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Photo 1.7  They look similar, don’t they?
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do at least in theory. But remember, I want you to be aware of when our thinking goes awry and how such mis-
steps are rooted in statistical thinking.

There are two potentially problematic results of using representativeness that we will discuss. First, the base-
rate fallacy is the tendency to ignore information that describes (i.e., represents) most people or situations. Rather, 
we rely on information that fits a mental category we have formed (Bar-Hillel, 1980). To take a simple example, 
approximately 90% of the students at my college are from Michigan, Indiana, and Ohio. At first-year orientation 
this fall, I talked with a tall, athletic-looking, suntanned student who had long blond hair and was wearing a Ron 
Jon Surf Shop® (Cocoa Beach, FL) T-shirt. Where was he from? California? Florida? Perhaps. But without knowing 
any additional information, you have a 90% chance of being correct (assuming you say “Michigan,” “Indiana,” or 
“Ohio”). Even though the description seems to fit someone from California or Florida, those states are sparsely 
represented in our student body. Thus, there was minimal chance he was from one of those places despite fitting 
our mental category of “Californian” or “Floridian.” Let’s explore the base-rate fallacy in a little more detail.

Base-rate fallacy: tendency to prefer information derived from one’s experience and ignore information that is represen-
tative of most people or situations.

When we started this chapter, I lamented that we as humans often have difficulty thinking statistically. Again, 
90% of the student population at my college is from three states. Therefore, the probability of a student being 
from any of the other 47 states or another country is low. That probability is even lower for any one specific state 
of those 47. However, in this instance, the only thing I “saw” was that one student I talked with at orientation. He 
was a sample of the entire student body at my college. The entire study body at my college consists of people 
primarily from three states. Therefore, even though he fit my mental representation of “Californian” or “Floridian,” 
the odds are that he was from Michigan, Indiana, or Ohio.

One danger, in terms of statistical thinking, of our everyday experiences is that rarely, if ever, do we have 
all of the information about a given situation (we are egocentric, remember). Much as we can rarely, if ever, 
be familiar with everyone in a large group of people, we rely on our personal experiences to draw conclusions 
about the world. An extension of the base-rate fallacy is the law of small numbers, which is the second 


