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Vox populi
“In these democratic days, any investigation into the
trustworthiness and peculiarities of popular
judgments is of interest. The material about to be
discussed refers to a small matter, but is much to the
point."
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Surowiecki’s The Wisdom of Crowds (2004), which begins with the weight-judging competition and so brings
it to the attention of a wider audience.

"the middle-most es@mate is 1207 lb.,
and the weight of the dressed ox proved
to be 1198 lb.; so the vox populi was in
this case 9 lb., or 0.8 per cent of the
whole weight too high.” *

2. A VISIT TO THE ARCHIVES:
SOME DISCREPANCIES

Galton’s working papers, notes, some correspondence and a handwritten draft of his article are stored
in the Galton Archive at University College, London.
Study of this material reveals some slips that have a
bearing on subsequent analysis and interpretation. Galton reached the age of 85 on February 16, 1907, and
may have been in a hurry to attract “immediate attention,” for which Nature provided “a ready means” of
communication, as Pearson observed (Pearson, 1924,
page 400).
There are small errors in all three figures appearing in the summary statement of the results quoted
above, although they are arithmetically consistent.
First, with respect to the median entry, among 787 observations this is the 394th in the ranked list, which is
1208 pounds. Second, the outcome, that is, the dressed
weight of the ox, was reported in a letter from the organiser of the competition as 10 cwt, 2 qt and 21 lbs,
that is, 1197 pounds, and this figure appears in Galton’s worksheets, being equal to the 353rd entry in
the ranked list, as shown in the extract reproduced
in Figure 1. So the true error in the middlemost estimate is 11 lb. Galton devoted a paragraph of a letter
to his nephew, Edward Wheler Galton, dated Febru-

Francis Galton and Karl Pearson (1909)

"This result is, I think, more creditable to
the trustworthiness of a democra@c
judgment than might have been
expected."
* use of the arithmetic mean gives 1196 lb, i.e., an
error of 0.2%.
F IG . 1. Extract from Galton’s worksheets. Galton recorded the
rank order(s) of the competitor(s) who chose each possible weight,
recorded in pounds. In this relatively dense part of the distribution
of estimated weights, it is remarkable that there was only a single
winner, and no immediately adjacent runner-up.

F. Galton (1907) Nature 75: 450-451

require no interpolation, being the 197th and 591st ob-

WC experiment = distribution of guesses

It is a mystery!

collective

1.8

2004

correct

1.4

P(x)
frequency

how many candies?

better than
70% of the
guesses

1.6

1.2

ξ = 0.30

1
0.8
0.6

G = 636

0.4

< g > = 531

0.2
0
0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

gi / <
x g >
collective

correct

2

1.5

frequency
P(x)

how many pages?

better than
63% of the
guesses

ξ = 0.37

1

G = 784

0.5

< g > = 560

0
0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

gi / < xg >

gi

The wisdom of crowds is the idea
that the collective beats all
individuals or, at least, most of them.
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The wisdom of crowds is the idea that the collective
beats all individuals or, at least, most of them.
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a typical experiment for the NGDP index
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The wisdom of crowds is the idea that the collective
beats all individuals or, at least, most of them.

Result
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• for each experiment, say
k, compute the fraction of
guesses that are better
than the collective’s.
ξk ∈ [0,1]

k = 1,…,8650
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• count the number of
experiments for which

ξk ∈ [ξ, ξ + Δξ]
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go for the experts!
WC is not present in 33% of
the experiments!

Conclusion

The wisdom of crowds is the
idea that the collective beats all
individuals or, at least, most of
them.
Wisdom of crowds is
most likely a product of
the selective attention
fallacy.
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