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"When the facts change, I change my 
mind," British economist John Ma!,nard 
Keynes once -said. "What do !>ou do, Sir?" 

7 7 1 he honest answer that many specialists in 
political, economic, and military affairs 
would have to give would be: "I change the 
facts." At least that's what Tetlock's studies of 
"experts" in a variety of fields seem to suggest. 

In one study, the Ohio State University 
psychologist asked 75 specialists on the for- 
mer  Soviet Union to suppose that 
researchers unearthed new evidence in the 
Kremlin archives. T h e  fresh evidence 
showed that history could have been differ- 
ent  at three junctures: that Stalinism could 
have been averted in the 1920s, that the 
Cold War could have been ended in the 
mid-1950s, a n d  that President Ronald 
Reagan's hardline anti-commnnist policies 
in the early 1980s almost provoked a dan- 
gerous confrontation with the Soviets. 
Besides that "liberal" scenario, Tetlock also 
presented a "conservative" one, asking the 
specialists to suppose that ne\v evidence 
showed that history could not have taken a 
different turn at those three junctures: that 
Stalinism could not have been avertccl in 
the 1920s, etc. 

Tetlock found that the liberal specialists 
rated the imagined "liberal" evidence high- 
ly  credible and the imagined "conservative" 
evidence relatively incredible. T h e  conserv- 
ative specialists took precisely the opposite 
view. In one version of Tctlock's test, some 
specialists did change their minds. But in 
general, he savs, the experts "switched on 

the high-intensity search light of skepti- 
cism" only for the results that ran counter 
to their ideological inclination. 

If experts seem less than open-minded 
when considering the past, they also do not 
come off too well when dealing with the 
future. I n  the late 1980s and early '90s, 
Fetlock asked 199 professors, policy wonks, 
intelligence analysts, journalists, and  other 
experts for predictions on various subjects, 
from the 1992 presidential race to the fate 
of South Africa. T h e  experts, he says, "were 
only slightly more accurate" than the toss of 
a coin would have been. For instance, 
"almost as many experts as not thought [in 
19881 that the Soviet Communist Part!. 
would remain firmly in the saddle of power 
in 1993." Most of the experts "thought they 
knew more than the!, did." Those with 80 
percent or higher confidence in their pre- 
dictions proved correct onl!, 45 percent of 
the time. 

T h e  experts were not eager to admit their 
errors. T h e  predicted outcome "almost 
occurred," many said. O r  it still would 
occur evcnt~till!~. O r  "other things" (as in 
"other things being equal") were not equal. 

Are even experts, being human,  naturally 
inclined to resist learning from events that 
run counter to their expectations? Perhaps, 
savs Tctlock. But it is also possible that they 
have simply adapted to "a professional cul- 
ture in which one's reputation hinges on 
appearing approximately right most of the 
time and on never appearing clearly 
\\~rollg." 
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