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“Two Heads Are Better”

Stands to Reason

IN 2010, BARHAMI £T AL. (1) SHOWED THAT,
in perceptual decision-making tasks, “two
heads are better than one,” provided they
communicate with each other: Multiple deci-
sion-makers jointly adopt the more confident
judgment, which, in ordinary circumstances,
tends to be the more accurate. In his Report
“When are two heads better than one and
why?” (20 April, p. 360), A. Koriat shows
that communication among the two heads is
not even necessary: Asking for the degree of
confidence of the participants and directly
adopting the most confident judgment is an
even better way of aggregating information.
This suggests that the “wisdom of the crowd”
could boil down to the ability to identify the
crowd’s most confident members and abide
by their judgment.

These studies focus on group decisions
based on perception or memory. When
group decisions are based on reasoning,
communication is focused not on individ-
ual confidence but on shareable arguments
(2). Experimental evidence reveals a num-
ber of differences between the two scenar-
ios. In various judgment tasks, the exchange
of arguments outperforms bargaining, even
though bargaining should enable partici-
pants to form estimates of one another’s
confidence (3). The exchange of arguments
often allows the group to converge on the
best answer, even if defended by a minority
(4)—something that would not be possible
in Koriat’s model, which links confidence
and consensus. The group can also reach a
collective decision outside—and superior
to—the range of individual answers avail-
able before the discussion (5, 6). Through
group discussion, participants can reach a
deep understanding of the task, transferable
to new problems (7).

Two heads are better than one not only

in the kind of perceptual or memory tasks
analyzed in Barhami et al. and Koriat’s stud-
ies, but also in solving mathematical or logi-
cal problems (4) and in meeting a variety of
challenges in science (8), education (9), law
(10), and politics (/7). In all these cases, the
authority of the more confident individuals
can be superseded by the quality of the more
convincing arguments.
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