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Although some important decisions allow time for reflection before action is required,
there are important life-and-death decisions that must be taken in fractions of a second.
For example, when driving a motor vehicle, it takes skill to decide whether to apply gas
or breaks, to turn the wheel left or right, or to do something else. There is little debate
that controlling a motor vehicle requires knowledge and skill that can be improved
through maturation, education, training, and practice. We have laws that regulate the
minimal age, minimal performance at the task, and minimal knowledge of the rules of the
road that are required for a license. Few dispute the premise that these regulations save
lives.

If some studies have not viewed such judgment and decision making tasks as
skills, I think it is because so much research is done using people who are nearly of the
same age and level of education using tasks that can be completed by a person within a
brief period of time. As soon as one studies human behavior over a longer span of time,
one finds that behavior changes with maturation, experience, and practice. Once such a
wider perspective is taken, the goal should be to identify the laws of nature by which
behavior measured at one time in one environment can be used to predict behavior at
another time and environment.

When people are asked to judge the magnitude of numbers in a between-subjects

experiment, it is possible to show that the number 9 is judged to be significantly greater



than the number 221 (Birnbaum, 1999). However, when the same people are asked to
judge the same two numbers within the same study, no one rates 9 above 221. By
manipulating the distribution of numbers presented to a participant, one can show that the
judgment of one stimulus depends on the other stimuli that are presented. Such
phenomena are known as contextual eftects (Parducci, 1995). Contextual effects
demonstrate a type of learning because people respond differently when exposed to
different distributions of stimuli. People must learn the distributions from experience in
the lab.

Another type of learning occurs when feedback is given to people in order to
“teach” a functional relationship (Birnbaum, 1976). In this type of paradigm, the person
is given feedback and a scoring rule, intended to modify behavior. As the person
acquires more information via experience, behavior changes. One can analyze the
sources of this improvement: are the changes in behavior due to reduction in random
errors, to learning of functional relations, to learning the aggregation rules, or to mapping
subjective value to response?

In tasks in which the context is not altered and there is no explicit request to
improve performance, it is also found that people change behavior when behavior is
analyzed over a period of time. In such cases, it is tempting to suppose that as they
perform the task, people may become “better” at a task by supplying their own internal
feedback. In these cases as well as those in which participants are given an explicit
scoring rule, the goal of the research should be to understand what is changing and why.

In summary, I think it quite reasonable to view many tasks in judgment and

decision making as ones in which behavior will change with experience and training. [



think the goal now is not to merely show that people change over time, but to investigate

the loci of such effects. We need to know whether people change how they perceive the

stimuli, change how they combine information, change their personal parameters, change

the mapping from subjective value to response, or if they reduce variable error in

responding.
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