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Abstract: Aileen Oeberst and Roland Imhoff’s remarkable paper (Perspectives on Psychological
Science 2023; 18: 1464-87). should be compulsory reading for all intelligence analysts. It offers a
tantalisingly parsimonious explanation comprising the combination of strongly held prior 'beliefs'
coupled with subsequent 'belief-consistent information processing' (akin to confirmation bias) - an
explanation that simplifies understanding of a vast array of cognitive biases, and thereby suggests
that all of these might be attenuated through the application of accessible analytical and assessment
practices. What this means for intelligence analysis will be determined by the explicit and implicit
'beliefs' (or, more generally, ‘value[s]’) attributed to any evidence available, and any insight
generated, to reduce decision-makers’ uncertainty and unsubstantiated certainty, and thereby offer
them future advantage. Analysts are well aware that different sources of evidence (whether
empirical, theoretical or entirely speculative) can assign different types and amounts of ‘prior value’
to the information available for intelligence analysis and assessment. Acknowledging such value as
a potential driver of subsequent confirmation bias should help analysts guard against any inherent
tendency to preference evidence solely on the basis that this was initially considered most ‘valuable’.
Instead they should subject all evidence and all insight — regardless of perceived ‘value’ — to a
consistent battery of systematic, rigorous and robust evaluation.

Keywords: cognitive bias; intelligence analysis; intelligence assessment; confirmation bias; decision-
making; information processing

In a nutshell, Oeberst and Imhoff’s! thesis is that a great many cognitive biases “share the same
‘recipe’” — this ‘recipe’ being a combination of erroneous “prior beliefs”, subsequently endorsed
through confirmation bias (hence “belief-consistent information processing”). As such, they imply that a
large number of cognitive biases might be addressed simply through a more rigorous examination
of “prior beliefs’ using techniques that have been specifically designed to avoid (or at the very least,
mitigate) the risk of confirmation bias. Importantly, Oeberst and Imhoff' do not believe that routine
analytical and assessment practices (such as “deliberation” alone) can help avoid such biases, and
point out that “more deliberation may even entail more belief-consistent information processing and, thus,
more bias...” Instead, they argue that tackling such bias might require a “specific form of deliberation...”,
and conclude that “Only if people tackle the beliefs that guide — and bias — their information processing and
systematically challenge them by deliberately searching for belief-inconsistent information... [might we then]
observe a significant reduction in biases.”

There is much in the detailed exposition of their arguments (and the evidence cited in support
of these) to commend Oeberst and Imhoff’s! persuasive treatise; and given their paper was first
published on 17 March 2023 (just 8 months ago at the time of writing) it has garnered intense interest
(with more than 6,500 posts on X/Twitter; 5 separate news stories; and 16 independent, and
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predominantly supportive, citations[2-17]). It is nonetheless not without its weaknesses nor its
detractors.[7,9,17]

In particular, Oeberst and Imhoff' do not offer a coherent explanation as to why ‘confirmation
bias’, or what might be interpreted as confirmation bias, appears so commonplace (or, in their words,
so “ubiquitous”). Instead their formulation of confirmation bias is essentialised as a “general human
tendency”, “a fundamental principle in human information processing” or simply a common feature of
“conditio humana” (the "human condition’). This recourse to the intangible mysteries of human nature,
and the common challenges that all humans face, is somewhat ironic — not least because it smacks of
the unsubstantiated and untestable ‘beliefs” on which their novel framework depends.[7] Indeed,
their focus on ‘beliefs’ — which they define as “hypotheses about the world that come along with the notion
of accuracy” — does far more of the heavy lifting than they seem willing to concede, given the self-
evident psychological reassurance and comfort that might be derived from ‘belief-consistent
information processing’ — that is, setting out to demonstrate your ‘notion of accuracy” was right all
along. Oeberst and Imhoff' not only overlook the implicit motivation that such reassurance and
comfort might provide, but they also insist that “belief-consistent information processing... [can occur
both] when people are not motivated to confirm their belief... [and] when people are motivated to be unbiased
or at least want to appear unbiased.” Yet whenever ‘beliefs’ are involved, alternative, additional
motivations may simply not be necessary to drive confirmation bias; and whenever ‘beliefs’ are at
stake, even the strongest motivations to be, or appear to be, unbiased may not be sufficient to resist an
unconscious imperative to confirm these beliefs.

As such it seems likely that the root cause of confirmation bias lies not in some essential human
tendency for ‘belief-consistent information processing’ but in the very nature of the ‘belief-assigned
ideas” themselves — that is, the inherent value attributed to such ideas that are considered to reflect
or invoke some ‘notion of accuracy’. Moreover, as Oeberst and Imhoff! themselves concede, ‘beliefs’
can be: testable or untestable; tested or untested; true or false; strongly or weakly held; and based on
copious or precious little thoughtfulness and deliberation. This means that ‘beliefs’ might retain their
‘notion of accuracy’ simply because no evidence is sought or available that might falsify them. Hence:
“people overwhelmingly perceive themselves as making correct assessments [i.e. accurate beliefs, either]...
because they are correct, or because they are simply not corrected.”

Under these circumstances, believing an idea — regardless of one’s ability or willingness to
critically evaluate its accuracy — confers psychological and cognitive value far beyond any of the
evidence that might (or might not be) available; and that might (or might not) have been used in the
formulation or adoption of this idea rather than any other idea. From this perspective, might not any
ideas that ‘come along with’ similarly valuable and valued psycho-cognitive assets — such as faith,
hope, trust, confidence, authority and so on — also be capable of triggering and driving confirmation
bias? Might this not, for example, explain the extraordinary power of predictions, premonitions and
prophesies — ideas that attract an ‘epistemic warrant’ even before the accuracy of their claims can be
confirmed by subsequent events.[18]

This is why Simon and Read[17] view ‘belief-consistent information processing” as compatible
with, yet distinct from, their much broader “coherence-based reasoning” framework. Their framework
accepts that the perceived value of any ideas (regardless of whether these constitute formal ‘beliefs’
or hypotheses accompanied by a ‘notion of accuracy’) can drive confirmation bias and thereby
accentuate the impact of “incorrect, overweighted, or otherwise nonnormative” information or
speculation.

What this means for intelligence analysis will be determined by the explicit and implicit
‘value(s)’ attributed to any evidence available, and any insight generated, to reduce decision-makers’
uncertainty and unsubstantiated certainty, and thereby offer them future advantage. Analysts are
well aware that different sources of evidence (whether empirical, theoretical or entirely speculative)
can assign different types and amounts of ‘prior value’ to the information available for intelligence
analysis and assessment. Acknowledging such value as a potential driver of subsequent confirmation
bias should help analysts guard against any inherent tendency to preference evidence solely on the
basis that this was initially considered most ‘valuable’. Instead they should subject all evidence and
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all insight — regardless of perceived ‘value’ - to a consistent battery of systematic, rigorous and robust
evaluation. This might include, as Oeberst and Imhoff! recommend, “considering the opposite” to their
prior beliefs and value-laden ideas; and carefully exploring any ways in which each of these might
plausibly be wrong.

Acknowledgements: We are grateful to our colleagues Matt Jolly, Matt Legg and Ben Durrant for many of the
insights that led us to the ideas summarised in this article; and to Aileen Oeberst and Roland Imhoff for sharing
sources and engaging in collegiate dialogue despite our modest differences of emphasis and understanding.
This article is under review pending possible publication in the UK Journal of Intelligence Analysis.
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