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ABSTRACT

Who has not erred? The more significant question concerns

one’s ability to correct errors. We explore the extent to which

this can be done ex ante using contingent reasoning rather

than learning from mistakes ex post. Inspired by an

increasingly known example of Savage (1954), we develop a

knowledge-based refinement of the sure-thing principle and

show its equivalence to a definition of contingent reasoning by

aggregating the contingency-induced choices arising from

hypothetical knowledge. This helps shape the design of

experiments which expose subjects to hypothetical knowledge

relating to the choice situation at hand before making the

actual decision. We report experiments on decision errors

relating to a number of choice puzzles in the literature. Besides

Allais’ (1953) common-consequence and common-ratio

problems and Ellsberg’s (1961) three-color problem, we discuss

the Monty Hall problem, the Cason-Plott (2014) treatment of

the Becker-DeGroot-Marschak mechanism, and the acquiring-

a-company problem (Samuelson-Bazerman, 1985) which relates

to Akerlof’s (1970) lemons problem and the winner’s curse in

common value auctions (Capen, Clapp, and Campbell, 1971;

Charness and Levin, 2009). Results from these preliminary

studies indicate that our hypothetical knowledge treatment is

effective in reducing the incidence of ex ante decision error by

enhancing the quality of contingent reasoning.
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