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Top picks rarely lead their teams 
to the NBA’s mountain top?



Top picks rarely lead their teams 
to the NBA’s mountain top?

Yes . . . .



11 out of 78 number 1 
overall picks have won 
championships for their 
teams, good for about 14% 
of all number 1 picks. 



But how many draft picks 
PERIOD have won 
championships for the teams 
that drafted them?



Looks like winning an NBA 
title is pretty hard is pretty 
hard.  And it looks like 
number 1 picks are about 
20% more likely to win for 
the team that drafted them 
than everyone else. 



Base Rate Fallacy



Base Rate Fallacy

The base rate fallacy, also called base rate neglect or base rate bias, is a 
type of fallacy in which people tend to ignore the base rate (e.g., general 
prevalence) in favor of the individuating information (i.e., information 
pertaining only to a specific case).



Base Rate Fallacy

The base rate fallacy, also called base rate neglect or base rate bias, is a 
type of fallacy in which people tend to ignore the base rate (e.g., general 
prevalence) in favor of the individuating information (i.e., information 
pertaining only to a specific case).

Essentially, people tend to focus on the exceptional rather than general to 
their detriment (and don’t understand probability) . . . 



Imagine that a group of police officers have breathalyzers displaying false 
drunkenness in 5% of the cases in which the driver is sober. However, 
the breathalyzers never fail to detect a truly drunk person. One in a 
thousand drivers is driving drunk. Suppose the police officers then 
stop a driver at random to administer a breathalyzer test. It indicates that 
the driver is drunk. No other information is known about them.



What is the probability the driver is drunk?



What is the probability the driver drunk?
Hint: it’s not 95%



1 driver is drunk, and it is 100% certain that for that driver there is a true positive test result, so there is 1 true 
positive test result.

999 drivers are not drunk, and among those drivers there are 5% false positive test results, so there are 49.95 
false positive test results.

Therefore, the probability that any given driver among the 1 + 49.95 = 50.95 positive test results really is drunk 
is: 

1/50.95 ≈ 0.019627
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Hiring Decisions -- Who will be more successful?

Jenna is a stellar candidate with dual degrees from Ivy League 
Universities 

Rachel went to community college and then transferred to a state 
school



Hiring Decisions -- Who will be more successful?

Jenna is a stellar candidate with dual degrees from Ivy League 
Universities 

Rachel went to community college and then transferred to a state 
school

Who knows? How successful are you candidates on average?



Startups -- Which will be profitable?





90% of Startups fail!



Winning the title is 
hard--and it’s only a 

little easier for #1 
picks



Failure to consider the base rate goes beyond championships . . . 



The average NBA career is about 4.5 years









Number 1 Pick

Lebron James

Michael Jordan

Eddie Johnson

Karl Malone





“Superforecasters” take the Base Rate into Account 
When Making Predictions



Super Predictors: Taking the Base Rate into Account 
for Making Predictions

Account for the Base Rate in Action . . . 



Super Predictors: Taking the Base Rate into Account 
for Making Predictions

Account for the Base Rate in Action . . . 
Will North Korea Test a Missile by the end of 2024?



Start with the ordinary, then move to the exceptional



THE BASE RATE

1. Historical Average (1984-2023): Since 1984, North Korea has conducted over 270 missile tests, averaging about 6.75 tests per year. 
This frequency has sharply increased under Kim Jong-un, particularly since 2017 

2. Increased Testing in Recent Years (2019-2023): Over the past five years, North Korea conducted approximately 100 tests, averaging 
20 per year. This period includes some of the most intense testing years on record, with 2022 alone seeing over 60 missile launches 

3. 2023 Peak Activity: In 2023, North Korea conducted at least 36 tests, primarily focused on short- and medium-range ballistic missiles 
and intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). This testing frequency was one of the highest on record 

4. 2024 Drawdown: So far in 2024, North Korea has conducted just four missile tests, a considerable reduction compared to the previous 
year. The limited testing could indicate strategic adjustments, perhaps in response to diplomatic or regional military dynamics 



WHAT COULD CHANGE THE BASE RATE

1. Historical & Strategic Timing: North Korea often tests around significant events or to gain diplomatic leverage. With the U.S. election 
approaching, another test could be likely 

2. Regional Military Dynamics: Joint U.S.-ROK military drills and new deployments in the region can increase North Korea’s response 
likelihood to assert its deterrence capabilities 

3. Diplomatic Pressures: Vetoes from China and Russia on UN sanctions have lowered immediate risks for North Korea, possibly 
encouraging further tests 

4. Internal Policy Goals: North Korea’s defense strategy under Kim Jong-un includes ongoing missile advancement, making technical 
validation or new system testing plausible 

5. Leadership Unpredictability: Kim Jong-un’s decision-making often defies patterns, making predictions challenging but crucial for 
assessing risk



What’s an area in your life/business/analysis that 
you fell victim to the base rate fallacy?



1934 - 2024


