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Anxiety is a pervasive psychological disorder that exerts a robust influence in the way decisions are made.  

In spite of the relevance of anxiety in managerial decision making, there is scant literature debating the 

techniques that anxious managers can apply to attenuate the biases they exhibit.  To address this gap, 

this essay explores the nature of anxiety and the principal violations of normative decision-making found 

in anxious individuals.  After identifying the most suitable techniques to improve decision making in 

managerial contexts, this essay discusses five techniques that can be easily applied in by anxious 

managers seeking to improve their decision-making capabilities.  

Anxiety in managerial contexts  

Anxiety is an emotion associated with tension and worried thoughts. High levels of anxiety lead to 

fearfulness, avoidance of perceived threats, and out of proportions responses to risk or danger (Craske & 

Stein, 2016).  Anxiety is most frequently manifested as either a Generalized Anxiety Disorder or as specific 

phobias. The former is a relatively stable disposition within the individual to judge a wide range of 

environmental events as potentially threatening (Mascarenhas & Smith, 2011).  The latter involve fear of 

specific situations, like losing a job, being demoted, failing, or even fear of making decisions (Hoffman, 

2013) 

 

Anxiety is pervasive in institutional and managerial contexts.  40% of individuals in the United States 

believe their work is a relevant source of anxiety, and 26% of report that they are often stressed or burnt 

out by their work (Sauter, et al., 2009).  Decision makers in managerial roles are prone to anxiety for 

multiple reasons.  They face relevant levels of ambiguity and their actions can cause irreparable damage 

to their organisations and their careers  (Mannor, Wowak, Bartkus, & Gomez-Mejia, 2016) (Kang, et al., 

2016). 



Anxiety, judgements and biases 

Fasolo (2019) explains that decisions are underpinned by judgments.  Values, options, consequences and 

risks are examples of judgements involved in decisions (Hastie & & Dawes, 2001).  In turn, judgements are 

affected by biases, which are systematic errors that deviate decisions from optimal outcomes (Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1974).   

 

Anxiety is important for decision making because it is associated with two robust cognitive biases (Beard, 

2011).   Firstly, anxious individuals are biased to attend to threat-related information.  When two or more 

stimuli or meanings compete for processing resources, individuals with high levels of anxiety are more 

likely to attend to a negatively valenced or threatening stimulus.  (Mathews & MacLeod, 2002) (Fox, 

Russo, & Dutton, 2002) (Cisler, 2010). This pattern becomes more acute in situations where potentially 

threatening stimuli compete for attention with less threatening ones Invalid source specified.. 

 

Secondly, anxious individuals are also prone to negative interpretation of ambiguous stimuli (Mathews & 

MacLeod, 2002).  They tend to interpret ambiguous cues as more negative in valence than less- anxious 

individuals.  (Richards, et al., 2002), (Eysenck, MacLeod, & Matthews, 1987) As a consequence, they are 

more likely to exhibit elevated subjective probability judgement of negative events happening in the 

future (Eysenck & Deraksham, 1997).   

 

These attention and interpretation biases lead to three important systematic violations of normative 

decision-making that alter the judgements of anxious individuals.  Firstly, individuals with higher levels of 

anxiety exhibit loss aversion levels that are higher that what is predicted by Prospect Theory (Hartley & 

Phelps, 2012).  Secondly, anxiety influences suboptimal decision making in the contexts of risky and 

uncertain decisions.  Anxious individuals tend to be risk averse when facing decisions under risk.  In 

uncertain decisions anxious individuals exhibit elevated estimates of the likelihood of occurrence and of 

the cost of negative events (Maner, et al., 2007).  Thirdly, anxiety is associated with greater susceptibility 

to framing effects, because anxious individuals are more sensitive to losses than they are to gains 

(Lauriola & Levin, 2001).   



Effective techniques for improving managerial decision making 

Decisions can be improved by cognitive debiasing techniques, by implementing nudges or by recurring to 

an improved choice architecture (Fasolo, 2019).  Managerial decisions are normally diverse, non-

repeating, and distinctive according to the context (Hammond, Keeney, & Raiffa, 1998).  They are 

frequently made under uncertainty, and managers employ a set of heuristics that enable them to cope 

with complexity (Simon, 1957).  Soll et al. (2009)  propose three types of techniques to debias managerial 

decisions.  Firstly, they propose cognitive strategies that allow individuals to identify objectives, explore 

alternatives and seek disconfirming evidence.  Secondly, they recommend elements of choice 

architecture that induce reflection.  Thirdly, these authors suggest the implementation of organisational 

routines that facilitate cognitive repairs.  

 

Five strategies are proposed below to improve the quality of decisions made by anxious managers.  They 

have been selected using three criteria: First, they are consistent with Fasolo’s (2019) overarching 

approach to improved decision making.  Second, they have been proven to be effective in modulating the 

deviations from optimal decision-making that anxious individuals exhibit.  Third, they are consistent with 

the types of strategies suggested to debias diverse and non-repetitive decisions according to Sol et al 

(2009).   

Risk and loss aversion 

Three techniques are effective to attenuate risk and loss aversion.  These techniques have been proven to 

help reduce the heuristics and bias associated with attention and interpretation biases exhibited by 

anxious individuals.   

 

Debiasing by considering alternatives  

 

The “consider an alternative” technique elicits contrasting plausible outcomes for a decision.  In this 

technique, a facilitator requests participants to explain hypothetical outcomes of a decision, along with 

their perceived plausibility. (Hirt & Markman, 1995).  Is the “Pro-mortem” variant, participants are asked 

to imagine that they are now some time in the future (e.g. six months from now) and they observe the 

decision has been a success.  Participants are given two minutes to write down all the reasons they can 



think of to explain why the decision went well.  A blueprint of success is then created with all the 

responses collected (Klein, 2015).   

 

This technique is effective to debias the availability heuristic that leads anxious managers to attend 

towards adverse outcomes (Anderson, New, & Speer, 1985). With this technique, Bentz (2001) (2009) 

successfully reduced threat-related perceptions of both highly anxious and normal participants.  The 

effectiveness of the technique is improved significantly when participants judge the alternative scenarios 

as highly plausible (Hirt & Markman, 1995).  

 

Debiasing through extensive questioning 

 

Certain organisational practices can repair the cognitive shortcomings that lead to biases and sub-optimal 

decision making (Heath, Larric, & Klayman, 1998).  The habit of relentless questioning to generate 

alternative hypotheses or conclusions has been identified as an organisational routine to improve 

decision making (Cusumano & Selby, 1995).  This technique is valuable because, when developing a 

hypothesis, individuals frequently stop searching as soon as the first hypothesis is generated (Gregory, 

Cialdini, & Carpenter, 1982). In addition, when drawing conclusions, individuals do not always assign 

appropriate weights to all relevant aspects; rather, they use their pre-existing notions to interpret the 

evidence (Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979).  

 

Extensive questioning can help anxious managers avoid leaning towards interpretations founded on 

unjustified adverse perceptions.  The anxious manager can take advantage of this technique by 

developing the habit of debating with peers and subordinates who are capable of asking probing 

questions. Such an exercise can reveal biased judgements or uncovering alternative choice architectures.    

 

Improved choice architecture through protocols, checklists and schemas  

 

When collecting information, anxious individuals are prone to recalling treat-related information and to 

distorting the costs of losses (Hertel, 2002) (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973).  Protocols, checklists, or 

schemas are another example of organisational repairs that can help managers debias availability effects. 

There are also effective means to collect or be reminded of a broader range of information.  Protocols are 



popular in emergency rooms; checklist are fundamental in the aviation industry; and schemas are used 

extensively in auditing and supervising financial institutions (Gawande, 2010) (Wirnkar & Tanko, 2008). 

Such tools can be combined with effort-accuracy frameworks to select decision-making techniques that 

help managers apply compensatory or non-compensatory decision-making approaches according to the 

context (Payne, Bettman, & Johnson, 1993).   

 

Framing effects  

Cheng and Wu (2010) found that personal involvement in an issue is inversely correlated with the 

likeliness of succumbing to the effects of a frame  This occurs because higher levels of involvement help 

managers improve their understanding of the advantages and disadvantages of different alternatives.  

Involvement also helps fine-tune the rationales for decisions, which contributes to circumventing 

heuristics (Almashat, Ayotte, Edelstein, & Margrett, 2008) (Petty, Cacioppo, & Schumann, 1983). Two 

techniques are proposed to reduce the effects of frames:  causal cognitive maps and nudges that induce 

reflection.  

 

Debias with causal cognitive mapping 

 

Causal cognitive mapping is an effective technique to debias framing effects (Bougon, 1992).  Cognitive 

maps translate the thoughts of a person into a map consisting of different statements depicted in 

rectangles, which are linked with arrows that express some relationship between them (Axelrod, 1976).  

When applying this technique, the decision maker is prompted to represent the way she thinks about a 

problem and to make salient the judgements in her decision process.  As the participants reflect on the 

judgements involved in the decision, the effects of the frame can become evident and a debiasing effect 

can be achieved (G.P., Brown, A.J., Glaister, & Pearmen, 1999).   

 

Avoiding framing effects with nudges that induce reflection 

 

Nudges, which are positive reinforcements and indirect suggestions that influence behaviour and decision 

making, have been proven to help decision makers avoid deviation from rational choices (Thaler & 

Sunstein, 2008).  Some nudges, like planning prompts, planned interruptions, and requiring decision 



makers to make a choice, modify the manner in which information is presented when making a decision. 

This nudges positively influence the way decisions are made and they help reduce framing effects 

(Johnson, Hassin, Baker, Bajger, & Treuer, 2013).   

 

Planning prompts help engage in active reflection. They help avoid follow-through failures that induce 

biases (Milne, Orbell, & & Sheeran, 2002) (Dholakia & Bagozzi, 2003).  Prompts can be used to formalise 

and recall a plan or activity like for example, performing a “consider an alternative” exercise before 

particular decisions embedded in the business cycle (Milkman, Beshears, Choi, & Laibson D., 2012).  

Planning prompts are useful because newly formed plans represent commitments that are 

psychologically difficult to break (Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006) .   

 

Planned interruptions are another type of nudge that encourage reflection and reduce biases.  

Partitionings effectively activate explicit mental processes and contribute to slower decisions and deeper 

processing of decision elements (Cheema & & Soman, 2008).   When a decision process is partitioned by 

for example, introducing a one-hour or a one-week break, decision makers can be nudged to draw 

attention to different elements of a decision, or to see the decision in a different light (Soman & Cheema, 

2011).   

 

Forcing decision makers to choose between options rather than avoiding choice is another effective 

method to induce reflection and reduce biases (Carroll, Choi, Laibson, Madrian, & Metrick, 2009).  

Humans permanently engage in automatic processes that lead to incorrect decisions.  Conversely, 

deliberate process can be modified consciously to reduce violations of normative decision making (Hastie 

R. , 2001).  Inducing individuals into active choices does not confine them into default choices and helps 

decision makers reflect on unfavourable defaults.  Managers can apply this technique by blocking spaces 

through to week to reflect and decide on outstanding business matters where more than one course of 

action is possible.   

Final remarks 

Anxious managers are likely to exhibit biased judgements that will affect the quality of their decisions.  

They are more likely to attend, encode and recall threat-related information.  Therefore, they are prone 



to exhibiting higher loss aversion, they are risk averse in the context of decisions, and are more 

susceptible to framing effects.   

 
Managerial decisions are complex, diverse, and not repeating, but fortunately, anxious managers can 

apply effective techniques to improve their decision making.  To tame their enhanced aversions to risk 

and losses, techniques like the “consider an alternative,” or “extensive questioning” can contribute to 

debias their pessimistic views.  To reduce framing effects, managers may consider employing causal 

cognitive maps, or simple nudges that help reduce the availability of threat-related information at the 

same time makes the effects of frames more evident.     
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