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MAMORANDUM FOK: The Honorable Perecival Erm&&g& ’
Yirsctor of the Rudget

1. Your memorandum af § Nevamber 1956 touchss squarely 2od g
upon one of the more difficult technical problems of writing estimates - ///af/’aé
namsly, tha vocabulary we use to dascridbe differing degrses of
probability or likelihood and the mattar of passibility.

Z. Lat me begin with the latter. Habitually we think of the
“ponsible’ as the whole range of probabilitics which lie betweean
certainty and immpossibllity. {The sttached chart illustratas this
graphically.] When wo say such and such 3 thing is "possible’ wa
a¥e not guoting odds on the degres ef likelihood 2a to its happening
or not happeaing. We are act dealing with any perticular degree of
picoability. W=z msan marely to say to the reader: "Hexe is a
mattar of atipost importancs which caa happen. We have ao way of
being move precise or of gliviag yan a&ét on the dagree of likallhood
o probability of ita eceurrance. z do Isal, however. that it is
possible. By so saying we aie ra.iling a waraning flag)

3. Ila many roatters we can bt mors precise with zespect ¢ the
odds which iavor the occurrance or nen-gccurrsace of something.
is other words we caa do more than Bay it in “possible”. We feal
that we can in these cases gquots probabilities. Because of the
tmpracisions inhersnt in eatimating the {uture, we confine oursclves,
by and largs. to about five principal categories of likelihood or
probability. Thes2 you will see on the attached chsrt. An you will
note, when we are quits sure that somethiag will happen we uss the
sxpressions “it is almont certain that'”, “it is Mghly likely that”,
“it is highly probable that". When wz sstimate thet the chaaces
atu samewhat less than tha abovs we us2 th: words "lkely™ ox
“probable’. And so an,

4. We bave been alert to the coniusion which may result irom
putting modiilers beinre sxpressions of “possibility”. We make a
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point of trying to avoid expressiens ke there is a sexious
possibility that” or it is é.istkaa:tiﬁ possible that”. We fael
that this kind of modifier is not only unneccessary but that it
tends to make ths word "possible” take on the dutiss of the

word "probable™.

$. Similarly, we would avoid using "possibllity” in ths
way your memorandum suggests. Ia paragraph 18 oi
SNIE 12-2-56, the thing that wa are estimating will probably
increase is the odds favoring war by miscaiculation. Ia our
cstimate we ars saying something differsat {xom your quotation
from 5602/1.

6. If any of your people would like to discuss this mattex

furthexr, Dr. Sherman Kent, Chairman of our Board of National
“atimstes, would bs glad to meet with them.
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