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The Devastating Cost of Bias in Leadership 
Doug Williamson 

The job of the leader has never been easy and, with each  

cascading wave of change in the economic, technological 

and social environments, it gets even harder. In the proverbi-

al search for the “right” answer, even the very best leader can 

easily become overwhelmed with the complexity of choices. 

Today, more than ever, leaders need a clear head and must 

fight hard to rise above the noise and distraction that         

surrounds them. They must fight hard to maintain a fresh 

perspective and total objectivity in the midst of unrelenting 

and often conflicting pressures.  

It’s the leader’s responsibility to be on the watch for the 

creeping devil of cognitive bias. Bias in how they view the 

world, bias in how they frame the challenges and arrive       

at decisions, and bias in their judgment, including their   

judgment on people. Bias is a serious leadership disease - it 

can cripple and kill. It comes in various forms, most often 

well hidden from view but with the power to turn good    

leaders into fools. 

We have all seen leaders who are otherwise considered    

brilliant; succumb to the dark forces of delusion and denial 

which bias can create. We have all witnessed someone who 

jumps to a hasty and ill considered conclusion because they 

feel compelled to act, as if driven by some crazy, internal 

force that defies logic and common sense. The answer, how-

ever, is not to slow down and become more conservative or 

cautious, but rather to ensure we are not ignoring the im-

portant sources of Decision Making Bias, such as Excessive 

Optimism, Overconfidence and Reckless Neglect. 

The great diplomats, in both business and politics, know how 

bridges of understanding can be built across the divided   

terrain of conflicting interest and clashing bias. They know 

that differences of opinion between people or groups, does 

not have to end in permanently polarized disagreement. They 

know that helping others to overcome bias is part of the  

leader’s role.  

Diversity of thought is the necessary foundation on which to 

build innovative, game changing solutions to the wicked 

problems that can perplex us all from time to time. The more 

people think in independent ways, the more likely they are to 

see something different in the same situation. It is this unique 

tapestry of alternative perspectives that allows new insights 

to arise.  

Unfortunately, the fact people can see different patterns in the 

same picture or business case can be a double-edged sword.  

The wishful thinking of Pattern Recognition Bias means peo-

ple can be prone to seeing what they want to see.  Pattern 

Recognition Bias comes in many forms and disguises includ-

ing Confirmation Bias, which is a tendency to choose only 

the facts which support a favoured belief.  False Analogy  

Bias, which draws comparisons when none exist and        

Misleading Experience Bias, in which history is revised in 

order to draw different conclusions. 

We still find leaders whose central purpose is to avoid all 

surprises, eliminate all risk and inject absolute certainty into 

every vein of the organizational operating system.  Stability 

Bias, as it is known, can cause a person or an entire organi-

zation to be blindsided when the events of the future were    

actually quite predicable in advance. 

The pursuit of stability in a world that always has been, and 

will continue to be unstable, is a bias of blind ignorance that 

defies logic.  Rather than seeking stability, the best leaders 

know that reasonable risk requires reasonable assumptions 

about the discontinuity of markets and the opportunity that 

sits in those rich pockets of confusion and chaos. 

It is certainly true that most humans prefer peace and harmo-

ny over conflict and discord.  The problem occurs when we 

prefer false or superficial harmony over hard facts and cold 

objectivity.  All too often, we chose to avoid the uncomforta-

ble in order to buy time for the sun to rise and wash away our 

anxiety.  Stability Bias in an unstable world is a recipe for 

disaster. 

Great leaders know they cannot eliminate conflict and disa-

greement and still hope to achieve superior performance.  In 

fact high performing cultures require some grit in their 

wheels and a tolerance for heated debate.  An organization 

which does not carefully tend to the poisonous elements of 

Social Bias in its culture is destined to find itself irrelevant 
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a world where diversity is an asset, and 

new thinking is the secret to serial    

success. 

 

Cognitive maturity and good judgement 

is the least we can expect of those 

whom have been entrusted with guiding 

our organizations.  However, the num-

ber one cause of poor judgement is bias, 

and the fact that bias impairs the deci-

sion making acumen of leaders is simp-

ly not well enough understood. 
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