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Remember how I told you that you need to ​build your own 
mental gym​? Well, let’s talk about your mental equipment. 
Mental models are some of the most powerful mental tools at 
your disposal. They can help you think better, and faster. 
 

“We all have mental models: the lens through which we 
see the world that drive our responses to everything we 
experience. Being aware of your mental models is key to 
being objective.” – Elizabeth Thornton, Author. 

 
But with great power comes great responsibility. Mental models 
are complex and rooted in human nature. They affect how we see 
problems, and how we see people. Depending on how you use 
them, mental models can be incredibly constructive or 
destructive. 

What are mental models? 
Mental models are frameworks that give people a representation 
of how the world works. There are so many mental models that it 
would take a very long time to study them all in detail. Some are 
rooted in biological observations, others have been described in 
behavioural studies. 
 
To put it simply, mental models are a set of beliefs and ideas that 
we consciously or unconsciously form based on our experiences. 
They guide our thoughts and behaviours and help us understand 
life. They’re basically thinking tools. Shortcuts for reasoning. 
 
I have always been fascinated by mental models. The same way 
scientists are looking for a theory of everything, I sometimes 
wonder if there is a universal theory of the mind. An 
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all-encompassing, coherent framework that would fully explain 
and link together all aspects of our biology and psychology. 
 
And if you know me, you know I ​learn by creating​. So I spent the 
past few days reading about mental models. It’s not a new 
concept, and that’s exactly the point. Mental models are 
fundamental to understand how our mind works. 

Think better with these 30 mental models 
Here is a list of fundamental mental models that you can start 
studying and observing in your daily life right now, in 
alphabetical order. I may add more in the future, but 30 is plenty 
to get started. 
 

1. Anchoring:​ a cognitive bias where an individual relies too 
heavily on an initial piece of information 
offered—considered to be the "anchor"—when making 
decisions. 

2. Backward chaining:​ working backward from your goal. 
3. Classical conditioning:​ you’ve probably heard about 

Pavlov’s dog. Classical conditioning refers to a learning 
method in which a biologically potent stimulus—such as 
food—is paired with a previously neutral stimulus—let’s 
say a bell. The neutral stimulus comes to elicit a response 
(salivation) that is usually similar to the one elicited by the 
potent stimulus (in this case, food). 

4. Commitment and consistency bias:​ the desire to be and 
appear consistent with what we have already done. 

5. Common knowledge:​ knowledge that is known by 
everyone or nearly everyone, usually with reference to the 
community in which the term is used. Common 
knowledge doesn’t necessarily mean truth, but most 
people will accept it as valid. 

6. Comparative advantage:​ a principle that holds that under 
free trade, an agent will produce more and consume less 
of a good for which they have a comparative advantage, 
meaning they can produce that good at a lower relative 
opportunity cost. 

7. Diversification:​ the process of allocating your resources 
in a way that reduces the exposure to any one particular 
risk. 
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8. Economies of scale:​ the cost advantages that enterprises 
obtain due to their scale of operation. The larger the scale, 
the smaller the cost per unit. 

9. Efficient-market hypothesis:​ a theory that states that 
prices fully reflect all available information. The 
hypothesis implies that is should be impossible to 
consistently beat the market, since market prices should 
only react to new information. 

10. Game theory:​ an umbrella term for the science of logical 
decision making in humans, animals, and computers. 

11. Hyperbolic discounting:​ a model which states that, given 
two similar rewards, people show a preference for one 
that arrives sooner rather than later. 

12. Illusion of control:​ the tendency for people to 
overestimate their ability to control events. 

13. Incentive:​ something that motivates or encourages 
someone to do something. 

14. Inversion principle:​ the process of looking at a problem 
backward. For example, instead of brainstorming forward 
ideas, imagine everything that could make your project go 
terribly wrong. 

15. Loss aversion:​ people's tendency to prefer avoiding losses 
to acquiring equivalent gains. We are basically more upset 
about losing $10 than we are happy about finding $10. 

16. Margin of safety:​ in a business, how much sales level can 
fall before a company reaches its break-even point. 

17. Maslow's hierarchy of needs:​ a five-tier model of human 
needs, often depicted as a pyramid, in which needs lower 
down in the hierarchy must be satisfied before people can 
attend to needs higher up. In order, the needs are 
physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging, 
esteem, and self-actualization. 

18. Mechanical advantage:​ also called the ​law of the lever​, it’s 
a measure of how much your strength is amplified by 
using a tool or mechanical device. 

19. Mere-exposure effect:​ a psychological phenomenon by 
which people tend to develop a preference for things 
merely because they are familiar with them. 

20. Norm of reciprocity:​ the expectation that we repay in 
kind what another has done for us. 

21. Normal distribution:​ a theory which states that averages 
of samples of observations of random variables become 



normally distributed when the number of observations is 
sufficiently large. 

22. Operant conditioning:​ a learning process where the 
strength of a behaviour is modified by reinforcement or 
punishment. 

23. Redundancy:​ the duplication of critical components of a 
system with the intention of increasing its reliability. For 
example, a backup or a fail-safe. 

24. Scarcity:​ the limited availability of a commodity, which 
may be in demand in the market. Basically, when 
something is in short supply. 

25. Signalling theory:​ the science of determining whether 
people with conflicting interests should be expected to 
provide honest signals rather than cheating. 

26. Status quo bias:​ a preference for the current state of 
affairs, where the current baseline is taken as a reference 
point, and any change from that baseline is perceived as a 
loss. 

27. Supply and demand:​ an economic model which 
postulates that, in a competitive market, the unit price for 
a particular good or service will vary until it settles at a 
point where the quantity demanded will equal the 
quantity supplied, resulting in an equilibrium for price 
and quantity transacted. 

28. Surfing:​ the business principle of “riding the wave” of a 
new technology, product, or trend. 

29. Survivorship bias:​ the logical error of concentrating on 
the people that made it past some selection process and 
overlooking those that did not, typically because of their 
lack of visibility. Happens a lot in entrepreneurship. 

30. Tribalism​: a way of thinking in which people are loyal to 
their social group above all else. 

How to use mental models 
If all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail. A 
common misconception is that mental models should be dutifully 
practiced and applied in order to improve your mental 
performance. There are actually many mental models which you 
should work hard to ​avoid​. For example, having an “illusion of 
control” can be particularly dangerous in some situations. 
 



In order to grow as a human being, you need to be able to ​identify 
mental models, whether you are using them, or the person you 
are talking to is. Ideally, you need to make it a conscious choice 
to use them or not, instead of falling prey to the automatic 
thinking our brain loves so dearly. 
 

“To break a mental model is harder than splitting the 
atom.” – Albert Einstein. 

 
So how can you challenge your mental models, identify them in 
others, and use them in a way that is actually beneficial? 
 
Here are a few tips you can apply to master mental models, 
rather than being enslaved by them. 
 

● Be aware of your thinking by asking yourself provoking 
questions 

● Gather information to challenge your thinking with actual 
facts 

● Inquire into other people’s thinking and challenge their 
views 

● Resist jumping to conclusions and suspend your 
assumptions 

● Look for recurring thought patterns and unlearn them 
 
A tool is only as good as its user. Only once you’re aware of your 
mental models, you can use them effectively to achieve your 
goals. 

How to build your own models 
In a fast-moving environment, mental models can be extremely 
useful to help you think fast and make decisions. After all, they’re 
great at giving you rule of thumb so you can, if done well, predict 
likely outcomes or behaviours. 
 
One great way to develop your own mental models is to find 
inspiration in people. When you read a biography, ask yourself: 
why did they make this decision? What was the thinking? What 
mental model did they use? 
 
It doesn’t have to be famous entrepreneurs or creatives. We all 
have a friend or a colleague whose work we admire. When you 



see them make a specific choice in a complex situation, ask them 
how they came to that choice. 
 
Finally, ask for feedback. Ask a friend or a colleague to observe 
how you act and to help you identify behaviours that may not be 
obvious to you. This can be an incredibly uncomfortable but 
mind-expanding exercise. 
 
Don’t limit yourself to constructive mental models. You will 
observe mental models which you’d rather ​not​ reproduce. These 
are great to study as well, because it’s easier to avoid a thought 
pattern when you know how to spot it in yourself and others. 
Constructive or destructive, name your mental models and write 
them down. 

5 great books about mental models 
If you want to read more about mental models, here are some 
books to further explore the topic. Not only I found these books 
useful, but I’ve seen them recommended over and over again on 
Hacker News and other places. 
 

● Thinking, Fast and Slow​ (Daniel Kahneman) 
● Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion​ (Robert Cialdini) 
● Metaphors We Live By​ (George Lakoff) 
● Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our 

Decisions​ (Dan Ariely) 
● The Art of Thinking Clearly​ (Rolf Dobelli) 

Learn more about mental models 
There are many lists of mental models on the internet, and I 
wouldn’t be able to list each and every website I glanced at, but 
here are the ones I found particularly useful in making my own 
list of mental models. Go check them out! 
 

● Wikipedia 
● Farnam Street 
● James Clear 
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