
EXAMPLE: this is a well-written piece from the New Yorker, there the author has read a book on Prediction, 

and is reviewing the book’s ideas.  The author has obviously done some reading into the subject and is 

putting the book in context.  I have put in bold the initial sentences of each paragraph to show how the 
overall continuity is achieved, then looked at one paragraph. 

 

Prediction is one of the pleasures of life. Conversation would wither without it. “It won’t 

last. She’ll dump him in a month.” If you’re wrong, no one will call you on it, because being 

right or wrong isn’t really the point. The point is that you think he’s not worthy of her, and 

the prediction is just a way of enhancing your judgment with a pleasant prevision of doom. 

Unless you’re putting money on it, nothing is at stake except your reputation for wisdom in 

matters of the heart. If a month goes by and they’re still together, the deadline can be 

extended without penalty. “She’ll leave him, trust me. It’s only a matter of time.” They get 

married: “Funny things happen. You never know.” You still weren’t wrong. Either the 

marriage is a bad one—you erred in the right direction—or you got beaten by a low-

probability outcome. 
 

It is the somewhat gratifying lesson of Philip Tetlock’s new book, “Expert Political 

Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know?” (Princeton; $35), that people who make 

prediction their business—people who appear as experts on television, get quoted in 

newspaper articles, advise governments and businesses, and participate in punditry 

roundtables—are no better than the rest of us. When they’re wrong, they’re rarely held 

accountable, and they rarely admit it, either. They insist that they were just off on timing, or 
blindsided by an improbable event, or almost right, or wrong for the right reasons. They 
have the same repertoire of self-justifications that everyone has, and are no more inclined 
than anyone else to revise their beliefs about the way the world works, or ought to work, 
just because they made a mistake. No one is paying you for your gratuitous opinions about 
other people, but the experts are being paid, and Tetlock claims that the better known and 
more frequently quoted they are, the less reliable their guesses about the future are likely 

to be. The accuracy of an expert’s predictions actually has an inverse relationship to his or 

her self-confidence, renown, and, beyond a certain point, depth of knowledge. People who 
follow current events by reading the papers and newsmagazines regularly can guess what 
is likely to happen about as accurately as the specialists whom the papers quote. Our 
system of expertise is completely inside out: it rewards bad judgments over good ones. 
 

“Expert Political Judgment” is not a work of media criticism. Tetlock is a 

psychologist—he teaches at Berkeley—and his conclusions are based on a long-term 

study that he began twenty years ago. He picked two hundred and eighty-four people who 

made their living “commenting or offering advice on political and economic trends,” and he 

started asking them to assess the probability that various things would or would not come 
to pass, both in the areas of the world in which they specialized and in areas about which 
they were not expert. Would there be a nonviolent end to apartheid in South Africa? Would 
Gorbachev be ousted in a coup? Would the United States go to war in the Persian Gulf? 
Would Canada disintegrate? (Many experts believed that it would, on the ground that 
Quebec would succeed in seceding.) And so on. By the end of the study, in 2003, the 



experts had made 82,361 forecasts. Tetlock also asked questions designed to determine 
how they reached their judgments, how they reacted when their predictions proved to be 
wrong, how they evaluated new information that did not support their views, and how they 
assessed the probability that rival theories and predictions were accurate. 
 
 
Tetlock got a statistical handle on his task by putting most of the forecasting questions 

into a “three possible futures” form. The respondents were asked to rate the probability of 

three alternative outcomes: the persistence of the status quo, more of something (political 
freedom, economic growth), or less of something (repression, recession). And he 
measured his experts on two dimensions: how good they were at guessing probabilities 
(did all the things they said had an x per cent chance of happening happen x per cent of 
the time?), and how accurate they were at predicting specific outcomes. The results were 
unimpressive. On the first scale, the experts performed worse than they would have if they 

had simply assigned an equal probability to all three outcomes—if they had given each 

possible future a thirty-three-per-cent chance of occurring. Human beings who spend their 
lives studying the state of the world, in other words, are poorer forecasters than dart-
throwing monkeys, who would have distributed their picks evenly over the three choices. 
 
Tetlock also found that specialists are not significantly more reliable than non-specialists 
in guessing what is going to happen in the region they study. Knowing a little might make 
someone a more reliable forecaster, but Tetlock found that knowing a lot can actually 

make a person less reliable. “We reach the point of diminishing marginal predictive returns 

for knowledge disconcertingly quickly,” he reports. “In this age of academic 

hyperspecialization, there is no reason for supposing that contributors to top journals—

distinguished political scientists, area study specialists, economists, and so on—are any 

better than journalists or attentive readers of the New York Times in ‘reading’ emerging 

situations.” And the more famous the forecaster the more overblown the forecasts. 

“Experts in demand,” Tetlock says, “were more overconfident than their colleagues who 

eked out existences far from the limelight.” 

 
People who are not experts in the psychology of expertise are likely (I predict) to 

find Tetlock’s results a surprise and a matter for concern. For psychologists, though, 

nothing could be less surprising. “Expert Political Judgment” is just one of more than a 

hundred studies that have pitted experts against statistical or actuarial formulas, and in 
almost all of those studies the people either do no better than the formulas or do worse. In 
one study, college counsellors were given information about a group of high-school 
students and asked to predict their freshman grades in college. The counsellors had 
access to test scores, grades, the results of personality and vocational tests, and personal 
statements from the students, whom they were also permitted to interview. Predictions that 
were produced by a formula using just test scores and grades were more accurate. There 
are also many studies showing that expertise and experience do not make someone a 
better reader of the evidence. In one, data from a test used to diagnose brain damage 

were given to a group of clinical psychologists and their secretaries. The psychologists’ 

diagnoses were no better than the secretaries’. 



ANALYSING THIS ESSAY: 
 
FOR EXAMPLE: TAKE THE LAST PARAGRAPH AND BREAK IT DOWN.  Note the 
hierarchy of ideas, and the start, and end sentences.  Using this technique you can easily 
write your own paragraphs.  Essays follow the same structure as paragraphs, only bigger.  
They usually have an introduction and a summary – either explicit in Academic articles, or 
implicit in magazine ones. 
 
 
The ‘meat’ of this paragraph is the bit in bold below – this is a ‘nugget’ of information and is 
what you actually have to get from your reading or study of the subject.  This usually 
needs a reference at the end. 
 
Then what you get from putting the nugget into context is a) and b) below. 
 
Finally your own opinions come in 1) and 2).  Actually the opinions are the important bits, 
because they are the ‘story’ you are telling in the essay.  In fact if you give the essay as a 
talk you essentially take out the nuggets and simply tell the opinions.  Of course you have 
to sprinkle the ‘story’ with the important nuggets to make it interesting. 
 
So look at the last paragraph in the NY article reproduces above.  Here I have just 
separated out the sentences to illustrate the different parts: 
 

.   
 
1) People who are not experts in the psychology of expertise are likely (I predict) to find 

Tetlock’s results a surprise and a matter for concern.  
 

a) For psychologists, though, nothing could be less surprising. “Expert Political 
Judgment” is just one of more than a hundred studies that have pitted experts 
against statistical or actuarial formulas, and in almost all of those studies the people 
either do no better than the formulas or do worse.  

 
i) In one study, college counsellors were given information about a group of 

high-school students and asked to predict their freshman grades in 
college. The counsellors had access to test scores, grades, the results of 
personality and vocational tests, and personal statements from the 
students, whom they were also permitted to interview. Predictions that 
were produced by a formula using just test scores and grades were more 
accurate.  

 
b) There are also many studies showing that expertise and experience do not make 

someone a better reader of the evidence. In one, data from a test used to diagnose 
brain damage were given to a group of clinical psychologists and their secretaries.  

 
2) The psychologists’ diagnoses were no better than the secretaries’. 
 
 
 
SUMMARY 
In general, if you follow this scheme you will write good essays.  It’s not difficult to 
understand, and it’s satisfying to see the essay evolve.. 


