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Background and purpose: Cognitive biases have influenced the decisions of managers,
particularly when information aligns with their pre-existing views. This research aims to
design and validate a Cognitive Bias Model for Decision-Making within Health Systems.
Research method: This study employed a mixed-methods approach. The qualitative phase
utilized content analysis, while the quantitative phase adopted a survey strategy. In the
qualitative phase, 12 decision-making managers in the health system were purposefully
selected using a purposive and snowball sampling method. For the quantitative phase, a
sample size of 97 managers from the Mashhad University of Medical Sciences was
recruited.

Findings: The qualitative findings identified four overarching themes: bias based on
environmental conditions, organizational conditions, individual conditions, and information
processing. Additionally, ten sub-themes and 107 basic themes emerged. The quantitative
findings demonstrated that the proposed model possesses the necessary validity.
Conclusion: Based on the research findings, cognitive biases can function as “decision
traps,” significantly influencing the choices made by health system managers. Combining
insights from cognitive psychology and health management principles offers a practical
guide for policymakers and managers to improve decision quality, mitigate strategic errors,
and enhance the effectiveness of health policies.
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Introduction

Research consistently highlights decision-making as the lifeblood of management. Some experts even
posit that management and decision-making are synonymous, viewing tasks like planning, organizing,
staffing, and directing and controlling as mere decisions about the execution of these activities (He,
2023). However, while decision-making is undeniably vital, an overemphasis on it might overshadow
other crucial managerial functions, such as fostering team dynamics and organizational culture, which
also profoundly impact outcomes. In the intricate field of human resource management, managers’
decisions not only guide organizational direction but also deeply affect the satisfaction, productivity,
and sustainability of human capital. Despite its importance, the decision-making process is invariably
susceptible to cognitive biases—a phenomenon that can lead to incorrect, unfair, and inefficient
choices (Ahmadi, 2024). Managers often confront cognitive and behavioral biases in their
organizational decisions, which are primary causes of errors and flawed judgments in numerous
situations (Hosseinzadeh Shahri, 2025). Essentially, cognitive biases can skew the judgments and
decisions of even experts (Neal et al., 2022).

A substantial body of literature demonstrates how cognitive biases influence study outcomes. In
natural or rudimentary settings, these biases might facilitate quick, practical, and satisfactory decisions.
However, in the context of complex, modern, and long-term challenges like climate change or
epidemic prevention, such decisions can prove poor and risky (Korteling et al., 2023). Consequently,
the issue here is that managers’ decision-making may sometimes result in interpersonal misconduct
rather than in developing programs that improve employee behavior towards colleagues and
organizational performance. Such misconduct can inflict damage on moral reasoning (Davis et al.,
2021).

In essence, when managers delay or make inappropriate decisions, approaching deadlines without
achieving acceptable results can lead to stalled projects, wasted resources, and discouraged team
members. Various decision-making approaches manifest in this process; for instance, some managers
postpone decisions, seeking absolute certainty through exhaustive information gathering. As noted by
Bazerman & Moore (2013), cognitive biases are indeed observable in contemporary managerial
decision-making. Studies indicate a tendency for managers to favor decision-making processes
involving bargaining and networking over pure analysis or guesswork (Bazerman & Moore, 2013).
They are more inclined to support decisions stemming from stakeholder negotiations than those
primarily supported by analysis (Marie-Thérese & Thibault, 2018).

Healthcare organizations, the specific domain of this research, present a unique context differing
significantly from manufacturing and service companies. Managerial decision-making in healthcare
faces numerous challenges due to the multi-sectoral and multi-professional nature of its environment,
the often-urgent nature of health services, the inherent complexity of decision processes, and the
extended timeframe required to observe decision consequences (Mosadeghrad et al., 2019). Decision-
making research suggests that the primary factor influencing correct, unbiased choices relates to the
methods individuals adopt for evaluating available options. With few exceptions where an individual
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possesses complete certainty, decision-making invariably involves probability. Therefore, enhancing
decision-making skills necessitates an individual’s increased ability to differentiate between decision
options (Bialek et al., 2021). Given these considerations, a deeper examination of cognitive bias is
imperative to strengthen existing research, provide a more comprehensive perspective, and offer
appropriate solutions for managers in health-system-related organizations, thereby offering significant
scientific assistance. Ultimately, the outcomes of cognitive biases have a profound impact on
organizational performance. Consequently, this researcher has embarked on an extensive examination
of the topic and phenomenon to answer the central question: What is the model of cognitive biases in
the decision-making of health system managers?

Research Methodology

This research employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating both qualitative and quantitative
strategies. The qualitative phase utilizes thematic analysis to identify, extract, and explore core
concepts and categories related to cognitive biases in decision-making. Nine (9) health system
managers with a minimum of 10 years of executive management experience were recruited to provide
rich insights. Three (3) university professors, specializing in organizational behavior and human
resources, holding the rank of Assistant Professor or higher, and possessing at least 10 years of
teaching experience, were also included. A purposeful snowball sampling technique was adopted. As
recommended by Burns and Grove (2005), this method is particularly effective for accessing
participants who may be difficult to reach through other means, where initial participants lead
researchers to subsequent ones. Qualitative data, primarily from interviews, were analyzed using open
and axial coding with the assistance of MAXQDA software (version 22).

The target population for the quantitative phase comprised 130 managers at Mashhad University of
Medical Sciences. Simple random sampling was employed. The required sample size of 97 managers
was determined using Morgan’s table. The quantitative data were analyzed using Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM). To ensure the reliability of qualitative coding, the inter-coder agreement coefficient
(Kappa) was calculated. Fifteen percent (15%) of the interview documents, coded by the primary
researcher, were independently assessed by an expert. The resulting Kappa coefficient, calculated
using SPSS software, was 0.744. Given that this value exceeds the commonly accepted threshold of
0.6 and the p-value is less than 0.05, the assumption of independence among extracted codes is
rejected, confirming the dependency and coherence of the coded themes. Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA) was utilized to validate the quantitative data, aligning with the SEM approach.

Integration of Thematic Analysis:

It is noted that thematic analysis was applied to analyze the quantitative data. (Self-correction: This
sentence seems contradictory given the earlier statement that SEM was used for quantitative data
analysis. Thematic analysis is typically qualitative. Please clarify if thematic analysis was used in
conjunction with SEM or if there’s a misunderstanding in its application to quantitative data.)
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A comprehensive, step-by-step process for thematic analysis was presented in this research, integrating
methods proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) and Attride-Stirling (2001). (This sentence seems to
refer back to the qualitative part, or perhaps a mixed-methods integration step not fully detailed.)

Findings

The qualitative findings include four overarching themes: bias based on environmental conditions, bias
based on organizational conditions, bias based on individual conditions, and bias related to information
processing. Additionally, there are ten organizing themes: bias based on uncertainty conditions, bias
related to socio-cultural conditions, bias based on group pressure, bias based on position, bias resulting
from organizational culture, perceptual errors, bias based on belief stability, bias based on emotions
and feelings, bias related to information analysis, and bias related to data collection and storage. The
guantitative findings indicate that the model possesses the necessary validity.

Conclusion

Cognitive biases in the decision-making of health system managers represent a multidimensional
phenomenon, influenced by environmental, cultural, emotional, and information-processing factors.
According to the results, condition-based biases, including those arising from uncertainty and from
cultural and social contexts, play a significant role in the emergence of cognitive errors in managerial
decisions. In situations of uncertainty, managers tend to rely on cognitive shortcuts or heuristics to
facilitate and accelerate the decision-making process. Although these shortcuts can make decisions
quicker and easier, they may lead to overlooking important details and conducting incomplete
analyses. Furthermore, cultural and social values, norms, and beliefs—particularly organizational
culture—can create formal and informal pressures that encourage managers to conform to prevailing
practices, even when they may conflict with formal regulations, thereby contributing to biased
decision-making. The findings also show that biases related to information analysis play a considerable
role in shaping managerial decisions. When managers rely solely on specific or limited data sets, they
may overlook diverse and important information that could provide a more comprehensive
understanding of reality. Such limitations in data can result in incomplete analysis and unreliable
decisions.
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