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choose the value .5 to indicate that you think the odds you are right are 50–50. (Any 
number lower than .5 would indicate you think you are more likely to be wrong than 
right, so you should have chosen the other answer.) A rating of 1.00 means you are 
100% certain your answer is correct. Values between .5 and 1.00 indicate intermediate 
levels of confidence, with higher numbers reflecting higher confidence.

Box 12.7

Some Trivia Questions

Choose one answer for each question, and rate your confidence in your answer on a scale 
from .5 ( just guessing) to 1.0 (completely certain).

Which magazine had the largest circulation in 1978?
a.  Time	 b.  Reader’s Digest

Which city had the larger population in 1953?
a.  St. Paul, Minnesota	 b.  New Orleans, Louisiana

Who was the 21st president of the United States?
a.  Arthur	 b.  Cleveland

Which Union ironclad ship fought the Confederate ironclad ship Merrimack?
a.  Monitor	 b.  Andover

Who began the profession of nursing?
a.  Nightingale	 b.  Barton

For the purposes of this discussion, it matters very little how accurate your answers 
are. (If you simply must have the correct answers, see the note at the bottom of this 
page.*) What matters here is the relationship between your accuracy and your confi-
dence rating. In several studies (reviewed by Lichtenstein, Fischhoff, & Phillips, 1982), 
participants were given a long list of questions similar to those in Box 12.7. After they 
answered all the questions and gave confidence ratings, their accuracy was plotted as a 
function of their confidence ratings. For example, the experimenters looked at all the 
questions for which a participant rated his confidence as .6 and calculated the propor-
tion of those questions he answered correctly.

Typical findings are shown in Figure 12.7. This kind of curve—plotting confidence 
against accuracy—is called a calibration curve. The closer the curve is to the 45-degree 
line, the better the calibration, or “fit,” between confidence and accuracy. Results on 
the 45-degree line would indicate that confidence and accuracy were perfectly syn-
chronized; for example, questions for which a participant had a confidence rating of 
.6 would be answered accurately 60% of the time. This result is rarely, if ever, found.

Instead, typical curves are “bowed” out from the 45-degree line, as shown in Figure 12.7. 
Deviations from the curve below this line are said to indicate overconfidence because 
confidence ratings are higher than actual accuracy. Deviations above the line would 

*Answers: b, a, a, a, a


