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about the percentage now enrolled in each of the following nine fields of specializa-
tion.” The nine fields are shown in Box 12.5. Those in the similarity condition were 
presented with the personality sketch shown in Box 12.5(A) and were asked to rank the 
nine fields in terms of “how similar Tom W. is to the typical graduate student in each of 
the following nine fields of graduate specialization.” Participants in the prediction con-
dition were also given the personality sketch but were told it was written several years 
ago, during Tom W.’s senior year of high school, based on his response to projective 
tests (such as the Rorschach test). They were then asked to predict the likelihood that 
Tom W. was currently a graduate student in each field.

Box 12.5

Data From a Prediction Study

(A) Personality sketch of Tom W.

Tom W. is of high intelligence, although lacking in true creativity. He has a need for order 
and clarity, and for neat and tidy systems in which every detail finds its appropriate place. 
His writing is rather dull and mechanical, occasionally enlivened by somewhat corny puns 
and by flashes of imagination of the sci-fi type. He has a strong drive for competence. He 
seems to have little feel and little sympathy for other people and does not enjoy interacting 
with others. Self-centered, he nonetheless has a deep moral sense.

(B) Estimated base rates of nine areas of graduate specialization and 
summary of similarity and prediction data for Tom W.

Graduate  
Specialization Area

Mean Judged 
Base Rate (in %)

Mean Similarity 
Rank

Mean Likelihood 
Rank

Business administration 15 3.9 4.3
Computer science 7 2.1 2.5
Engineering 9 2.9 2.6
Humanities and education 20 7.2 7.6
Law 9 5.9 5.2
Library science 3 4.2 4.7
Medicine 8 5.9 5.8
Physical and life sciences 12 4.5 4.3
Social science and social work 17 8.2 8.0

Source: Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1973). On the psychology of prediction. Psychological Review, 80, p. 238.

Box 12.5(B) shows that the mean similarity rankings are very similar to the mean 
likelihood rankings and are independent of the mean judged base rate, again sug-
gesting use of the representativeness heuristic. Participants who were asked to 
estimate the likelihood that Tom W. was a graduate student in Field X do so, appar-
ently, by comparing his personality description with their beliefs about what typical 
graduate students in Field X are like, ignoring base rates. Base rates are important 
information, however. The failure to include base rate information in your esti-
mates of probability can lead to answers that are in error, often by an order of 
magnitude or more.


