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Confused career thinking? 
We all like to think that we are being rational when making career decisions. However, there are certain thinking 

mistakes that everyone makes — these are called cognitive biases. If you are not aware of them, you may end up making 

career choices that will lead to disappointment in the long run. Here are a few questions that might stop you falling into 

those common traps. The tendency to assume that you don’t suffer from these biases is actually a cognitive bias itself! 

 

Bandwagon effect 
 How much of your thoughts about what careers are 

appropriate come from other people’s opinions 

(family, friends, fellow students, etc.)? 

 Are you putting too much emphasis on what other 

graduates from your subject tend to go into? 

 

Authority bias 
 Are you giving too much weight to an option because 

you like or respect the person who told you about it? 

 

Discounting 
 Are you tempted to go for something OK now rather 

than wait for something much better in the future? 

 

Confirmation bias 
 Are you just paying attention to information that 

confirms ideas you already have about yourself and 

about different career options? 

 When did you last try to challenge an image you hold 

about yourself or about a career by looking for 

contradictory information? 

 

Contrast effect 
 Are you reacting against a bad experience you have 

had by looking for too much of the opposite in future 

options? 

 Are you discounting possibly viable options because 

they don’t seem to have enough of what you want 

compared to another option which seems to have 

lots of it? 

 

Focusing effect 
 Are you relying too much on using only one factor to 

evaluate career options (e.g. money, use of 

languages, etc.)? 

 To what extent are you undervaluing other factors 

that might lead to job satisfaction because you are 

obsessing about one thing? 

 

Framing 
 How much have you been influenced by how 

information about a career has been presented 

rather than the content? 

 Have you been carried away by the words and images 

used to describe a career instead of looking at the 

reality behind those words and images? 

 

Impact bias 
 Are you overestimating how long a job will be 

enjoyable before you get bored? 

 Are you overestimating how exciting or boring 

something is likely to be? 

 

Loss aversion 
  Are you dismissing options because they may cost 

you too much (time, money, etc.) even though they 

could pay off better in job satisfaction in the long 

run? 

 Are you considering career options linked to your 

study merely because you have spent so much time 

and energy on your degree? 

 

Mere exposure effect 
 Are you just considering career options that you 

happen to have heard of rather than trying to uncover 

other ideas? 

 Are you drawn towards or put off particular careers 

because you have had some experience of them? 

 

Availability heuristic 
 Are you giving too much weight to factors that are 

easy to think about? 

 Are you assigning too much importance to an 

experience just because you can remember it easily? 

 

Wishful thinking 
 How much are your decisions based on what you 

hope the job will be like rather than a real 

understanding? 

 

Stereotyping 
 Are you judging the attractiveness of certain careers 

based on limited information and a lot of 

assumptions? 

 

Halo effect 
 Are you letting an initial positive impression blind you 

to the pitfalls and problems in a career option? 

 Are you letting an initial negative impression blind 

you to the potential benefits of a career option? 

 

 

 

See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_cognitive_biases 


