Among the Inept, Researchers Discover, Ignorance Is Bliss



By ERICA GOODE
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here are many incompetent people in the world. Dr. David A. Dunning is haunted by the fear he might be one of them. 

Dr. Dunning, a professor of psychology at Cornell, worries about this because, according to his research, most incompetent people do not know that they are incompetent. 

On the contrary. People who do things badly, Dr. Dunning has found in studies conducted with a graduate student, Justin Kruger, are usually supremely confident of their abilities -- more confident, in fact, than people who do things well. 

	

	

	Humor-impaired joke-tellers rated themselves as funny.
	

	

	



"I began to think that there were probably lots of things that I was bad at and I didn't know it," Dr. Dunning said. 

One reason that the ignorant also tend to be the blissfully self-assured, the researchers believe, is that the skills required for competence often are the same skills necessary to recognize competence. 

The incompetent, therefore, suffer doubly, they suggested in a paper appearing in the December issue of the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 

"Not only do they reach erroneous conclusions and make unfortunate choices, but their incompetence robs them of the ability to realize it," wrote Dr. Kruger, now an assistant professor at the University of Illinois, and Dr. Dunning. 

This deficiency in "self-monitoring skills," the researchers said, helps explain the tendency of the humor-impaired to persist in telling jokes that are not funny, of day traders to repeatedly jump into the market -- and repeatedly lose out -- and of the politically clueless to continue holding forth at dinner parties on the fine points of campaign strategy. 

Some college students, Dr. Dunning said, evince a similar blindness: after doing badly on a test, they spend hours in his office, explaining why the answers he suggests for the test questions are wrong. 

In a series of studies, Dr. Kruger and Dr. Dunning tested their theory of incompetence. They found that subjects who scored in the lowest quartile on tests of logic, English grammar and humor were also the most likely to "grossly overestimate" how well they had performed. 

In all three tests, subjects' ratings of their ability were positively linked to their actual scores. But the lowest-ranked participants showed much greater distortions in their self-estimates. Asked to evaluate their performance on the test of logical reasoning, for example, subjects who scored only in the 12th percentile guessed that they had scored in the 62nd percentile, and deemed their overall skill at logical reasoning to be at the 68th percentile. 

Similarly, subjects who scored at the 10th percentile on the grammar test ranked themselves at the 67th percentile in the ability to "identify grammatically correct standard English," and estimated their test scores to be at the 61st percentile. 

On the humor test, in which participants were asked to rate jokes according to their funniness (subjects' ratings were matched against those of an "expert" panel of professional comedians), low-scoring subjects were also more apt to have an inflated perception of their skill. But because humor is idiosyncratically defined, the researchers said, the results were less conclusive. 

Unlike their unskilled counterparts, the most able subjects in the study, Dr. Kruger and Dr. Dunning found, were likely to underestimate their own competence. The researchers attributed this to the fact that, in the absence of information about how others were doing, highly competent subjects assumed that others were performing as well as they were -- a phenomenon psychologists term the "false consensus effect." 

When high scoring subjects were asked to "grade" the grammar tests of their peers, however, they quickly revised their evaluations of their own performance. In contrast, the self-assessments of those who scored badly themselves were unaffected by the experience of grading others; some subjects even further inflated their estimates of their own abilities. 

"Incompetent individuals were less able to recognize competence in others," the researchers concluded. 

In a final experiment, Dr. Dunning and Dr. Kruger set out to discover if training would help modify the exaggerated self-perceptions of incapable subjects. In fact, a short training session in logical reasoning did improve the ability of low-scoring subjects to assess their performance realistically, they found. 

The findings, the psychologists said, support Thomas Jefferson's assertion that "he who knows best knows how little he knows." 

And the research meshes neatly with other work indicating that overconfidence is a common; studies have found, for example, that the vast majority of people rate themselves as "above average" on a wide array of abilities -- though such an abundance of talent would be impossible in statistical terms. And this overestimation, studies indicate, is more likely for tasks that are difficult than for those that are easy. 

Such studies are not without critics. Dr. David C. Funder, a psychology professor at the University of California at Riverside, for example, said he suspected that most lay people had only a vague idea of the meaning of "average" in statistical terms. 

"I'm not sure the average person thinks of 'average' or 'percentile' in quite that literal a sense," Dr. Funder said, "so 'above average' might mean to them 'pretty good,' or 'O.K.,' or 'doing all right.' And if, in fact, people mean something subjective when they use the word, then it's really hard to evaluate whether they're right or wrong using the statistical criterion." 

But Dr. Dunning said his current research and past studies indicated that there were many reasons why people would tend to overestimate their competency, and not be aware of it. 

In some cases, Dr. Dunning pointed out, an awareness of one's own inability is inevitable: "In a golf game, when your ball is heading into the woods, you know you're incompetent," he said. 

But in other situations, feedback is absent, or at least more ambiguous; even a humorless joke, for example, is likely to be met with polite laughter. And faced with incompetence, social norms prevent most people from blurting out "You stink!" -- truthful though this assessment may be. 

All of which inspired in Dr. Dunning and his co-author, in presenting their research to the public, a certain degree of nervousness. 

"This article may contain faulty logic, methodological errors or poor communication," they cautioned in their journal report. "Let us assure our readers that to the extent this article is imperfect, it is not a sin we have committed knowingly." 
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This is a fascinating article.  I have observed that most people in their incompetence, immediately rebuke and virulently defend against incoming criticism; in accord with what's stated in the article (the part where the Dr.'s students spend hours in his office explaining why the professor's answers were wrong and the student right).  The Thelemite should start his or her career with the Adoration of Nuit (Not-I); in other words, listening to the world and universe around him or her.  In part, taking in the criticism of others and ruminating on it seriously.
This is discussed in spiritual circles as skepticism...self-directed.  To be critical of oneself creates a natural check and balance; though it has its own danger.  It can also lead to low self-esteem and depression.  But ultimately, this can be overcome by the same method and clarity of mind ensues.
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But why do they do it? In public - especially in the media like on tv - it seems like they are maintaining dignity and pride on a social level, but they're really not. There's no room for improvement. What I was talking to Rob about is that it's like a tape playing in one's mind, not a dialogue but a vicious cycle of automatic reaction. In effect, a type of obsession. To break out of it and depression one needs to focus their attention elsewhere, and even then this takes time to adjust and be fully comfortable. One can't be self-critical if they don't even try whatever they're discouraging themselves to do. Exercise and meditation help alot to relieve nervous tension, but somehow even people who are fit can still be arrogant assholes (I don't know why). 
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Do you recall the article I sent to the list last week; talking about ego traps and how they cost us dearly?  This in part will answer your question.  Imagine this; the media has its management, that of course, have routinely made bad decisions in the past (the present state of the media being the proof of it), and others down the corporate line have followed those bad instructions, being inept themselves and not knowing the bad job they're doing.  So that even today, all these inept people can sit back and see the wonderful production they are now a part of.
We can transfer this same failing model to Thelemic groups like the Caliphate or H.O.O.R.; and even to other religious institutions, such as the Roman Catholic Church.  The failure originates in our educational institutions.  Without the liberal arts and the inherent skepticism that they foster and particularly in the philosophical disciplines, our society has lost its integral checkpoints.  We're moved by the fascism of 'consensus building' as Ayn Rand points out.\
We see it in the press and political discussions as we see it on Thelemic lists when they discuss metaphysical 'truths'.  Whatever the mob sees is the right answer for them.
And to the individual that disagrees with the mob?....(sigh!).
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I was watching So You Think You Can Dance, and I noticed that whenever the dancers were criticized (and harshly!),  sometimes they would say stuff like,"I'll consider what you said," and about learning and growing etc. and you could see the fear and suprise or embarassment on their faces. Otherwise, in spite of their critiques they said they thought they did well and didn't seem to take responsibility, like if one didn't help his partner who also didn't practice enough, he said it was how they (both of them) practiced. I guess they thought it was better to consider it off-stage and the pressure is on them to articulate how they felt and thought they did instead. Just a tv example though. 
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It happened alot in my college, too. Students who can't take criticism of their work by their professors, taking the form of bragging to their classmates about how the professor is femi-nazi, racist or whatever. In extreme cases they make complaints or even post online about it (I had one who was super-pissed when he found one such post on ratemyprofessors.com).
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