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  Superforcasting, Philip E. Tetlock, Dan Gardner (2015) 
 
 We are all forecasters. We decide based on how we 
expect the future will unfold. The news media deliver forecasts 
without reporting, or even asking, how good they are. Forecast-
ing is a skill that can be cultivated. This book will show you 
how.  
 Our studies found that the average expert did about as 
well as random guessing. Talking heads have the skill of telling 
a compelling story with conviction. Tom Friedman, like many 
elite pundits, is skilled at looking backward and sketching a 
narrative arc, a sort of reconstruction.  
 “Chaos theory”: in nonlinear systems like the atmos-
phere, even small changes in initial conditions can mushroom to 
enormous proportions. There are hard limits on predictability. 
Kansas City Life was founded in 1895. If its actuaries weren’t 
good forecasters, it would have gone bankrupt long ago. We 
live in a world of clocks and clouds and a vast jumble of other 
metaphors of the future. Separating the predictable from the 
unpredictable is difficult work.  
 Accuracy is seldom determined after the fact and is 
almost never done with sufficient regularity and rigor that con-
clusions can be drawn. The consumers of forecasting—
governments, business, and the public—don’t demand evidence 
of accuracy. So, there is no measurement. Which means no revi-
sion. And without revision, there can be no improvement. You 
can achieve incredible progress if you set a clear goal and find a 
measure that will drive progress toward that goal. This seems 
basic, but it is amazing how often it is not done and how hard it 
is to get right. It’s surprising how rarely it’s done in forecasting.   
 We gathered over 1 million individual judgments about 
the future. Foresight is the product of particular ways of think-
ing, of gathering information, of updating beliefs. Psychology 
convinces us we know things we really don’t. For centuries it 
hobbled progress in medicine. They turned to scientific test-
ing—and medicine finally started to make rapid advances. The 
difference between the experts with foresight and those who 
were hopeless wasn’t what they thought, it was how they 
thought. The experts are also remarkably numerate and tend to 
be news junkies who stay on top of the latest developments and 
regularly update their forecasts. Superforecasting demands 
thinking that is open-minded, careful, curious, and—above all—
self-critical. It also demands focus. Commitment to self-
improvement is the strongest predictor of performance.  
 In most cases statistical algorithms beat subjective 
judgment. When you have a well-validated statistical algorithm, 
use it. But we rarely have one for the problem at hand. Ma-
chines may get better at “mimicking human meaning,” and 
thereby better at predicting human behavior, but that is different 
from originating meaning.  
 Human thought is beset by psychological pitfalls. Ex-
periments are what people do when they aren’t sure what the 
truth is. And experts are often untroubled by doubt. Ignorance 
and confidence remained dominant features of medicine for 
centuries, like blind men arguing over the colors of the rainbow. 
Not until the 20th century did the idea of randomized trial exper-
iments, careful measurement, and statistical power take hold. It 
was revolutionary because medicine had never before been sci 

 
entific. Doubt is what propels science forward. The rate of the 
development of science is determined by the rate at which you 
create new things to test.  
 It was the absence of doubt—and scientific rigor—that 
made medicine unscientific and caused it to stagnate for so long. 
Physicians and the institutions they controlled didn’t want to let 
go of the idea that their judgment alone revealed the truth—and 
they were backed up by respected authority. It was called “the 
God complex.” A defining feature of intuitive judgment is its 
insensitivity to the quality of the evidence on which the judg-
ment is based.   
 In science, the best evidence that a hypothesis is true is 
often an experiment designed to prove the hypothesis is false, 
but which fails to do so. Declaration of high confidence mainly 
tells you that an individual has constructed a coherent story in 
his mind, not necessarily that the story is true. When faced with 
a hard question, we often surreptitiously replace it with an easy 
one. The “God complex” can lead to terrible mistakes.   
 Popular books often draw a dichotomy between intui-
tion and analysis--“blink” versus “think.” The first refers to pat-
tern recognition people can gain with training and experience. 
It’s often hard to know when there are enough valid cues to 
make intuition work. Sometimes intuition can let us down and 
conscious thought can improve our judgment. Who among us 
hasn’t felt mistaken certainty that an election, or some other 
event, was going to break one way or another because it just felt 
that way?   
 A forecast without a time frame is absurd. And yet 
forecasters routinely make them. They’re relying on a shared 
implicit understanding, however rough, of the timeline they 
have in mind. That’s why forecasts without timelines don’t ap-
pear absurd when they are made. 
 Judging forecasts requires a clear measurement of pre-
dicted probabilities of many events occurring often enough to 
measure against outcomes. An extended Expert Political Judg-
ment (EJP) experiment was run using Brier scores which com-
pared participating experts to a variety of people from all walks 
of life. Forecast questions covered time frames 1-10 years out 
and covered political, economic, domestic, and international 
topics. In the results, there were 2 distinguishable groups of 
experts. The first failed to do better than random guessing. The 
second did, although not by a wide margin. The critical factor 
was how they thought. The first group organized their thinking 
around Big Ideas and sought to squeeze complex problems into 
cause-effect templates. They were unusually confident and like-
lier to declare things “impossible” or “certain.” The other group 
consisted of more pragmatic experts.  
 A scrap of 2500 year-old Greek poetry is attributed to 
Archilochus: The fox knows many things but the hedgehog 
knows one big thing. I dubbed the Big Idea experts “hedgehogs” 
and the more eclectic experts “foxes.” Foxes beat hedgehogs on 
both calibration and resolution. When hedgehogs made fore-
casts on the subjects they knew most about, their accuracy de-
clined. There was an inverse correlation between fame and ac-
curacy. Animated by a Big Idea, hedgehogs tell tight, simple, 
clear stories that grab and hold audiences.  
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 People tend to find uncertainty disturbing. Foxes don’t 
fare well in the media; their stories are complex.  Useful infor-
mation is often dispersed widely. The “wisdom of the crowds” 
detailed by Malcolm Gladwell in his book by that name depends 
on the errors of many cancelling each other out by pointing in 
different directions. Aggregating the judgments of a number of 
people who know lots about lots of different things is most ef-
fective because the collective pool of information becomes big-
ger. Foxes approach forecasting by aggregating within their own 
mind. People can and do think differently in different circum-
stances—cool and calculating at work, perhaps, but intuitive 
and impulsive when shopping. EPJ found modest but real fore-
sight and the style of thinking were what matters most.   
 After invading Iraq, the US turned it upside down look-
ing for WMDs but found nothing. It was one of the worst intel-
ligence failures in modern history. The intelligence community 
(IC) was humiliated. The question is not “Was the IC’s judg-
ment correct?” It is “Was the IC’s judgment reasonable?” Every 
intelligence agency suspected that Saddam was hiding some-
thing because he acted like someone who was hiding something. 
This is an example of the bait and switch—replacing “Was it a 
good decision?” with “Did it have a good outcome?”—a popu-
lar and pernicious behavior. This leads us to draw false lessons 
from experience, making our judgment worse over time.  
 There were not only errors but correctable ones. Anal-
ysis could and should have been better. The result would have 
been to make the intelligence assessments less certain rather 
than to reach a fundamentally different conclusion.  “Slam 
dunk” summed up the IC’s attitude. They fell prey to hubris. As 
a result, it wasn’t merely wrong. It was wrong when it said it 
couldn’t be wrong. Failing to conclude that Saddam had ended 
his banned weapons program is one thing—not even consider-
ing it as a possibility is another.  
 In 2006 the Intelligence Advanced Research Projects 
Activity (IARPA) was created with the mission to fund cutting-
edge research to make the intelligence community smarter and 
more effective. They believed an evidence-based approach to 
analysis will promote the continuous learning needed to keep 
the IC smarter and more agile than the nation’s adversaries. It’s 
a simple idea but, as was true in medicine for so long, it is rou-
tinely overlooked. Absent accuracy metrics, there is no mean-
ingful way to hold intelligence analysts accountable for accura-
cy. Meaningful accountability requires more than getting upset 
when something goes awry. It requires systematic tracking of 
accuracy. To have accountability for process but not accuracy is 
like ensuring that physicians wash their hands, examine, the 
patient, consider all the symptoms, but never check to see 
whether the treatment works.  
 Thanks to IARPA, we now know that a few hundred 
ordinary people and some simple math can not only compete 
with professionals supported by a multibillion-dollar apparatus 
but also beat them soundly. Regression to the mean is an indis-
pensable tool for testing the role of luck in performance. 
Knowledge about the future is something we can increase, but 
only slowly. Regular forecasters scored higher on intelligence 
and knowledge test than 70% of the population. Superforcasters 
did better, placing higher than 80%.  

 Robert McNamara—defense secretary under Presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson—was famously dubbed one of “the best 
and the brightest,” but, along with his colleagues, wrongly esca-
lated the war in Vietnam in the firm belief that if South Vietnam 
were lost to the Communists all of Southeast Asia would follow, 
and American security would be imperiled. Their certainty 
wasn’t based on any serious analysis. In fact, no serious analysis 
of this critical forecast was conducted until 1967—years after 
the decision to escalate had been made. “The foundations of our 
decision making were gravely flawed,” McNamara wrote in his 
autobiography. “We failed to analyze our assumptions critically, 
then or later.” 
 Enrico Fermi—a central figure in the invention of the 
atomic bomb—concocted a brainteaser. The key was to break 
down a question with more questions like “What would have to 
be true for this to happen? What information would allow me to 
answer the question?” He understood that by breaking down the 
question, we can better separate the knowable and the unknow-
able.  
 There is an inside view. It’s usually concrete and filled 
with engaging detail we can use to craft a story about what’s 
going on. The outside view is typically abstract, bare, and 
doesn’t lend itself so readily to storytelling. We need to make an 
estimate, start with some number and adjust. The number we 
start with is the anchor. Begin with an anchor that is meaning-
ful. A better anchor is a distinct advantage. Superforecasters 
constantly look for other views they can synthesize into their 
own. For example, writing his judgment down is a way of dis-
tancing himself from it, so he can step back and scrutinize it. 
 Why do forecasters do it and put so much into it? For 
most, it is the “need for cognition,” to engage in and enjoy hard 
mental slogs. For superforecasters, beliefs are hypotheses to be 
tested, not treasure to be guarded. They often have a way with 
numbers. Most aced a brief test of basic numeracy. The great 
majority of their forecasts are simply the product of careful 
thought and nuanced judgment. It’s all balancing, finding rele-
vant information and deciding how relevant is this really? How 
much should it affect my forecast?  
 Agreement is reassuring. A smart executive will not 
expect universal agreement, and will treat its appearance as a 
warning flag that groupthink has taken hold. ’She was right but 
unreasonable’—the mirror image of the ‘wrong but reasonable.’ 
 Leon Panetta thinks like a superforecaster. Ever since 
the agency’s erroneous call that Saddam Hussein was hiding 
weapons for mass destruction, a finding that had kicked off a 
long and costly war, the CIA had instituted an almost comically 
elaborate process for weighting certainty. It was like trying to 
contrive a mathematical formula for good judgment.  
 Obama was bothered by disagreement (necessary in the 
new process) among his advisers. It made him think they were 
unreliable. People trust more confident financial advisers over 
those less confident even when their track records are identical. 
They equate confidence and competence. When dealing with 
real issues, educated, accomplished people revert to the intui-
tive. Uncertainty is real. It is the dream of total certainty that is 
an illusion. The finer grained the better, as long as the granulari-
ty captures real distinctions.  
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 Thanks in part to their superior numeracy, superfore-
casters tend to be probabilistic thinkers. An awareness of irre-
ducible uncertainty is the core of probabilistic thinking. Epis-
temic uncertainty is something you don’t know but is, at least in 
theory, knowable. Aleatory uncertainty is something you not 
only don’t know; it is unknowable, i.e. whether it will rain in 
Philadelphia one year from now. When superforecasters sense 
that a question is loaded with irreducible uncertainty, they keep 
their initial estimates inside the shades-of-maybe zone between 
35% and 65%. They are also much more granular. Fully 1/3 of 
their forecasts used the single percentage point scale. Granulari-
ty predicts accuracy. The reward is a clearer perception of the 
future.  
 Science doesn’t tackle “why” questions about the pur-
pose of life. It sticks to “how” questions that focus on causation 
and probabilities. “Why” directs us to metaphysics; “How?” 
sticks with physics. Finding meaning in events is positively cor-
related with wellbeing but negatively correlated with foresight.  
 Superforecasters often tackle questions in a similar 
way. Unpack the question into components. Distinguish as 
sharply as you can between the known and unknown and leave 
no assumption unscrutinized. Adopt the outside view and put 
the problem into a comparative perspective that downplays its 
uniqueness. Then adopt the inside view that plays up the 
uniqueness of the problem. Explore similarities and differences 
between your views and those of others. Superforecasters up-
date much more frequently than regular forecasters and their 
initial forecasts were at least 50% more accurate than those of 
regular forecasters.  
 Social psychologists have long known that getting 
people to publicly commit to a belief is a great way to freeze it 
in place, making it resistant to change. Our beliefs about our-
selves and the world are built on each other in a Jenga-like fash-
ion. Our judgments about risks are driven less by careful weigh-
ing of evidence than by our identities. Psycho-logic trumps log-
ic.  Our belief blocks support a lot of other blocks. Superfore-
casters may have a surprising advantage: they’re not experts or 
professionals, so they have little ego invested in each forecast. 
They aren’t deeply committed to their judgments, which makes 
it easier to admit when a forecast is off track and adjust. The 
self-esteem stakes are far less than those for career CIA analysts 
or acclaimed pundits with their reputations on the line. And that 
helps them avoid underreaction when new evidence calls for 
updating beliefs. Superforecasters not only update more often 
than other forecasters, they update in smaller increments. They 
carefully balance both old and new information, capturing the 
value of both.  
 Only people with a growth mindset paid close attention 
to information that could stretch their knowledge. Only for them 
was learning a priority. To be a top-flight forecaster, a growth 
mindset is essential. There is no harm in being sometimes 
wrong, especially if one is promptly found out. We learn new 
skills by doing. We improve them by doing more. We need 
“tacit knowledge,” the sort we only get from bruising experi-
ence. To learn to ride a bicycle, we must try to ride one. Learn-
ing to forecast requires trying to forecast. Not all practice im-
proves skill. It needs to be informed practice and accompanied 
by clear and timely feedback. 

 Psychologists who test police officers’ ability to spot 
lies in a controlled setting find a big gap between their confi-
dence and their skill—which grows as officers become more 
experienced. They grow confident faster than they grow accu-
rate. Research routinely finds that people are too confident. To 
learn from failure, we must know when we fail. Most forecasters 
do not get the high-quality feedback that helps meteorologists 
and bridge players improve. Ambiguous language is one reason. 
Vague language is elastic. The lesson for forecasters who would 
judge their own vague forecasts is: don’t kid yourself. The sec-
ond big barrier to feedback is time lag. As events unfold, will 
you be able to recall your forecast accurately? There is a good 
chance you won’t. Your memory of your judgment is vey likely 
wrong. Once we know the outcome of something, that 
knowledge skews our perception of what we thought before we 
knew the outcome: that’s hindsight bias—the “I knew it all 
along” effect.  
 Judgment calibrated in one context transfers poorly, if 
at all, to another. To get better at a certain type of forecasting, 
that is the type of forecasting you must do—over and over 
again, with good feedback telling you how your training is go-
ing, and a cheerful willingness to say, ”Wow, I got that one 
wrong. I’d better think about why.” Superforecasters are as keen 
to know how they can do better as they are to know how they 
did.  
 Grit is passionate perseverance of long-term goals, 
even in the face of frustration and failure. Married with a 
growth mindset, it is a potent force for personal progress. Feel-
ings masquerade as knowledge, as thoughts. Computer pro-
grammers have a wonderful term for a program that is not in-
tended to be released in a final version but will instead be used, 
analyzed, and improved without end. It is “perpetual beta.” The 
strongest predictor of rising into the ranks of superforecasters is 
perpetual beta. It is 3X as powerful a predictor as its closest 
rival, intelligence. To paraphrase Thomas Edison, superforecast-
ing appears to be roughly “75% perspiration, 25% inspiration.”  
 Public exposure of the CIA plan for the eventually 
failed ‘Bay of Pigs’ Cuban assault in 1961 caused concern, but 
not reconsideration—they were still certain of success. The 
team that bungled the Bay of Pigs later performed brilliantly 
during the Cuban missile crisis. Groups that get along too well 
don’t question assumptions or confront uncomfortable facts. 
This captures the dual-edge nature of working in groups. Teams 
can cause terrible mistakes. They can also sharpen judgment 
and accomplish together what cannot be done alone. They can 
be wise, or mad, or both. Aggregation can only do its magic 
when people form judgments independently. Getting a better 
understanding of forecasting in the real world required a better 
understanding of forecasting in groups. The other reason for 
launching research on this was curiosity.  
 Insights from other research on teamwork include: 
Groupthink is a danger. Be cooperative but not deferential. Con-
sensus is not always good; disagreement not always bad. Prac-
tice ‘constructive confrontation.’ Tactfully dissect the vague 
claims people often make. “What do you mean by ‘pastime’?” 
or “What evidence is there that soccer’s popularity is declining? 
Over what time frame?” 
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 Teams were 23% more accurate than individuals. A 
familiar paradox is that success can lead to acclaim that can 
undermine the habits of mind that produced the success. In 
business circles, it is called CEO disease. Research on teams 
often assumes they have leaders and norms and focuses on en-
suring these don’t hinder performance. Suspend hierarchy, and 
keep the leader’s views under wraps. There’s also the “pre-
mortem,” in which the team is told to assume a course of action 
has failed and to explain why—which makes team members feel 
safe to express doubts they may have about the leader’s plan. 
On the best teams,’ workloads were divided, but as commitment 
grew, so did the amount of effort every forecaster put into it. 
Being on the team was “tons more work (than individual fore-
casting),” one superteam member said.   
 Economists say that financial markets are the most 
effective mechanism for collecting widely dispersed infor-
mation and distilling it down to a single judgement. They create 
incentives for people to relentlessly second-guess each other. 
The aggregation of all those judgments is expressed in price.  
 The research results were clear-cut each year. Teams of 
ordinary forecasters beat the wisdom of the crowd [of individual 
forecasters] by about 10%. Prediction markets beat those by 
about 20%. And superteams beat those by 15-30%. How the 
group thinks collectively is an emergent property of the group 
itself, a property of communication patterns among group mem-
bers, not just the thought processes inside each member.  
 Team research has identified the value of a culture of 
sharing which categorizes people as “givers,” “matchers,” and 
“takers.” There are lots more givers on the superteams. Regular 
forecasting teams weren’t as good at sharing information as 
superteams.  
 The tools developed by this research won’t replace 
intelligence analysts or the officials who synthesize their con-
clusions. And they shouldn’t. But they are good enough that the 
remarkably inexpensive forecasts they generate should be on the 
desks of decision makers, including the president of the US.  
 The qualities effective leaders must have include con-
fidence and decisiveness, and they must deliver a vision for 
those they lead. But underlying superforecasting is a spirit of 
humility. Leaders must be forecaster and leaders but what is 
required to succeed at one role may undermine the other.  
 A leader must possess unwavering determination to 
overcome obstacles and accomplish his goals—while remaining 
open to the possibility that he may have to throw out the plan 
and try something else. That’s the essence of the leader’s role, 
as the German military saw it, as laid down in Helmuth von 
Moltke’s Wehrmacht manual. It stated,” The art of leadership 
consists of the timely recognition of circumstances and of the 
moment when a new decision is required. Decision-making 
power must be pushed down the hierarchy so that those on the 
ground—the first to encounter surprises on the evolving battle-
field—can respond quickly.” Commanders were to tell subordi-
nate what their goal is but not how to achieve it. It shakes the 
trust of subordinates and gives units a feeling of uncertainty if 
things happen entirely differently from what orders from higher 
headquarter had presumed.  
 But what is often forgotten is that the Nazis did not 
create the Wehrmacht. They inherited it. In our terms, it takes 

individuals who are both superforecasters and super leaders. Not 
all the Wehrmacht’s officers were, of course, but enough were, 
particularly at the operational and tactical levels, that the Ger-
man military was able to conquer most of Europe and hold on to 
it for years even though, throughout most of the war, it was 
heavily outnumbered and outgunned. The German Army of 
WW2 was, man for man, one of the most effective fighting 
forces ever seen. Ultimately, the Wehrmacht failed. In part, it 
was overwhelmed by its enemies’ superior resources. But it also 
made blunders—often because its commander-in-chief, Adolf 
Hitler, took direct control of operations in violation of Helmuth 
von Moltke’s principles, nowhere with more disastrous effect 
than during the invasion of Normandy.       
 Dwight Eisenhower, an American general of German 
descent, had a keener understanding of Moltke’s philosophy 
than Germany’s Supreme Commander. Patton was a lifelong 
friend of Eisenhower. After WW2, the US military was slow to 
learn the lessons of the Wehrmacht. It was the new Israeli mili-
tary that appreciated the value of individual initiative. “Plans are 
merely a platform for change” was a popular Israeli Defense 
Forces slogan of the era. In 1982 “mission command” became 
part of official American doctrine. Like encountering shocks on 
a battlefield, grappling with other ways of thinking trains offic-
ers to be mentally flexible and there is nothing like danger to 
focus the mind. 
 Ex-military officers advising corporations often find 
themselves telling executives to worry less about status and 
more about empowering their people and teams to choose the 
best ways to achieve shared foals. Companies are much more 
focused on ‘command and control’ than their military counter-
parts.  
 Annie Duke is one of the world’s best poker players. 
She carefully distinguishes what she is confident about and what 
she’s not. Humility in the face of the game is extremely differ-
ent from humility in the face of your opponents. Intellectual 
humility is a recognition that reality is profoundly complex, to 
see things clearly is a constant struggle. The combination of 
thinking highly of yourself and intellectual humility can be 
wonderfully fruitful. Intellectual humility compels the careful 
reflection necessary for good judgment; confidence in one’s 
abilities inspires determined action. “With firmness in the right, 
as God gives as to see the right, let us strive on to finish the 
work we are in,” Abraham Lincoln declared in his 2nd inaugural 
address.  
 It requires teasing apart our feelings about the Nazi 
regime from our factual judgments to see the Wehrmacht as 
both a horrific organization that deserved to be destroyed and an 
effective organization with lessons to teach us. Avoid conflating 
facts with values. We’re in a period of prolonged societal con-
flict that is unprecedented. At times, not even knowing some-
thing is an illusion can switch it off its effect. Running “thought 
experiments” inside your head is a good way to stress-test the 
adequacy of your mental model of a problem and ensure you are 
scope sensitive.   
 Nassim Taleb’s “black swan” is a brilliant metaphor 
for an event so far outside experience we can’t even imagine it 
until it happens. Black swans alone determine the course of his-
tory. History and societies do not crawl; they make jumps. But 
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many events dubbed black swans are actually gray. 9/11 was not 
unimaginable. In 1994 and 1998 attacks using a jet as a flying 
bomb were averted. WW1 was preceded by more than a decade 
of fretting about the danger of war among the great powers. 
History does sometimes jump. But it also crawls, and slow, in-
cremental change can be profoundly important. What elevates a 
mere surprise to black swan status are the event’s consequences. 
Today, when we refer to the black swan of 9/11, we mean the 
attacks plus the consequences.  
 Taleb has critiqued the notion of superforecasting. The 
start of each decade between 1900 and 2000 shows that in every 
case, the reality was a stunning change from 10 years earlier.  
The take away is to plan for a future beyond the forecasting 
horizon and plan for surprise. That means planning for adapta-
bility and resilience. “Plans are useless,” Eisenhower said about 
preparing for battle, “but planning is indispensable.” Preparing 
for surprises is costly. We have to set priorities, which puts us 
back in the forecasting business. Consider building codes. In 
Tokyo, big new buildings have to be constructed with advanced 
engineering to withstand mega quakes. But in regions less prone 
to big quakes, particularly in poorer countries, the same stand-
ard makes less sense.   
 The US’s 2-war doctrine was based on a judgment that 
the likelihood of the military having to fight 2 wars simultane-
ously was high enough to justify the huge expense—but the 
same was not true for a 3 or 4-war future. Probability judgments 
should be explicit so we can consider whether they are as accu-
rate as they can be. Knowing what we don’t know is better than 
thinking we know what we don’t.  
 Our minds crave certainty and when they don’t find it, 
they impose it. In forecasting, hindsight bias is the cardinal sin. 
Recall how experts, stunned by the Gorbachev surprise, quickly 
became convinced it was perfectly explicable, even predictable, 
although they hadn’t predicted it. Brushing off surprises makes 
the past look more predictable than it was—and this encourages 
the belief that the future is much more predictable than it is.  
 In the 1980s there was a commonly belief that Japan 
would soon dominate the global economy. Its subsequent de-
cline should at least give pause to those asserting China’s as-
cendancy. But it often doesn’t because when looking back it 
seems strange that anyone ever thought Japan would take the 
lead. It’s obvious—in hindsight—just as the prediction that 
China will not seems obvious today.  
 Forecast, measure, revise: it is the surest path to seeing 
better. But in reality, accuracy is often only one of many goals. 
Sometimes it is irrelevant. Politics is about “who does what to 
whom.” Self and tribe matter. Purposeful mis-forecasting is 
common. If forecasting can be co-opted to advance political 
interests, it will be.  
 There is plenty of evidence that rigorous analysis has 
made a real difference in government policy. It is also trans-
forming charitable foundations. Those that deliver are expand-
ed, those that fail are shuttered. The Gates Foundation, one of 
the world’s largest, is renown for the rigor of its evaluations. 
Both athletes and teams have improved dramatically over the 
last 30-40 years because what they are doing has increasingly 
become evidence based. Training is far more rational and data-

driven. So is team development, thanks to rapid advances in 
“Moneyball”-style analytics.  
 After 9/11, the IC was blamed for failing to connect the 
dots and under-estimating the risk of terrorist attacks. After the 
2003 invasion of Iraq, the IC was blamed for connecting uncon-
nected dots and overestimating the risk of weapons of mass de-
struction. What would help is a sweeping commitment to evalu-
ation: Keep score. Analyze results. Learn what works and what 
doesn’t. Before credit scores, loan officers could make decisions 
almost whimsically. My scoring system isn’t perfect, but it is a 
big improvement over judging a forecaster by the criteria used 
nowadays—titles, confidence, skill at spinning a story, number 
of books sold, CNN appearances, and time spent at Davos—like 
Dick Morris’ forecast of a Romney landslide in 2012.   
 We confront a dilemma. What matters is the big ques-
tion, but the big question can’t be scored. “Is there going to be 
another Korean war?” But if we ask many tiny-but-pertinent 
questions, we can close in on an answer to the big question. If 
we look at missile launches, nuclear tests, cyber-attacks and 
artillery shelling, we can find clues. The answers are cumula-
tive. I call this Bayesian question clustering because of its fami-
ly resemblance to the Bayesian updating. In future research, I 
want to develop the concept and see how effectively we can 
answer unscorable “big questions” with clusters of little ones.  
 Another critical dimension of good judgment is asking 
good questions. A good question is one that gets us thinking 
about something worth thinking about—what I call the smack-
the-forehead test: “If only I had thought of that before!” Thomas 
Friedman became a strong supporter of the Iraq invasion in part 
because his expectations of how things would unfold were pre-
sumably quite different from what actually happened. Superb 
question generation often seems to accompany a hedgehog-like 
incisiveness and confidence. That’s quite a different mindset 
from the foxy eclecticism and sensitivity to uncertainty that 
characterizes superb forecasting. Superforecasters and 
superquestioners need to acknowledge each other’s complemen-
tary strengths. Big strategic thinkers like Friedman might be 
amenable to pitching forecasting questions at aspiring batters.  
 
[GIN is a 28-year exercise in forecasting. Experts are often un-
troubled by doubt. Declaration of high confidence mainly tells 
you that an individual has constructed a coherent story in his 
mind, not necessarily that the story is true. There was an inverse 
correlation between fame and accuracy. Bait and switch—
replacing “Was it a good decision?” with “Did it have a good 
outcome?”  leads us to draw false lessons from experience, 
making our judgment worse over time. Meaningful accountabil-
ity requires systematic tracking of accuracy. Many equate con-
fidence and competence. Feelings masquerade as knowledge, as 
thoughts. We need “tacit knowledge,” the sort we only get from 
bruising experience. Plans are useless but planning is indispen-
sable. Our minds crave certainty and when they don’t find it, 
they impose it. Brushing off surprises makes the past look more 
predictable than it was—and this encourages the belief that the 
future is much more predictable than it is. Avoid conflating 
facts with values.] 


