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Confidence at recognizing
psychological implications

LEILANI GREENING and STEPHEN J. DOLLINGER
Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, Illinois

This study assessed the correspondence between judgment and confidence in those judgments
on a task requiring subjects "to read between the lines" and recognize the implications of target
persons' word associations. College students attempted to detect which of three "suspects" had
imagined committing a theft, on the basis of the "suspects'" responses to a word-association test.
In addition to the standard preparatory information given to no-clues subjects, half of the sub­
jects received a list of clues that were diagnostic or contradiagnostic of thief status. Successful
judgment was not related to self-evaluated performance or to confidence. However , with aggre­
gations across subjects , a significant correlation was found between group hit rate and mean con­
fidence across the 10 items of the judgment task. This relationship held true for subjects given
the standard information and for subjects provided with additional information about valid clues.
Finally, calibration curves revealed that subjects tended to be overconfident of their judgments
whenever they estimated their success probabilities above 70%. Clue information had a weak
effect on hit rate but no effect on confidence.
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People are frequently overly confident in their judg­
ments about their knowledge and memory, as well as their
judgments about other people (Fischhoff, Slovic &
Lichtenstein, 1977; Koriat, Lichtenstein, & Fischhoff,
1980; Lichtenstein & Fischhoff, 1977; Oskamp, 1965) .
Similarly, people often think they are "better than aver­
age" on a number of dimensions (Larwood & Whittaker,
1977; Myers & Ridl, 1979; Svenson, 1981), including
their psychological-mindedness (Dollinger, Tylenda,
Reader, & Marnett, 1984) . Drawing on these findings,
the purpose of this study was to investigate people's con­
fidence in their judgments on a task involving recogni­
tion of the psychological implications conveyed by target
persons' word associations (Dollinger, Reader, Marnett,
& Tylenda, 1983) .

Our research with the task is grounded in the theoreti­
cal categories described by Scheibe (1978, 1979) in his
discussion of the "psychologist's advantages" in strategic
situations: the possibilities of predicting the other by
means of sagacity, authority, or acumen. In brief, sagacity
involves prediction based on knowledge of subtle cues or
stimulus-response connections and alert attention to such
cues. Acumen depends on the psychological judge's ability
to penetrate the other's defensive "masks" to accurately
perceive his or her intentions, plans, emotions, etc; hence,
it involves a kind of empathic understanding of the other's
perspective. Authority affords prediction via controlling
the reinforcement contingencies in a situation; hence, it
is less relevant to the task presently used. A series of
studies suggest that the acumen mode is irrelevant to suc­
cess at the task, but sagacity is quite relevant (Dollinger

We wish to thank Gordon Pitz for his comments on the manuscript.
Address reprint requests to Stephen J. Dollinger, Department of Psy­
chology, Southern llIinois University, Carbondale, IL 62901.

& Riger, 1984; Dollinger, in press). In particular, this
research has shown that word associations but not affect
expressions or reaction times provide the critical clue for
judgment in this task, and successful judges more com­
monly report using just word associations. They also have
a better appreciation of which clues are valid, and they
are more attentive to those cues. Given this role of sagacity
in the task, a reasonable question to ask is whether sub­
jects who are successful are more confident in their judg­
ments . That is, does confidence correlate with success
(which is based on knowing what to look for)?

The study included an experimental manipulation in­
volving the presence or absence of clue information in
the task preparation. Although this was intended to repli­
cate a study showing its effect on successful judgment
(Dollinger, in press, Study 4), we considered it poten­
tially informative in terms of the confidence-accuracy cor­
respondence. Conceivably, such information could not
only improve judgment but also simultaneously enhance
subjects' confidence in their judgments, thereby improv­
ing the confidence-accuracy correlation.

METHOD

Judgment Task
Patterned after classic studies on word association (Henke & Eddy,

1909; Jung, 1910; Yerkes & Berry, 1909)and on an experimentalpsy­
chology laboratory exercise used for many decades, this task requires
subjects to judge, on the basis of word associations, whichof threevide0­
taped "suspects" has imagined the commission of a theft. The word­
association test (WAT) is a ZQ-word single-response free-association
procedure that includes 6 stimulus words considered relevant to the
" thief" script. Prior to the videotaping, suspects were assigned ran­
domly to receive one of five story scripts. They were instructed to read
and vividly imagineenactingthe eventsdescribed in their script. Within
each set of three suspects (triad), one imagined waiting for a compan­
ion whileseatedin a pizzaparlor, finding$20 in a walletdroppednearby
by another patron, denyingknowledgeof it when asked by the patron,
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and then being plagued by the thought of being a thief. In half of the
triads, the foil suspects read scripts in which they (1) had just learned
that a fmal exam was optional or (2) were feeling so unpressured and
relaxed that they were falling asleep while studying in a library. For
the remaining triads, foil suspects imagined (1) witnessing someone steal
a book in a bookstore or (2) preparing to respond to a professor's (false)
accusation of plagiarism.

After reading their scripts several times, the suspects were escorted
individually to another room for a videotaped " psychological exami­
nation, " consisting of the WAT . The stimulus list included the words
green, class , steal, sing , dead , student , pizza, happy , thief, window ,
friendly, money , cook , grade, cold, wallet, dance, village, lake, and
guilty .

On the videotape, the suspects were depicted seated near the inter­
viewer to establish the direction of visual gaze when eye contact was
made . A close-up of the suspect's face and shoulders was shown after
the third stimulus word . Order of testing the suspects was randomized
within triads. Further details on the task are presented elsewhere (Dol­
linger et al ., 1983; Dollinger & Riger, 1984; Dollinger, in press).

Procedure
In a preliminary meeting, the subjects completed several self-report

personality measures (which will not be discussed in detail here because
they are irrelevant to the present purposes), they received one of two
preparation sheets with instructions concerning the judgment task, and
they made an appointment for the subsequent session to take the judg­
ment task . Both preparation sheets described the nature of the task, the
WAT list, the " thief' script, and the suggestion to imagine one 's own
first association to the words prior to and again after reading the thief
script. This comprised the standard preparation used in related studies
(Dollinger, in press) . In addition, one form of the preparation identi­
fied 12 valid word clues that significantly discriminated thief and foil
suspects on the videotape. For example, the clue most indicative of thief
status, PIZZA:PARLOR, was given by 6 of the 10 thieves but by none
of the 20 foil suspects. The preparation sheets were presented in sealed
form; a statement asking the subject to read the preparation sheet several
times before the next session appeared on the face of the packet.

The subjects were scheduled for the judgment task in groups of about
5 (range = 1-7, mean =4.3). The subjects viewed each triad in sequence
and circled the number of the suspect (Suspect I, 2, or 3) whom they
judged to be the thief. The subjects also rated their confidence in each
judgment on a scale of 33% to 100%. As explained to the subjects, at
33 % the scale reflected the probability of being correct by chance, for
example, without even viewing the videotape. A middle range rating
of 67% was stated as indicating that one believed he/she would correctly
identify two thieves for every one missed, given similar levels of confi­
dence. At the other extreme, 100% confident indicated the belief that
there was no possibility of error in judgment. The videotape stopped
after each triad and resumed when all subjects had completed their judg­
ments and confidence ratings .

After completing the task, the subjects evaluated their performance
by estimating how many thieves they had detected, provided other rat­
ings about the task and about their performance, and then were debriefed .

Subjects
The subjects were 90 college students (34 females, 56 males) who

participated in the study in exchange for credit toward their introduc­
tory psychology course grade. The participants ranged in age from 18
to 47 years (mean = 20 years) . Three subjects who failed to follow
instructions were dropped from analyses . Because the confidence measure
was included after three groups of subjects had completed the proce­
dure, ns on the confidence variables were 41 and 31 for the clues and
no-clues conditions, respectively . Because sex differences were not found
on any of the measures, this variable is not conside red further .

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Preliminary Results
Experimental condition (clues/no clues) had essentially

no effect on confidence ratings (all ps > .10) and a weak

effect on hit rate (p < .06). Consistent with a previous
study (Dollinger, in press), the subjects provided with
clues attained slightly more hits than those not provided
with clues .

Main Results
Table 1 presents correlations between confidence and

accuracy on individual triads. Accuracy here was coded
1 for hits, 0 for misses ; hence, entries are point-biserial
correlations. As shown in Table 1, confidence correlated
significantly with hits on three triads (Triads 1, 4, and
5) for the no-clues condition and on one triad (Triad 5)
for the clues condition (all ps < .01) . In addition, a nega­
tive correlation emerged for the clues condition on Triad
4, albeit of marginal significance (p < .06) . This corre­
lation was also significantly different from the compara­
ble value for the no-clues condition (z = 3.51, P < .001).
Thus, at the level of individual responses, accurate and
inaccurate judges were equally confident in most of their
judgments. For subjects given either preparation, a posi­
tive correlation emerged for a moderately easy triad
(Triad 5). Among no-clues subjects, a positive correla­
tion was found for a very easy triad (Triad 1). And the
two conditions differed in the direction of correlation on
a moderately difficult triad (Triad 4). It may be that the
added information gave these subjects a better apprecia­
tion of the multiple cues present, particularly for a difficult
triad.

Each subject's hit rate and mean confidence were com­
puted across the 10 triads, and these variables were found
to be unrelated in both the clues condition (r = .10) and
the no-clues condition (r = - .14). With estimated num­
ber of hits as an alternative measure of confidence, again
no significant relationship was found (rs = .08 for the
clues condition and .11 for the no-clues condition) . (The
latter correlations are based on respective ns of 46 and
44.) Thus, total test performance across the 10 judgments
did not correlate withconfidence or estimated performance.

A different impression was suggested by considering
whether subjects as a group are less confident on the more
difficult than on the easier triads . For this level of analy-

Table 1
Mean Confidence, Triad Difficulty, and Confidence x Accuracy

Correlations for the No-Clues (NC) and Clues (C) Conditions

Confidence (%) Difficulty Correlation

Triad NC C NC C NC C

1 75 79 .86 .96 .53* .25
2 62 65 .80 .89 - .06 .04
3 69 66 .68 .74 - .01 .22
4 49 52 .39 .39 .51* - .30
5 64 73 .84 .76 .50* .49*
6 51 55 .50 .61 .15 .22
7 55 61 .32 .26 - .28 - .16
8 56 62 .66 .70 .08 .24
9 56 61 .16 .28 - .14 - .10

10 65 61 .43 .61 .08 .18

Note - Triad difficulty is the proportion ofsubjects passing the item (i.e. ,
'catching the thief? Correlationsare berweenrated confidence in a judg­
ment and accuracy (1 = correct , 0 = incorrect). *p < .01.



Table 2
IDt Rate for Each Level of Confidence

No Clues Clues

Confidence Ratio Percent Ratio Percent

sis, the unit of observation was the triad; the two varia­
bles were the groups' mean confidence on each triad and
the proportion of judges within that group who made a
correct decision (i.e., triad difficulty) . Here, we found
significant rank-order correlations of .82 for the clues con­
dition (p < .01) and .66 for the no-clues condition (p <
.05). These correlations imply that subjects as a group
have some appreciation of the ease and difficulty of the
various judgments. The different results for the across­
subjects and across-triads levels of analysis implies the
possibility that confidence has little validity in an abso­
lute sense for a given judgment (e.g., "this decision is
difficult"). However, confidence may have more valid­
ity in a relative sense (e.g., "this decision is easier than
the last one"). Additionally , the "feeling of confidence"
in one's confidence judgments may derive from the lat­
ter . The results may also be explained by the increased
reliability of both accuracy and confidence when these
variables are based on composites across 30-40 subjects
within a group.

The correspondence observed in rank-order correlations
is also evident when data are tabled to reflect calibration
curves-hit rates for each level of confidence. Confidence
ratings were combined to form eight categories from very
low confidence (33%-39%) to certainty (100%). As
depicted in Table 2, responses were pooled across sub­
jects (within each group) and across triads. Inspection of
Table 2 reveals three trends. First, with increasing con­
fidence, hit rates generally rose. Second, the subjects in
the no-clues condition were fairly well calibrated below
70% confidence, but not above that point. In other words,
ratings above 70 % tend to reflect overconfidence by these
subjects. With two important exceptions, this held true
for the subjects in the clues group. First, these subjects
were more successful than they realized when they as­
signed ratings below 50%-that is, here they were un­
derconfident. And second, they were well calibrated when
they were certain: For the six occasions in which clues
subjects were certain of their judgments, they were always
correct. However, given the instructions, the subjects in
both groups may have been reluctant to state absolute cer­
tainty, and therefore the small number of cases makes the
latter impression very tentative.

In sum, this study showed that people's confidence in
their inferences about others based on verbal implications

33-39
40-49
50-59
~9
70..79
80..89
90-99
100

18/47
27/56
20/48
35/55
22/33
17/27
24/36
6/ 8

38
48
42
64
67
63
67
75

30/63
29/48
26/50
48/79
36/58
32/44
47/62
6/ 6

48
60
52
61
62
73
76

100
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("reading between the word associations") generally has
little relation to the accuracy of those individual infer­
ences. However, aggregating across many subjects affords
better predictions: That is, the group's mean confidence
is a fair representation of the difficulty of the decision.
Future studies of the confidence-accuracy relationship in
this task might take several directions. First, it would be
interesting to determine whether different types of judges
(e.g., accurate-underconfident, inaccurate-overconfident)
show qualitative or quantitative differences in cue utili­
zation . This could be done by examining which word as­
sociations they identify as clues in a paper-and-pencil ver­
sion of the task. Second, the effects of different response
formats might be studied, such as confidence in a given
judgment relative to the last several judgments, or confi­
dence that a given suspect is the thief relative to others
in the triad .
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