Lab 3: Probabilistic Reasoning

This week’s lab concerns human judgments about probability.  The conjunction rule states that the probability of the “conjunction” of two events (i.e., the probability that both happen) can’t be larger than either of the two event probabilities.  However, human subjects, if asked for certain types of probabilistic judgments, can be induced into violating this rule, (the “conjunction fallacy,” Tversky & Kahneman, 1983).  In this week’s lab you will design a questionnaire intended to induce such errors.  Tonight you will hand it out to at least 5 friends, neighbors, or other “naïve” people.  Then, tomorrow, the class together will tabulate the responses, count the “conjunction errors” and look for patterns.

Each questionnaire should consist of 5 “scenarios.”  You will work with the other people in your row, and your questionnaire will eventually be appended to your lab report.

How to make a scenario

(the prototypical example of a scenario comes from Tversky and Kahneman, 1983)
Linda is 31 years old, single, outspoken, and very bright.  She majored in philosophy.  As a student, she was deeply concerned with issues of discrimination and social justice, and also participated in antinuclear demonstrations.

a.
Linda is a teacher in elementary school.

b.
Linda works in a bookstore and takes yoga classes.

c.
Linda is active in the feminist movement.
(PL)

d.
Linda is a psychiatric social worker.

e.
Linda is a member of the League of Women Voters.

f.
Linda is a bank teller.
(Pu)

g.
Linda is an insurance salesperson.

h.
Linda is a bank teller and is active in the feminist movement.
(PL(PU)

The three critical items on this list are the “likely” proposition PL (“Linda is active in the feminist movement”); the unlikely proposition PU (“Linda is a bank teller”), and the conjunction PL(PU (“Linda is a bank teller and is active in the feminist movement”).  The rest of the items are distracters intended to keep the subject from focusing too explicitly on the relationship among the critical items.

You will ask the subject to read each passage and judge the probability of each of the propositions (on a percent scale of 0-100, where 0 means “impossible” and 100 means “certain”).  The conjunction fallacy is committed when a subject rates p(PL(PU) > (PL) or p(PL(PU) > p(Pu), both of which are impossible from a rational standpoint.

Your goal is to make up 5 more scenarios of this same general form, each consisting of 8 propositions to be judged: the 3 critical items and the 5 distractors.  The idea is that in order for the conjunction fallacy to occur, PL should be a proposition that the subject is liable to see as very likely given the scenario, while Pu should seem irrelevant or even contradictory to the picture conjured up by the scenario.  Hence, the idea is to come up with a store that you suspect will lead the reader pretty inevitably to a particular stereotyped conclusions, and make that PL, then pick Pu to be something that they certainly wouldn’t conclude, and in fact doesn’t seem particularl likely.  Of course the scenarios do not all have to be about occupations and people like the example; use your imagination.

How to administer the task to subjects

Type up your 5 scenarios in a way that subjects can write their probability judgment right next to each proposition.  Then make 5 copies of the whole questionnaire.  Give each copy to a friend, explaining that the task is to simply write a probability judgment down next to each sentence in each scenario (on a percentage scale of 0 to 100).  Make sure you don’t discuss the issues behind the experiment with the subject, at least until after they finish, and don’t draw the subject’s attention to the fact that one of the propositions is built out of two of the others.  Collect the 5 finished questionnaires and bring them to tomorrow’s lab.

You must contribute to writing the 5 scenarios and collect data from 5 subjects in order to get full credit for the lab.










