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What is the wisdom of crowds about?



Let’s kick things off by solving a problem.

What is the age of Adrian’s grandmother (on his
father’s side)?
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father’s side)?

Answer: 83.75
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The many, who are not as individuals excellent

men, nevertheless can, when they have come
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 ...just as feasts to which many contribute are better
than feasts provided at one person’s expense.
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CHAR L ES  MACKAY

So many examples of collective folly: economic
bubbles, crusades, witch manias.
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No they're not.
CHAR L ES  MACKAY

So many examples of collective folly: economic
bubbles, crusades, witch manias.

Brexit...

MacKay ,  C .  ( 1 84 1 ) .  Memoi rs  o f  Ex t rao rd ina ry  Popu la r  De lus ions  and  the  Madness  o f  C rowds  ( Vo lumes  I - I I I ) .  London :  R ichard  Bent ley .

The success of Marvel movies...
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FRANC IS  GAL TON
A weight-judging competition was carried on at the

annual show of the West of England Fat Stock and
Poultry Exhibition recently held at Plymouth.

A fat ox having been selected, competitors bought
stamped and numbered cards, for 6d. each, on which

to inscribe their respective names, addresses, and
estimates of what the ox would weigh after it had been

slaughtered and “dressed”.

Those who guessed most successfully received prizes.

About 800 tickets were issued, which were kindly lent
me for examination after they had fulfilled their

immediate purpose. .. [of which] there remained 787
for discussion.
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...so the vox populi was in this case 9 lb., or 0.8 per cent.
of the whole weight too high.
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By middlemost I mean what you might call today the

median.

People have since pointed out that the mean was even
more accurate: 1197 lbs.

The crowd was, on average, within 1 lb (!) of the
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This result is, I think, more creditable to the trust-
worthiness of a democratic judgment than might have

been expected.

FRANC IS  GAL TON

Ga l ton ,  F .  ( 1 907 ) .  Vox  popu l i .  Nature ,  75 ( 7 ) ,  450—451 .



So groups can be used to estimate the weights of oxen...

What's the big deal?



Surowieck i ,  J .  ( 2005 ) .  The  W isdom o f  C rowds .  Anchor

JAMES  SUROWIECK I
There are many more examples of the wisdom of

crowds at work.

Like the market response to the Challenger disaster.
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JAMES  SUROWIECK I
There are many more examples of the wisdom of

crowds at work.

Like the market response to the Challenger disaster.

Or the finding of the Scorpion submarine.

Or golden shiners, as a group, finding patches
of shade.

I A IN  COUZ IN

Even though individuals are bad at it.

Berdah l ,  A . ,  To rney ,  C .  J . ,  I oannou ,  C .  C . ,  Fa r ia ,  J .  J . ,  &  Couz in ,  I .  D .  ( 20 13 ) .  Emergent  sens ing  o f  comp lex  env i ronments  by  mob i l e  an ima l  g roups .  Sc ience ,  339 (6 1 19 ) ,  574-576 .
Yong ,  E .  ( 20 13 ) .  The  Rea l  W isdom of  C rowds .  Nat iona l  Geograph ic .

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/the-real-wisdom-of-the-crowds


In fact, all sorts of organisms with very limited intelligence can
end up behaving rather smartly.

As a group...



See ley ,  T .D .  ( 20 10 ) .  Honeybee  Democracy .  P r ince ton  Un ive rs i t y  P ress

THOMAS  D .  SEE L EY
Once a year, wild honeybees swarm in search of a

new nest.

Scouts are sent off, and they return with
information about potential nesting sites.

The rest of the swarm weighs up the options and
‘democratically’ chooses a new site.

Remarkably, the collective choice usually turns out
to be the best one available.



Collective animal
intelligence is a thriving
research topic.

DAVID J.T. SUMPTER
Collective Animal Behavior
Princeton University Press
2012



Wise crowds also give us a way of looking at democratic
institutions.



Wise crowds also give us a way of looking at democratic
institutions.

Not just fair, but also good at finding solutions to problems.



Wol f ,  M . ,  K rause ,  J . ,  Ca rney ,  P .  A . ,  Bogar t ,  A . ,  &  Kurvers ,  R .  H .  J .  M .  ( 20 15 ) .  Co l l ec t i ve  in te l l i gence  meets  med ica l
dec is ion-mak ing :  the  co l l ec t i ve  ou tper fo rms  the  bes t  rad io log i s t .  P loS  One ,  10 (8 )

Aggregation of opinions can be used to improve medical
assessments.

And even LLMs are getting into it now!
Ha lawi ,  D . ,  Zhang ,  F . ,  Yueh-Han ,  C . ,  &  S te inhard t ,  J .  ( 2024 ) .  Approach ing  Human-Leve l  Fo recas t ing  w i th

Language  Mode ls .  I n  a rX i v  [cs . LG] .  a rX i v .  h t tp : / /a rx i v .o rg /abs/2402 . 18563



P la to .  Repub l i c .  T rans la ted  by  Pau l  Shorey ,  2  vo lumes .  Loeb .
Hutch ins ,  E .  ( 1 995 ) .  Cogn i t i on  i n  the  W i l d .  M IT  P ress

 Landemore ,  H .  ( 20 12 ) .  Democra t i c  Reason .  P r ince ton  Un ive rs i t y  P ress

PARTY - POOPER  P LATO
When you give people democratic choice they end

up doing something stupid.

Good statecraft is like flying a plane.

And you need a good pilot for that.

Actually... flying a plane (or running a ship)
requires a lot of coordination and teamwork.

EDWIN  HUTCH INS

HÉ LÈNE  LANDEMORE
Similarly, modern societies need the input of as
many and as diverse parties as possible to work

well.



Applications?
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 And other prediction platforms, like Metaculus or
Good Judgment Open.

People buy and sell shares in future events. 
E R IC  Z I T Z EWI TZ

The price indicates the collective estimate of the
probability of the event.

See PredictIt.

https://www.metaculus.com/
https://www.gjopen.com/
https://www.predictit.org/


Where did it all start?



CONDORCET

The role of the government is to implement
measures that are in the best interest of society.

But how to decide on what outcomes are good?

Democratic procedures can work well.

Mar ie  Jean  An to ine  N ico las  de  Car i ta t ,  Marqu is  o f  Condorce t  ( 1 785 ) .  Essa i  su r  l ’ app l i ca t i on  de  l ’ ana l yse  à  l a  p robab i l i t é  des  dec i s ions  rendues  à  l a  p lu ra l i t é  des  vo i x .



CONDORCET

The role of the government is to implement
measures that are in the best interest of society.

But how to decide on what outcomes are good?

Democratic procedures can work well.

And I can show it using this newfangled theory of
probabilities...
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