
CRITICAL  
THINKING

Effective critical thinkers express 
these traits (Forbes, HBR, WEF):

Curiosity

Compassion

Open-mindedness

Decisiveness

Honesty

Resourcefulness

Creativity

Metacognition  
(the thinking about thinking)
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WHAT IS  
CRITICAL  
THINKING?       COGNITIVE BIASES

Bias can affect how we perceive information 
and the quality of our thinking. Bias refers 
to the unequal weighting given to an idea or 
thing, usually in a way that is closed-minded, 
prejudicial, or unfair.

Recency 
bias

Optimism 
bias

Priming

Falling 
back on or 
responding 
to what is 
currently 
top of mind, 
rather than 
challenging 
these 
‘automatic’ 
thoughts.

The belief 
in a good 
outcome 
and that 
nothing 
will go 
wrong, often 
despite 
evidence to 
the contrary.

Exposure 
to certain 
stimulus 
influences 
that 
affect our 
thinking and 
sometimes 
our actions.

       EMOTIONS

Emotions can influence our thoughts, 
decisions and ability to evaluate effectively, 
for example,

• Excitement can cause someone to 
overestimate their chances of success.

• Anxiety in one area of life (e.g., worries 
about a health issue) will often pervade 
other areas (e.g., making decisions at work).

• Feelings of sadness can cause someone to 
settle for less instead of fighting for what 
they really want.

• Anger can often lead to someone making 
rash decisions and taking long shots (high 
risk, low pay off choices).

But we also need emotions to make good 
choices. Our values system helps us to 
engage in better, higher-quality thinking and 
decision-making – it is not simply reason that 
gets us there.

       GROUPTHINK

Irving L. Janis coined the term ‘Groupthink’ 
after findings from research into why a team 
reaches an excellent decision one time, and a 
disastrous one the next.

Groupthink could be described as a ‘false 
consensus’ – a group coming to an agreement 
on an idea or decision, owing to a number of 
influences:

• Feeling intimidated

• Peer pressure

• Desire to preserve cohesion

• Rationalising that the decision is right

• Vote feels unanimous

• Persuasive group leader

• Belief that if everyone else is right, you  
must be wrongWriting down the specific 

issue helps you describe it 
completely. 

It also helps a team focus on 
the same issue.

THE 5 WHYs

The 5 Whys is a technique 
used in the Analyse phase of 
the Six Sigma DMAIC (Define, 

Measure, Analyse, Improve, 
Control) methodology.

This tool can peel away the 
layers of symptoms which can 

lead to the root cause of an 
issue. Very often, the reason 
for an issue will lead you to 

another question. 

Although this technique is 
called ‘5 Whys’, you may find 

that you ask the question fewer 
or more times than five before 

you find the ‘real issue’.

To apply the tool:

1

1

1

5

3

7

2

6

4

8

2 3

2

Ask ‘why’ you think the issue 
has happened and write the 
first answer that comes to 

mind below.

THE SIX THINKING HATS
‘The Six Thinking Hats’ is a creative thinking system designed by Edward de Bono. It is a simple, effective parallel thinking process 
that helps people be more productive, focused, and mindfully involved. The hats provide an alternative to argument and instead 
allow for joint exploration of a subject. 

‘The Six Thinking Hats’ require each individual to fully explore a subject rather than just make and defend a case. The hats provide 
a quick method of switching thinking and provide a means to request a particular type of thinking. The hats replace the ego and 
aggression of argument with the challenge to explore a subject to its full potential.

WHITE HAT
GATHER THE FACTS

• Information and data
• Neutral and objective
• What do I know?
• What do I need to find out?
• How will I get the 

information I need?

RED HAT
LISTEN TO YOUR INSTINCTS

• Intuition, hunches,  
gut instinct

•  My feelings right now
•  Feelings can change 
•  No reasons are given

BLACK HAT
PICK OUT THE FAULTS

• Difficulties, weaknesses, 
dangers

• Logical reasons are given
• Spotting risks

YELLOW HAT
FOCUS ON THE BENEFITS

• Positives, plus points
• Logical reasons are given
• Why an idea is useful

BLUE HAT
STEP BACK AND 
EVALUATE THE PROCESS

• Thinking about thinking
• What thinking is needed?
• Organising the thinking
• Planning for action

GREEN HAT
GET CREATIVE

• Ideas, alternatives, 
possibilities

• Provocations
• Solutions to black hat 

problems

‘SCAMPER’ MODEL

If the answer you just 
provided doesn’t identify the 
root cause, ask ‘why’ again 

and write that answer down. 
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Keep going until root cause 
is identified. This may take 
fewer or more times than 

‘Five Whys’. It is about diving 
deeper and diagnosing the 
source (not just symptoms).

WHAT AFFECTS CRITICAL THINKING?

Definition: “The process of 
analysing information in an 
objective way, in order to 
make a judgement about it.” 
Oxford Dictionary

Critical thinking is made  
up of skills and abilities like:

• Prioritising
• Analysis
• Objectivity
• Critique
• Debate
• Making connections
• Identifying errors
• Exposing bias or prejudice
• Debunking myths
• Challenging assumptions
• Reasoning
• Judgement
• Evaluation
• Synthesis

Critical thinking is not:
• Problem solving or getting to 

the ‘right answer’

TRAITS OF 
EFFECTIVE  
CRITICAL 
THINKERS


