleagues, etc.). However, there is a bias that is a prerequisite for all the others: it is the existence of a blind area of our awareness (almost a metapolarization). This blind area, called "Bias Blind Spot", had been known for some time but began to be studied empirically in the late 1990s by the psychologist Emily Pronin.

Daily observations confirm the existence of bias in human perception. We find that our adversaries, and sometimes even our colleagues, view events and problems through the distorting prism of their political ideology, history and individual or group interests, and their desire to see themselves in a positive light. However, when we reflect on our worldview, we generally find little evidence of these biases. We have the impression that we see problems and events "objectively", as they really are. We would like to concede, perhaps, that some of our views have been shaped by our personal experience and group identity, but we feel that in our particular case these factors have led to increased knowledge rather than prejudice.

This asymmetry in the perception of prejudices, which Pronin has called an "introspective illusion" makes us imagine that by knowing its existence we can avoid it. This instills a false confidence in oneself, in fact it is not by reading these words or an entire book of psychology that one will be able to free oneself from it. Perhaps, as the writer / philosopher Samuel McNerney suggests, we spend too much energy to protect our Ego and there is nothing left to notice our perceptual errors.

McNerney suggests reversing the problem: instead of engaging in a titanic effort to change our brains we should try to change the world around us. This is what psychologists Soll, Milkmann and Payne propose in their guide to debiasing.

When we look at the world we cannot see ourselves.

Fallacy

Some experimental studies attest that people notice the existence of distortions of judgment and errors of reasoning much more in others than in themselves. Each of us has the impression of seeing the world "objectively", while we miss a (blind) area from which we exclude ourselves (even if we are a huge rhino).

The unconscious perception of oneself is fallacious.

Folly.

Each person subconsciously thinks that he is the only genius in a world of idiots.

When the costs of different types of errors are skewed to the benefits, natural selection will create cognitive mechanisms that will maximize the least harmful error for humans.

Why We Make Systematic Errors: An Evolutionary Hypothesis

Evolutionary psychologists Martie G. Haselton and David Buss (in 2000) put forward a hypothesis on the reasons that lead the human mind to commit systematic cognitive errors. They formulated a theory, "Error Management Theory", which argues that when the costs of different types of errors are asymmetric to the benefits, natural selection will create cognitive mechanisms that will maximize the least damaging error for humans. For example, it has been shown that men overestimate the sexual attraction that women feel for them, misjudging social messages of a non-verbal nature. It has been hypothesized that this error led to reproductive advantages in the course of evolution. This theory has been applied to different areas of human experience ranging from the perception of a romantic attraction to social prejudices, from cooperative behaviors to the judgment on the personality traits of others.

Mistakes

In a much more complex society than prehistoric times, cognitive biases damage our perception of reality, for example the risks of climate change.

Cognitive Biases are perceptual distortions that cause an alteration of reasoning, a sort of distortion that unconsciously alters our interpretation of the surrounding reality.

They are inherent in each of us, yet, in the vast majority of cases, we don't even realize we have them.

Don't believe it? Let's see some of them!

CONFIRMATION BIAS

"We all tend to seek evidence to support our ideas and reject those contrary to them," (Raymond Nickerson)

This cognitive error is so widespread that it is almost impossible to be immune to it. Somehow we feel that, by confirming our ideas or values, we defend our personal identity from arguments that could question it and therefore destabilize us.

In reality it is more and more useful to use the so-called "scientific method", trying to refute our idea in every way and to hold it true only when it has resisted any contrary argument.

Have you ever had to study a book and find it absolutely incomprehensible? If the answer is yes, the author may well have been the victim of this bias. This is because, often, once a notion has been assimilated, we tend to take it for granted that everyone has the same level of knowledge.

When you intend to explain a concept to others, it is therefore essential to take the perspective of others, simplifying the information and immediately getting to the heart of the matter.

Dunning-Kruger effect

It often happens that superficial knowledge of a subject can give the idea that it is within everyone's reach and that it is easy to understand: hence the proliferation of all-rounders without any expertise. On the other hand, those who know the complexity of studying have a tendency to underestimate themselves or to question their abilities.

This bias is very common in everyday life.

It is always recommended to read up, select your sources and arm yourself with a good dose of humility, which never hurts!

Groupthink

"The members of a small cohesive group tend to maintain the spirit of the body by unknowingly developing a series of shared illusions and relative norms that interfere with critical thinking and the verification of reality." (Irving Janis)

This type of cognitive error can be identified in any type of social aggregation: it takes root in those environments where members share a similar background, have a directive leadership and a mechanism of self-isolation from external intrusions.

Let's think, for example, of what would happen if, in a company, the decisions of a leader were never questioned or, in any case, if someone was willing to do so, he was silenced by the rest of the group.

The solutions to prevent Group Thinking are different and start from the assumption of responsibility of each individual member.

In addition to this, it would be useful, for example, to assign an internal role as "Devil's Advocate," with the specific aim of constantly questioning the group and finding as many objections or counter-arguments as possible, and so on.

Blindspot

If so far you haven't recognized yourself in any of the above examples or, in general, you think you can't be the victim of bias... well, you've probably run into the Blind Spot!

It is the tendency to consider ourselves free from the prejudices that we see acting in other people!

This happens because prejudices are in themselves considered wrong and undesirable and therefore, we think we are not being affected by them. The point is that, however aware, it is almost impossible to be totally immune from bias, but it is still important to train to recognize and mitigate those that most often prevent us from seeing reality inside and outside of us.

Cognitive biases are systematic, almost physiological errors that our brain produces in total autonomy, influencing our judgment and our decisions.

In short, our behaviors are often not completely rational, as much as we would like them to be.

Don't panic though! There is nothing strange or irremediably compromised about us!

Our brain is simply designed to make things easier for us by default. In helping us to interpret reality, the brain puts up associations, ideas, schemes, deductions or correlations between phenomena, not necessarily correct, but which allow us to immediately make decisions and / or judgments in order to increase our survival skills.

In this way, with the minimum expenditure of energy, we carry out all the activities of "ordinary administration", that is those that we have assimilated out of habit and for which we do not need to ponder greatly (eg driving, reacting to a sudden potentially dangerous noise, making judgments about a person in the very first minutes of acquaintance).

This "instinctive" system is flanked by the "rational" one by which our brain instead performs more complex arguments that require a real critical approach, more time and greater expenditure of energy.

Biases are part of the first brain mechanism: they easily allow us to manage little or too much information, what to remember better, how to decide faster.

In  these situations, to activate critical thinking and, therefore, to train our brain to recognize the emergence of such cognitive errors and then push it to verify the results produced.

If you are still skeptical, try to answer this question:

“A ping pong racket and a ball cost, added together, €1.10; the racket costs €1 more than the ball: how much does the ball cost?”

I assure you that the first answer that will come to your mind is not the correct one! Activate your critical thinking!
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Chapter 6

Choose your bias
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ying to ourselves is much more ingrained in our soul than lying to others." F. Dostoevsky.

Have you ever had that annoying feeling of being your own worst enemy? You consider yourself an average intelligent person, you know what is right from what is wrong, yet you find yourself, more often than you would like, making stupid decisions:


•  Food crimes that fill you with guilt

•  Impulsive purchases that prove useless

•  Postponed commitments that only generate stress



Our mind is undoubtedly one of nature's finest creations, yet every now and then it goes into “tilt” and makes us behave like total asses. Why? Is it avoidable? How can we make better decisions, decisions that bring us closer to our goals, rather than further away from them?

The origin of the English term bias is to be found in the old Provençal, biais, which means oblique, inclined. This term, which was initially used to define crooked shots in the game of bowls, over the centuries has been used more generally to indicate a prejudice or mental inclination.

Translated, cognitive biases represent the way our brain distorts reality.

The question at this point is: why the heck do we do this? Why do we use these cognitive distortions to interpret the reality around us?

The answer, as often happens, is linked to our evolution.

Bias and heuristics: shortcuts and cognitive errors
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