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that underlies the ability to recognize correct judgment. To lack the
former is to be deficient in the latter.

Imperfect Self-Assessments

We focus on the metacognitive skills of the incompetent to
explain, in part, the fact that people seem to be so imperfect in
appraising themselves and their abilities.1 Perhaps the best illus-
tration of this tendency is the "above-average effect," or the
tendency of the average person to believe he or she is above
average, a result that defies the logic of descriptive statistics
(Alicke, 1985; Alicke, Klotz, Breitenbecher, Yurak, & Vreden-
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and test performance. In all studies, we predicted that participants
in general would overestimate their ability and performance rela-
tive to objective criteria. But more to the point, we predicted that
those who proved to be incompetent (i.e., those who scored in the
bottom quarter of the distribution) would be unaware that they had
performed poorly. For example, their score would fall in the 10th
or 15th percentile among their peers, but they would estimate that
it fell much higher (Prediction 1). Of course, this overestimation
could be taken as a mathematical verity. If one has a low score, one
has a better chance of overestimating one's performance than
underestimating it. Thus, the real question in these studies is how
much those who scored poorly would be miscalibrated with re-
spect to their performance.
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mean of 50, one-sample rs(83) = 5.90 and 5.13, respectively, ps <
.0001. Participants also overestimated the number of items they
answered correctly, M = 15.2 (perceived) versus 13.3 (actual),
r(83) = 6.63, p < .0001. Although participants' perceptions of
their general grammar ability were uncorrelated with their actual
test scores, r(82) = .14, ns, their perceptions of how their test
performance would rank among their peers was correlated with
their actual score, albeit to a marginal degree, r(82) = .19, p < .09,
as was their
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Table 1
Self-Ratings (Percentile Scales) of Ability and Performance on Test Before and After Grading Task
for Bottom- and Top-Quartile
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Figure 4. Perceived logical reasoning ability and test performance as a
function of actual test performance (Study 4).

tially scored in the top quartile, Ms = 9.3 and 9.9, respectively,
f(30) = 1.38, ns. In other words, the incompetent had become
experts.

To test the second part of our prediction, we examined the
impact of training on participants' self-impressions in a series of 2
(training: yes or no) X 2 (pre- vs. postmanipulation) X 4 (quar-
tile: 1 through 4) mixed-model analyses of variance (ANOVAs).
These analyses revealed the expected three-way interactions for
estimates of general ability, F(3, 132) = 2.49, p < .07, percentile
score on the test, F(3, 132) = 8.32, p < .001, and raw test score,

F(3, 132) = 19.67, p < .0001, indicating that the impact of
training on self-assessment depended on participants' initial test
performance. Table 2 displays how training influenced the degree
of miscalibration participants exhibited for each measure.

To examine these interactions in greater detail, we conducted
two sets of 2 (training: yes or no) X 2 (pre- vs. postmanipulation)
ANOVAs. The first looked at participants in the bottom quartile,
the second at participants in the top quartile. Among bottom-
quartile participants, we found the expected interactions for esti-
mates of logical reasoning ability, F(l, 35) = 6.67, p < .02,
percentile test score, F(l, 35) = 14.30, p < .002, and raw test
score, F(l, 35) = 41.0, p < .0001, indicating that the change in
participants' estimates of their ability and test performance de-
pended on whether they had received training.

As Table 2 depicts, participants in the bottom quartile who ha
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phrase, Thomas Gray was right: Ignorance is bliss—at least when
it comes to assessments of one's own ability.

What causes this gross overestimation? Studies 3 an
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