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Much research in social and cognitive psychology documents errors and biases in judgment and decision making.  To name a few examples, humans fail to use base rates in estimating probabilities, overestimate their own contributions to joint tasks, commit the “sunk cost” fallacy, show a confirmation bias, perceive illusory correlations between non-contingent events, falsely believe that their own desirable qualities are unique, overestimate the degree to which others share their beliefs, and systematically misinterpret the intentions of the opposite sex.  Theoretically, these apparent irrationalities have been explained by invoking cognitive heuristics and information processing short cuts.  They have been labelled as irrational, fallacious, ludicrous, indefensible, and even sinful.  An evolutionary psychological perspective provides an alternative explanatory framework.

Evolutionary analyses of social judgment and decision making are informed by a central metatheoretical principle—that hypotheses about information processing mechanisms be based on models of the adaptive problems the mind was designed to solve. This principle has been used to show that some errors disappear when the problems are framed in formats more congruent with how humans historically received the information to be processed (e.g., Cosmides & Tooby, 1996; Gigerenzer, 1991, 1996).  It has been used to challenge assumptions about what constitutes a good decision (DeKay, Haselton, & Kirkpatrick, 2000, Gigerenzer, 1991, Pinker, 1997).  And, it has been used to question prevailing explanations for errors and biases (Haselton & Buss, 2000).  

This paper articulates an evolutionary psychological perspective on social judgment and decision-making, and showcases a new theory developed to explain errors and biases called Error Management Theory (EMT; Haselton & Buss, 2000).  EMT proposes that the human mind is designed, by the process of evolution, to be biased in certain ways because certain errors in social judgment have led to superior solutions to specific social adaptive problems over evolutionary time.  Biased inferential mechanisms can evolve, in principle, even when such biases produce more frequent errors than alternative cognitive designs.  

At the most abstract level, EMT proposes that biased decision-making procedures will evolve whenever there is a recurrent asymmetry in the cost-benefit consequences of different sorts of inferential errors.  To use a human-made device as an example, smoke alarms are designed to be biased toward false positive errors, since the costs of missing an actual fire are so much more severe than the relatively trivial costs of putting up with false alarms.  EMT uses similar logic to predict the contexts in which humans are biased toward false positive errors.  Similarly, when the costs of false positive errors are recurrently greater than the costs of false negative errors for a specific social adaptive problem, EMT predicts an evolved bias toward false negative errors in inference.  Even though this bias creates more frequent errors compared with alternative designs, the solution minimizes overall costs, and hence is a better solution than one that makes fewer, but more costly, errors.

We illustrate EMT with several new research programs on evolutionarily designed biases: (1) the sexual over-perception bias, which in predictable contexts leads men to overestimate women’s sexual interest on the basis of ambiguous signals such as smiles; (2) the commitment skepticism bias, a bias causing women to underestimate men’s commitment in certain courtship contexts; and (3) the homicide overestimation bias, a bias leading people to err in inferring their risk of being killed by other humans.  Discussion focuses on how an evolutionary psychological perspective explains these and a possibly a host of other findings documented in social psychology, including the fundamental attribution error, the “sunk cost” bias, and illusory perceptions of correlation between non-contingent events.  We conclude by calling for a reevaluation of the common conclusion that human social inference is badly flawed, and propose that claims of irrationality be evaluated with reference to explicit models of the problems the mind was designed to solve.
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