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Introduction

What people think of their own abilities (e.g., whether they see themselves as

particularly intelligent, creative, or emotionally competent) has been the topic of a lot

of psychological research. In a recent book chapter (Neubauer and Hofer, 2020), we

provided a detailed review of this topic. Here, we highlight parallels between estimates

of (or beliefs in) one’s abilities and work on broader beliefs and the process of believing

(also termed “credition”; Angel, 2013).

Abilities and what people know about theirs

Psychological concepts like abilities, skills, competencies, and talents have a long

tradition in differential psychology (i.e., the study of individual differences in human

psychological traits; Cooper, 2020). The “via regia” to assessing these traits in research

and applied settings (e.g., human resources) are psychometric ability tests, like tests of

intelligence, social skills, creative potentials, or attention. People’s scores in such tests

predict important outcomes such as professional success (e.g., Schmidt andHunter, 2004;

Harari et al., 2016) or well-being (e.g., Acar et al., 2021). However, these tests are (1)

challenging to develop and (2) often costly and time-consuming to administer.

Around 100 years ago (e.g., Cogan et al., 1915), the idea of potentially more economic

proxies of abilities came up: People could simply estimate their abilities in a given domain

(e.g., verbal, numerical, or visuospatial abilities; for a review, see Neubauer and Hofer,

2020) by reporting their agreement to statements (e.g., Neubauer et al., 2018) like

• “I can easily rephrase a text using different wording.”

• “I have good mental arithmetic skills.” or

• “I am good at finding my way in an unknown area.”

But self-estimates are not only used in standardized psychological assessments:

People also assess their own abilities in everyday situations, for example, before taking

an exam, when deciding on a career, or even before crossing a street (see also Ackerman

andWolman, 2007; Neubauer and Hofer, 2020). Thus, self-estimates can guide behavior

(e.g., Ackerman and Wolman, 2007). They also show considerable overlap with other

well-researched psychological constructs, such as self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965), self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1977), or self-concept (e.g., Marsh, 1990), all of which tapping into

the positivity of people’s self-views (see also Ackerman and Wolman, 2007; Marsh et al.,

2019).
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The pervasiveness of self-estimates leads us to an important

question: How well do these subjective judgments correspond

to objective performance assessments? In the last 100 years,

dozens of empirical studies tested the accuracy of self-estimates,

not only in psychological domains like intelligence, school

achievement, creativity, or social skills but also in domains like

sports or even sewing abilities. This research is well-documented

in several meta-analyses (e.g., Freund and Kasten, 2012) that

were ultimately integrated within a meta-synthesis (Zell and

Krizan, 2014). These meta-studies found correlations between

self-estimates and more “objective” measures like psychometric

tests, school grades, or performance ratings from sport trainers

of around only 0.3. This seems surprisingly small when

compared to the often higher correlations of objective tests with

external criteria like educational or professional success (e.g.,

around 0.5 in Schmidt and Hunter, 2004).

Self-estimates of abilities are often overly positive but

sometimes also too pessimistic (see also Neubauer and Hofer,

2020). Some work investigated the sources of these individual

differences. The most well-known example—the Dunning-

Kruger effect (Kruger and Dunning, 1999)—suggests that

especially people with low competence do not recognize

their deficits. Notably, our recent findings question the

generalizability of this effect (Hofer et al., 2022c; see also Gignac

and Zajenkowski, 2020). Other research showed that personality

traits were associated with self-estimates and their accuracy. For

example, people higher in narcissism showed a higher tendency

toward overestimating their abilities (e.g., Gabriel et al., 1994).

Our data further indicated that self-estimates of abilities might

even reflect more of a person’s personality than of their “real

ability” (Neubauer and Hofer, 2021; see also Herreen and Zajac,

2018).

Research seems to disagree on how detrimental inaccurate

self-estimates are: Some studies found that accurate self-

estimates are optimal for well-being (Kim et al., 2010; Kim

and Chiu, 2011) but others reported positive (Humberg et al.,

2019) or even overly positive (Dufner et al., 2018; He and Côté,

2019) estimates as more advantageous.What we andmany other

authors agree on is that inaccurate self-estimates could misguide

important life decisions (e.g., Ackerman and Wolman, 2007;

Freund and Kasten, 2012; Neubauer et al., 2018). For example,

girls tend to underestimate their mathematical and visuospatial

abilities, which could be one reason for why they are less likely to

choose a career in a STEM field (see also Steinmayr and Spinath,

2009).

The relatively low accuracy of self-estimates begs the

question what others—such as teachers, parents, or peers—

know about a person’s abilities. Could they help people

to gain more insight into their own abilities? Indeed, the

“other-perspective” is often considerably—and sometimes even

surprisingly (e.g., Borkenau and Liebler, 1993)—accurate (for a

review, see Neubauer and Hofer, 2020). Other-estimates have

FIGURE 1

The Johari window (Luft and Ingham, 1955)/self-other

knowledge asymmetry model (Vazire, 2010).

also been associated with important consequences, for example

via self-fulfilling prophecies in the school context, according

to which teachers’ expectations of their students’ intellectual

potential affects students’ intellectual development (Rosenthal

and Jacobson, 1968; for critical review see Jussim and Harber,

2005).

Until recently, self- and other-estimates were mostly

investigated in two separate lines of research. However, the

two perspectives might potentially provide different insights

on ability domains and, therefore, complement each other.

We compared both perspectives’ accuracy in the framework of

two well-known models: (1) In the Johari-window (Luft and

Ingham, 1955), a trait can fall into one of four quadrants,

based on whether the self, others, both perspectives, or neither

perspective can assess this trait accurately (see Figure 1). (2) The

self-other knowledge asymmetry (SOKA; Vazire, 2010) model

is an extension of the Johari window and aims to predict

personality traits’ locations in the quadrants. We investigated

self-other knowledge asymmetries in six central abilities: verbal,

numerical, spatial intelligence, inter- and intrapersonal abilities,

as well as creative potential. In a series of studies (Neubauer

et al., 2018; Hofer et al., 2022a,b), we found verbal intelligence

often located in the blind spot, with other persons (e.g., peers

or friends) having better (i.e., more accurate) insight than the

self. While particularly numerical intelligence and creativity

were often in the open area (i.e., both the self and others were

at least somewhat accurate), intra- and interpersonal abilities

were predominantly in the hidden area (i.e., the self knew

more about them than others did). Finally, in some instances,

neither people themselves nor others had insight into a person’s

spatial intelligence, meaning that this ability was in the unknown

area. Notably, we also found that what others knew about a

person’s abilities depended on their relationship to this person:

Close others like romantic partners or friends were often more
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accurate than acquaintances (e.g., work colleagues or classmates)

or strangers.

Discussion

Ability estimates as a form of beliefs

In our view, self-estimates of abilities—and related

constructs like self-esteem, self-concept, or self-efficacy—as well

as other-estimates of abilities are conceptually close to beliefs.

Seitz and Angel (2020) suggested that beliefs are characterized

by four aspects:

• Humans tend to believe they are true;

• humans have a positive stance on them;

• they can be updated though new (confirming or

disproving) evidence and;

• the processes behind believing are an expression of a

brain function.

Thus, believing can be considered as process, a concept

termed “credition” (Angel, 2013). Hans-Ferdinand Angel (2013,

p. 536) states that creditions “. . . are connected with empathy,

perception, action control, memory, and the self-concept,” thus,

explicitly relating creditions to the self-concept. Of course,

beliefs are much more comprehensive: They can span factual,

autobiographical, semantic, ethical, political, and religious

domains (e.g., Seitz and Angel, 2020).

Based on different believing processes, Seitz and Angel

(2020) distinguished empirical, relational, and conceptual

beliefs. Empirical and relational beliefs are thought to develop

instantaneously and subconsciously, whereas conceptual beliefs

are considered more complex and language bound. We consider

ability estimates to include aspects of all three types of beliefs.

Ability estimates are empirical as they are partially inferred

based on experiences. When ability estimates are made in

comparison with other people (e.g., Holling and Preckel, 2005),

these estimates are relational as well. Finally, when ability

estimates result from abstract processing, they are similar to

conceptual beliefs, which are thought to be “. . . ubiquitous in

our cultural life and probably build the fundament for our self-

understanding in our social environment . . . ” (Seitz and Angel,

2020, p. 4).

The literature on beliefs yields further similarities to ability

estimates. Just like self-estimates, beliefs are thought to guide

behavior (e.g., Seitz and Angel, 2020; Seitz et al., in press).

Beliefs can also be inaccurate (i.e., misbeliefs) and inaccurately

positive self-estimates of abilities could be viewed as examples

of misbeliefs (McKay and Dennett, 2009). Similar to inaccurate

ability estimates, there also has been discourse about whether

misbeliefs might be detrimental or sometimes even beneficial

(see the contribution by McKay and Dennett, 2009 and its

discussion in the same journal issue). Finally, beliefs are thought

to be malleable: People might update them through learning

(e.g., Seitz and Angel, 2020). Similarly, there is some evidence

that people update their ability estimates after receiving feedback

(e.g., Carpenter et al., 2019).

Future work on ability estimates and
beliefs

Importantly, there are also areas where the research

traditions on ability estimates and beliefs might learn from

each other. As an example, the process-perspective on beliefs

exemplified in the credition model does not yet seem to be well-

represented in the ability estimate literature. While there is some

work on the development and neural correlates of self-concepts

(e.g., Chavez and Wagner, 2020; Van der Aar et al., 2022), we

have yet to encounter an agreed-upon model on how people

arrive at their assessments of their own and others’ abilities. On

the other hand, our work on ability estimates has highlighted the

relevance of differentiating between ability domains and sources

of estimates (i.e., the self and different types of others). Thus,

future work on the intersection between ability estimates and

beliefs/creditions could benefit both areas. This research could

include questions from diverse fields:

• Neuroscience: Where in the brain are ability beliefs

located and is this the same across ability domains (e.g.,

verbal vs. numerical intelligence) and sources of beliefs

(e.g., self vs. other)? By using (functional) MRI, can we

distinguish people who are actually gifted from those who

only believe they are gifted? Conversely, can we identify

“gifted underachievers,” meaning individuals possessing

high ability but not “believing” in it or making use of it (for

earlier studies, see Staudt and Neubauer, 2006; Bergner and

Neubauer, 2011).

• Genetics: As (cognitive) abilities have a strong genetic base

(e.g., Plomin and von Stumm, 2018), the question arises

whether believing in one’s abilities might also be partially

genetically driven. If so, wemay ask what genes are involved

in an ability per se vs. the belief in said ability.

• Developmental psychology: The development of

(cognitive) abilities is also impacted by what people

experience in their (early) lives (e.g., schooling;

Ceci, 1991). Which (childhood and adolescence)

experiences foster ability-related beliefs; which

hinder them?

• Work and organizational psychology: What are the

positive and negative effects of (overly) high ability beliefs

(e.g., Humberg et al., 2019)? Could overestimating one’s

abilities in a certain domain bear positive achievement

outcomes, e.g., by having more self-confidence, higher self-

efficacy etc.?
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Conclusion

How people view their own and one another’s abilities

could be seen as a form of beliefs. While there are many

parallels between the (mostly) psychological research on ability

estimates and the broader and emerging field on beliefs

and creditions, there are also areas where both could learn

from each other. We believe that researchers from each of

these fields would benefit from knowledge of the insights

gained in the other. In interdisciplinary discussions, researchers

should be aware that different terminology might be applied

to conceptually very similar constructs (e.g., self-estimates

and other “self-variables”) so that they can avoid so-called

“jangle fallacies” (i.e., assuming two concepts are very different

from one another when they are not; e.g., Hagger, 2014;

Marsh et al., 2019). Future research on self-estimates and

creditions should help to untangle similarities vs. differences

of these concepts and consequently their convergent vs.

discriminant validities.
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