Hiemstra Debiasing

Idea In Short

Hiemstra Debiasing is a structured technique designed for high-pressure environments to
counter Hostile Attribution Bias, which leads teams to misinterpret ambiguous actions as
malicious intent. The method breaks the cycle by compelling individuals to pause judgment,
consider multiple non-hostile explanations, and choose a neutral, rational
response—preserving team trust and improving critical decisions when lives are at stake.

A lethal flaw hides in high-stakes teams, twisting quick judgments into dangerous errors.

In "Mayday!" situations, i.e., high-stakes, high-pressure environments, stress can trigger
Hostile Attribution Bias, causing team members to unfairly interpret ambiguity as deliberate
malice or opposition from colleagues. This is a severe cognitive distortion, transforming
minor errors or delays into perceived attacks. Hiemstra Debiasing offers a structured, three-
step technique to disrupt this cycle, compelling teams to re-evaluate intent and
circumstance before rushing to judgment, thereby preserving vital team cohesion and
improving critical decision quality when it matters most.

A Crisis of Misjudgment
A high-pressure scenario is a pressure cooker that amplifies human flaws.

Consider a critical incident command center (emergency services) during a large-scale
natural disaster. Two teams are operating under uncertainty with incomplete and rapidly
changing data. An Air Operations Chief needs a helicopter to evacuate an isolated area, but
the Ground Logistics Chief is prioritizing fuel and maintenance checks for an already-
deployed, high-value asset, causing a 15-minute delay.

Under immense psychological strain and the weight of lives at risk, the Air Chief's mind
short-circuits. Instead of seeing a logistical conflict driven by operational safety protocols,
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the Chief perceives the delay as personal resistance, incompetence or even a deliberate
effort to undermine their authority.

They're holding out on me!

they might think.

This immediate, biased interpretation escalates tension, leading to an unproductive,
adversarial radio exchange that wastes precious seconds and further compromises a
complex operation. The Hostile Attribution Bias didn't cause the delay, but it sabotaged the
collaborative response needed to overcome it.

The Decision-Maker's Blind Spot

The most dangerous cognitive biases aren't the ones we make in calm reflection; they are
the automatic, split-second distortions that seize control when our survival instincts take
over. When the brain registers a Mayday! moment, its primary goal is rapid response — not
nuance — diverting energy from the prefrontal cortex — the home of rational thought — to
the amygdala, the emotional center. This neurological shift is where Hostile Attribution Bias
takes root.

We become hyper-vigilant and defensive. Every ambiguous action from a teammate is
filtered through a lens of potential threat.

This isn't just a breakdown in communication; it's a failure of mental modeling.

By projecting negative intent onto our colleagues, we destroy the trust and psychological
safety that are the bedrock of effective high-stress teamwork.

This is why unstructured decision-making frameworks fail spectacularly under duress. We
need an external, disciplined process to force our racing minds back toward reality. The
Hiemstra Debiasing technique, initially developed in high-reliability organizations, offers a

simple but powerful defense. It compels individuals to move beyond the emotional

Why are they doing this to me?
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to a more rational, three-step internal interrogation:

1. Stop the Snap Judgment: Acknowledge the emotional impulse to attribute hostility

2. Evaluate the Circumstance: Identify three plausible, non-hostile reasons for the
colleague's action, e.g., they have incomplete information, they are constrained by a
higher-priority task or they are following a safety protocol | am unaware of

3. Propose a Neutral Action: Base the next communication or action on the most
benign explanation, seeking clarification instead of issuing a reprimand

Internalizing such debiasing checks can help teams consciously override the primitive
attribution error, keep their focus on the external threat and prevent the internal, self-
inflicted crisis of misjudgment. This structure ensures that even when the clock is ticking

and lives hang in the balance, the collective intelligence of the team remains intact.

Summary

* High-stress environments instinctively trigger Hostile Attribution Bias, causing
misinterpretation of colleague actions as malicious intent

* This bias fractures team cohesion, replacing collaborative problem-solving with
internal conflict and leading to dangerous operational errors

* Implementing structured debiasing techniques, like the Hiemstra method, forces
teams to rationally re-evaluate negative intent, preserving focus and improving
decision quality
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