
The Big Sort
A Table Top Card Game to Determine:
Which trends will have the most impact on our future?
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THIS IS YOUR BRAIN ON BIAS

“Cognitive biases are widely known to skew judgment, and some have particularly pernicious
effects on forecasting. They lead people to follow the crowd, to look for information that confirms
their views, and to strive to prove just how right they are.”
- Paul J. H.  Shoemaker and Philip E. Fetlock, Harvard Business Review, May 2016

Thinking Fast and Slow
Humans have two ways of thinking: fast and slow. In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel
Kahneman refers to them as System 1 and System 2.

We tend to rely on “fast thinking” to navigate our world. Fast thinking is on and operating
whenever we’re awake. It is a nearly automatic thought process based upon intuition and pattern
recognition. Fast thinking enables us to determine where sounds are coming from, helps detect
hostility in someone’s voice, allows us to read billboards and do simple math, understand simple
sentences, and drive a car on an open road.

Fast thinking, which Kahneman calls
System 1 thinking, is our highly efficient
standard mental operating system. By
contrast, System 2 thinking is slow and
deliberate. It demands focused attention
and a lot of calories.  The focused,
deliberate thinking of System 2 takes
time and energy, which is why it’s
reserved for big projects and ignored
during simple processing tasks. After a
day of slow thinking — like doing
strategic planning or driving on the other
side of the road in a foreign city — you
feel brain dead. Because you are. System 2
thinking is hard work.
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3 steps how to de-bias you and your teams 
Spot the biases. Identify the 16 innovation speciÞc biases 
affecting you or your team at key moments by listing them 
individually. 

Know & conquer your enemy. Reßect and challenge biases 
identiÞed by openly discussing impacts on current decision 
making at key decision making points. Overcome  
Innovation Biases. Flip, reverse, remove biases identiÞed by 

asking questions like: What if x, y, z bias did not exist at this 
moment? What if the opposite of this bias were true at this 
point? Would you individually (or as a group) make the 
same decision in light of new awareness? 

16 Key cognitive biases that 
impact creativity and the 
innovation process.
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ConÞrmation bias. 
We believe what we want to believe by 
favouring information that conÞrms pre-
existing beliefs or preconceptions. This results 
in looking for creative solutions that conÞrm 
our beliefs rather than challenge them. Tread 
carefully when you “disagree with” or discard 
evidence brought forward by the team!

Projection bias. 
From behavioural economics, over-predicting 
future tastes or preferences will match current 
tastes or preferences. This bias has particular 
inßuence as new innovations are conceived in 
the now and are projected into the future when 
they enter markets resulting in over value-
appreciation of consumer preferences. 

Authority bias. 
Favouring authority Þgure opinions ideas 
within innovation teams. This means that 
innovative ideas coming from senior team 
members trump or better all others, even if 
other concepts, ideas and inputs could be 
more creative and relevant to problem solving. 
Take this into account, especially when you 
yourself speak up.  Whatever you as a sponsor, 
say will carry a lot more weight than any other 
opinion.

Loss aversion bias. 
Once a decision has been made, sticking to it 
rather than taking risks due to the fear of losing 
what you gained in starting something and 
wishing to see it Þnished. We also attach more 
value to something once we have made an 
emotional investment in it. As a consequence 
of effort, time and energy put into creative 
thinking, team members can become 
emotionally attached to their outcomes. To 
remedy this, the 11th commandment: “thou 
shalt not fall in love with thy solutions”. 

False causality. 
Citing sequential events as evidence the Þrst 
caused the second. This can occur within the 
Design Thinking empathise phase where you 
are intentionally seeking conÞrmation of 
causality between what people say vs. what 
they do, leading to taking the wrong problems 
or needs forward to solve.  Question yourself: 
can you really prove causality? Or only the 
correlation. Or only sequence?

Action bias. 
When faced with ambiguity favouring doing 
something or anything without any prior 
analysis even if it is counterproductive. Team 
members can feel that they need to take action 
regardless of whether it is a good idea or not. 
This can be an issue when under time pressure 
in strict design sprint workshops for example. 
When a team walks into this, question whether 
their actions have clear reasoning (why?) 
behind them and are based on evidence of 
their chosen direction. On the other opposite 
end of the spectrum avoid “analysis paralysis” 
by encouraging pragmatic decision making 
based on partial evidence.

Self serving bias. 
Favouring decisions that enhance self-esteem. 
This results in attributing positive events to 
oneself and conversely negative events to 
others. Within innovation workshops this can 
mean that decisions made can be loaded with 
personal agenda’s rather than customer and 
business logic for the company. Encourage 
team members (or yourself) to look at the idea 
from different points of view (other 
departments, stakeholders, clients, etc.) to truly 
gauge its merit objectively.

Framing bias. 
Being inßuenced by the way in which 
information is presented rather than the 
information itself. We see this one all the time 
particularly when developing prototypes for 
pitching as well as in presenting polished 
slides. People will avoid risk if presented well 
and seek risk if presented poorly meaning that 
decision making logic can easily be skewed. 
When judging a team’s pitch: are you judging 
the content? Or the delivery?

Conformity bias. 
Choices of mass populations inßuence how we 
think, even if against independent personal 
judgements. This can result in poor decision 
making and lead to groupthink which is 
particularly detrimental to creativity as outside 
opinions can become suppressed leading to 
self- censorship and loss of independent 
thought. When you spot group think within a 
team, try to gain everyone’s personal 
perspective separately Þrst (either through a 
silent, written brainstorm or through one on 
one conversations) before discussing the topic 
in a team setting.

Strategic misrepresentation. 
Knowingly understating the costs and 
overstating the beneÞts. When developing 
innovation concepts, ballpark Þgures and 
business model prototypes, teams are prone to 
understating the true costs and overstating the 
likely beneÞts in order to get a project 
approved (which happens all the time in large 
governmental contracting). Over-optimism is 
then spotted and challenged by managers 
assessing how truly innovative team outcomes 
are.  Challenge your teams: are they showing 
the full image of costs? What about FTE’s and 
other time investments?

Bandwagon bias. 
Favouring ideas already adopted by others. 
This is especially inßuential when linked to 
authority bias. Bandwagon effect is a common 
occurrence we see in workshops. The rate and 
speed at which ideas are adopted by others 
(through discussion, ...) can signiÞcantly 
inßuence the likelihood of those ideas and 
concepts being selected by the group and 
taken forward. Do you like a teams idea just 
because you’ve seen it done before? Are you 
favouring ideas just because other banks do 
them too?

Ambiguity bias. 
Favouring options where the outcome is more 
knowable over those which it is not. This bias 
has dire impacts innovation outcomes because 
the process is fundamentally risky and 
unknown process. If team members 
subconsciously favour known known’s, you will 
most likely follow know knowns and previously 
trodden paths. When disliking an idea or way 
of working: think for a second. Is it based on 
merit or just because it’s new and unknown?

Pro-innovation bias. 
New innovations should be adopted by all 
members society (regardless of the wider 
needs) and are pushed-out and accepted 
regardless. Novelty and ‘newness’ are seen as 
inherently good, regardless of potential 
negative impacts (inequality, elitism, 
environmental damage etc.) resulting in new 
ideas and concepts generated being judged 
through somewhat rose tinted spectacles. 
Question the idea: are we judging it too much 
on its level of novelty or “sexyness”? Without 
falling into status quo bias, are we taking all 
possible (also negative) impacts into account?

Anchoring bias. 
Being inßuenced by information that is already 
known or that is Þrst shown. This causes pre-
loaded and determined tunnel vision and 
inßuences Þnal decision making. We 
deliberately manipulate team members’ minds 
by Ôpre-loadingÕ them one of our warm-up 
exercises to demonstrate this bias at play. The 
impact is highly-signiÞcant on creative thinking 
and outcomes.

Status-quo bias. 
Favouring the current situation or status quo 
and maintaining it due to loss aversion (or fear 
of losing it) and do nothing as a result. This is a 
subtle bias on an emotional level that makes us 
reduce risk and prefer what is familiar or “the 
way we do things round here” as it is known. It 
has severe consequences when seeking out 
new ways to creatively solve needs and 
problems. When you dislike an idea, ask 
yourself: “Is this just me sticking to what I 
know?”

Feature positive effect. 
(close links with optimism bias): due to limited 
time or resources, people tend to focus on the 
ÔgoodÕ beneÞts whilst ignoring negative effects 
even when the negative effects are signiÞcant. 
This is inßuential when deep-diving into 
speciÞc new feature sets for new concepts 
(especially when coupled with loss aversion 
bias), because it means that teams will 
overlook missing information especially when 
it is outside expertise resulting in taking ideas 
forward with critical ßaws. 



COGNITIVE BIAS WORKSHEET

Name of Bias

Simple Definition

Example of Bias

Technique to
Overcome Bias
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OVERVIEW OF STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Strategic foresight is a proven process used by the oil and gas industry, NATO, the world bank,
the US military, Disney, and other Fortune 500 and global NGOs to identify risk, plan for
uncertainty, mitigate disruption, unlock creativity, drive innovation, and shape the future.
Strategic Foresight is a competitive advantage; less than 3% of senior leaders’ time is spent
thinking strategically about the future.1 Rebecca Ryan, APF has refined her firm’s strategic
foresight process as illustrated below.
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BIG SORT INSTRUCTIONS

In this game we’ll discuss and debate forces and trends that impact our domain.

Our domain is: the future of _________________________________ by ______________.

Directions
1. Get set-up

● Set up your tabletop in a four-square like the diagram below.
● Choose a leader, the person who’ll keep the game moving.
● Deal the cards face-down, Vegas-style. Deal all the cards. It’s okay if some players have

more cards than others.

2. Play the Game
One by one, take turns: each person chooses a car and reads it to the group.

Together, decide the group’s answer to these two questions:
1. How certain are we that this trend will occur by the date in our domain (horizontal

X-axis)?
2. How much impact will this trend have on the future of our domain (vertical Y-axis)?

Each player is responsible for putting their trend cards
in the appropriate place on the game board.
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3. Wild cards
When all the cards have been played, note that some players may have a blank card.  These are
wild cards for your team to record additional trends that you believe will have a major impact on
your domain. Please use this format:

TITLE: Use the word “increasing” or “decreasing” or “changing”
DESCRIPTION: Include data and projections
SOURCE: Cite trusted, credible source(s) for the trend.

Looking up credible sources is encouraged!

4. The Twist
At a designated time, your facilitator will convene the group leaders and introduce a twist. After
the twist, your group will have a limited amount of time to complete the game and score your
results.

5.  The Big Sort
When all teams have completed the game, we will have a grand visual that shows all teams’
results.
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TEAM DEBRIEF

Looking at all of our teams’ trends together:

● What does the Big Sort tell us?

● What surprised you, or what new insight did you gain?

● So what? Why does a card game like this matter?

● What near-term opportunities or concerns does this raise for our domain?
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MEET THE TEAM

The Big Sort was invented and facilitated by NEXT Generation Consulting. Visit us at
rebeccaryan.com and please put your hands together for…

Rebecca Ryan, APF is a futurist, economist, consultant, and
author. She has been helping cities and companies become
better since 1998. She’s won a bunch of accolades, but the thing
that matters most to her is leaving the world better for future
generations. And teaching people to use foresight is one of the
most efficient ways she can activate that mission. Keep in
touch at rr@rebeccaryan.com

Yasemin (Yas) Arikan is a futurist. She uses foresight and social
science methods to help clients understand how the future
could be different from today and then use these insights to
inform strategy and vision. Her work includes exploring
alternative futures for local communities, environmental
engineering, and public health. She is fluent in German and
Turkish, and earned her degrees in psychology and sociology
from the University of Rochester and the University of Chicago.
Nerd out at ya@rebeccaryan.com

David G. Brown led the Greater Omaha Chamber for two
decades, was the driving force behind ACCE’s Horizon effort,
and hired NGC to create the vision and plan for Greater Omaha
2040 - which has become a North Star impacting everything
from Omaha’s riverfront development to a new downtown and
streetcar plan. David is a Lead Consultant who provides
guidance, foresight, and insight to clients committed to more
ambitious, equitable, and prosperous futures. Book a meeting
with David and be sure to ask him about bourbon, cigars, the
Huskers…or Opera, db@rebeccaryan.com
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BONUS READING

The purpose of this reading is to “prime” you for expansive, long-term thinking. We also
encourage you to subscribe to the Signals newsletter, https://rebeccaryan.com/newsletter.

Six Ways to Think Long-term: A Cognitive Toolkit for
Good Ancestors
by Roman Krznaric on July 20th, 02020

Human beings have an astonishing evolutionary gift: agile imaginations that can shift in an
instant from thinking on a scale of seconds to a scale of years or even centuries. Our minds
constantly dance across multiple time horizons. One moment we can be making a quickfire
response to a text and the next thinking about saving for our pensions or planting an acorn in
the ground for posterity. We are experts at the temporal pirouette. Whether we are fully making
use of this gift is, however, another matter.
The need to draw on our capacity to think long-term has never been more urgent, whether in
areas such as public health care (like planning for the next pandemic on the horizon), to deal
with technological risks (such as from AI-controlled lethal autonomous weapons), or to confront
the threats of an ecological crisis where nations sit around international conference tables,
bickering about their near-term interests, while the planet burns and species disappear. At the
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