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likelihood of winning the lottery). Our overestimation of the base rate may be influenced 
by the availability heuristic (discussed earlier in the chapter). If we have read or heard 
about a recent plane crash, for example, we are more likely to overestimate the occurrence 
of a plane crash for our upcoming trip.

The odds of dying from a motor vehicle accident are far greater than the odds of dying 
from a commercial airline accident. Likewise, we are far, far more likely to die from heart dis-
ease than we are from homicide (Kluger, 2006). In other words, we are not logic machines, 
and we don’t carry around statistics in our heads; instead we carry estimates of events based 
on the frequency with which we have encountered them, and exposure to media typically 
elevates our estimates of the base rate, or the frequency with which events actually occur.

These errors in understanding the base rate underscore the importance in research 
of assessing the degree to which participants in your study may have familiarity with 
the topics under investigation. For example, if you were evaluating patients’ reactions to  
hospitalization, you would certainly want to ask a question about the number of prior 
hospitalizations. You want to ask yourself what aspects of a participant’s background 
might have relevance and possibly influence your research. As another example, if you 
were investigating students’ satisfaction with their educational institution, it might be 
helpful to know if the college they attend was their first choice.

  Try This Now

What kinds of background variables and experiences might influ-
ence students’ satisfaction with their educational institution, aside 
from qualities of the institution itself?

Logical Problems in Thinking: Hasty Generalization  
and Overreliance on Authorities

Among the logical problems in thinking that Shermer lists, he gives us “hasty generaliza-
tion” (p. 56)—reaching conclusions before the evidence warrants—or faulty induction. 
Induction is reasoning from premises to a probable conclusion. In faulty induction, the 
conclusion is not warranted. People also describe this kind of thinking as stereotyping.  
As but one example, when we take a limited range of evidence about an individual and ascribe 
those qualities to the group of which the person is a member, we are stereotyping. A popu-
lar television show,1 The Big Bang Theory, has characters that embody stereotypes, whether 

1Ranked seventh in prime broadcast network television shows in the United States the week of June 1, 2015, according to 
Nielsen (http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/top10s.html).

Hasty 
generalization: 
reaching 
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faulty induction.
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