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8 o 3 . The Sei'nh for Disconfirming Information in’ v
/- : e . ' e
: Memory-Based Person Jwdgments v A .
u 9 g . ’ N . ' K h .r ,’
' [ . . - . p

A tooic of 1ncrea51ng 1nterest in soc{al cognition is how: people

organize, information abouu other individuals in memory and then access:
\‘ - ~ \
N . this informatIon when making ‘a de01slpn. Such research 1s distinct from
. ) . /
much earlier impression formatio research in its focus on processes in-
.

volved in memory-based impressio judgments where all stimulus information

about a verson is™removed before‘a subject is asked to make a juigment.
' 4
' Thns, such’ juﬁgments depénd on a selective sampling of information from

cognltlve representation that has been formed about a person an? stored
v
.
immemory. Recent research on.memoryzpase& judgments by Llngle and Ostrom

o (1979) }ndlcate that when people make such decisions they tend to access
and rely'on memory for prev1ous judgments that they have made about a-
person rather than memory for ariginally presented factual 1nformatlon.

" However, as'a supplement to this reliance on memory for prev1ous juigments,
a ngg{e and Ostrom suggest that subjects also s;stematlcally search thelr
memory for negative factual information. Such a select1ve-memory search
' for negatlve 1nformation is plausible in’light of the abundance of lltera-

L. J

ture indicating that people generally Weighxgegative 1nformation nore ¢

1 4 . s
heavily than posltive information (e g., Kanouse & Hanson, 19723 Fiske, .
v .
e ' 1930) in impression judgments. - C .
Llngle and Ostrom's (1979) conclusions doncerning a negativity effect
j.’\.' ’ ——

can best be understood within the framework of their methodology. Their

-~

task qonsisted of having subjects make pa1rs of memory—based occupational

\\\ ) . snitab;lity Judgmants about stimulas persons Qased on varying numbers of ’/
. X . ‘ = J | . . )
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. p051tive or neg ive trdit char.cteristics. Using decision\\ime as their

ﬂependent varia 1e,’%hey found that when positive traits were presented, -«
de01sion times 1ncreased as set size (i.e., the %umber of descriptive

3 . Lo
stimalus traits) 1ncreased. However, when negative traits were presented,‘

.

decision times decre;;ed slightly as set size increased. They attributed

this effect to a sélective search for‘negative information. ’The 1aréer
, v / D ,
the set -of positive information i%ems. the longer subjegtg neejed to com-

plgte a reoresentaﬁive search ofgthe Fét for negative traits; the greater
N

the number of negative traits, éhe ouicxer subjecté were able to search

e
* )

for and find negative 1nformation items.

While Lingle and Ostrom's'interpretation is plansible and consistent

L

with existing literature 1ndicating a negat1v1ty bias, an alternative ex—

planation of their results-is possible.. It is conceivable that their
- : X

pattern of decision times resulted from subjects selectively searching

-«their memory for disconfirming or 1ncongruent ev1denpe relative to the

Tdecision they had to make rather than*their searching for negative traits
| !

per se. In their resParCh Lingle ,and, Ostrom only asked subgects~to make dy -
~

judgmentg\concerning whéther or not a stimulus person would ‘be successful
EY - i
at a particular occugftion. Since only sucgess jﬂigments were made,

negative traits were those most 1likely to provide disconfirming evidence ,

S0 it is unclear whether sub622ts were searching their memory for negativeg
. ¢ : ’ ’ Lo .

information or possibly searcning their memory for information that was

w o

incongruent with the occupational judgment they had to make. o .,’ <

The present studies examined these two alternatives by hav1ng subjects
) ]

make both negatiVely- and positively-phrased juﬂgnents (that is, "would N

“this person be a failnre as a judge®” as well as "Would this person be a

., 3
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success ag a juAge?"). ‘According to a congfuency hyoothhsis - the e

\/" R
) hyoothesis that Lingle and Ostrom s subgects were searching their memory
~ < )
for disconfirmatory info tion -- only when the valence of the traits
s : 13

matches the nature of the judgment should decision t1me increase W1th the

number of traits in the stimulus set. That 1s, when subgects are making

.

success juigmente; the congruen@y effect predicts the vattern of results

found by, Lingle and Ostrom‘where with increasing set size subjects take

. N
increasingLy more time when conslderino p051t1ve traits but less t1me en

considering negatiye traits, When making fallure judgments, however, a

congruency hyoothesis predicts just the ooposite pattern of results.
Subjects should take increasingly longer to reach a decision as set size

L - r ’ “
increases when they are considering.negative trait sets,,;but less time

L

when they are consijering oositive traits wnich are the traits thab'are
£

. .

oW 19congruent with the failure decision they have to make.

Téo initial’studies were conducted to test the\congruency hypothe is.

Subjects in the Tirst experiment were 32 Ohio State University students
o \/

yhoipart1c1oated in partial, ﬁulfillment of a course requirement. In this

- -

’

°xper1nent,,trait set_size was varied as a w1th1n-sub3ects factor while
decision type (success or failure) was varied as a between-subgects
factor,. resulting in each subject making only,one type of jndgment. Sub<
jects viewed ‘sets of 1, 3, 5, or 7 stitive or rl@ative traits describing

stinulus persons and then, after removal of the traits, were as§ed to 'make

For half of the subjects the judgment asked if
kY v

an occupational judgment

the oerson would be a success in a particular occupation, for the other

half the qd/stiqn asked if the person would be a failure in the occupation.,

Snbjects indicated their decision by pressing a yes/no response buttoh.

" -
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‘I’his pr-ocedure waQrepeatei with ne,w\'iets of traits and oc'cupations’until

each subject had made’16 odcupational ju‘gments. Traits and occupations -

v were counterbalanced dcross set size and decision order. "The dependent *

-

variable of interest was ‘how iong subjects took to maké each decision.

A\
. As indicated the congruency hypothesis would be supported by finding

{
. that regardless or the type of'judgment (success or failure), response

t

time incr)ased ovef’ set size when subﬁects were considering congruent or §

’

confirmatory evidence, but decreased when they were cénsiderin incongruent

-

or disconfirdﬁtory ewidence. Ir each ju*gment were coded, according to

whether the stimulus tralts (p031t1ve or necative) were congruent or in-
)

congruent with the type of\juagment being made (success or failure), the i

stafistical prediction would then be one of a tw0—way 1nteraction between

jndg:ent congruency and’ set size. The negativity hyoothe/ﬂs, holding «

that subJects simply search their ‘memor\ for negétivﬁ'traits? would prédict
. \

a. three-way 1nteraction between judgment t juigment congruency, amd

e ,
1

set size.- That 1s, for success Judwments the congruency‘by sét size inter- .

-action wonld be the same as that found by Lingle and Ostrom; for failure

jgdgments, howover, the congruency-by-set -size interaction ‘would be re- 4
versed with congruent or negatiu’-trait decisions’ being reached faster as
; set size increasese : B . - s

Resuits of. the study oroduced a two-way interaction between congruency
’
' and set size (F (3, 90),— 5.473 p L. #85), but ot a three-way interaction
between judgment type, ¢ ongrue ; and set size (F (3, 00)” 2.20; p :>.l5]
thereby supportingothe congruendy, but not the negativity hyoothesis. '

'Figure 1 in the handout presents a graph of snbjects mean decision times

‘ds a function of set size and whether the trait sets were congruent-or . . (=




* Incongruent. * S . _'
. L 4

The results of the first studyy§uggest people search the1r memory

for discdhflrmlng ev1dence when making memory—based Juigmenfs. Such A

-

4

y v concluslon” however, afpears inconsistent with other reported evidence,

.,

‘ ot such as that by Snyder and Swann (1978), suﬁgestlng that people search '

for conf%rmatory, rather, tnén disconfirmatory, ev1dence when testlng an,

hypothesis. We were 1eft°wonder1ng what it mlght be about this particular
&

Judgment task}that led/éubgects to seargh their memory for d1sconf1rm1ng

. evidence. A possible explanatlonsthat occurred to us was that 51nce Sub-’
-~ Jects made only one type of jwigment (success7fa11ure) they knew what .
.

k1nd of decision they were to make before they' recelved the 1nfor1at10n
I

v, * and thus were able\to functionally encode the stimulus 1nformatlon as %

potentlally d1sconff&matory. Such ehcoding of information may be a pre-

requisite to subjects ‘engaging in this’'type of memory search. &f thls
' ’ . - )

were true, changing the judgment task so that subjects could not know o~ .

whether they would have to make a success or fallure judgnent -- thereby

.

preventing them from LuNCtlonally encoding the stlmulus tra1ts as potentlally

" disconfirmatory --*should. have the-effect of eliminating the 7bngruency

-~

effect; }/. . . s i°

.

] -To test thrs\Fosslbillty, Experlment 2 manloulated the' type of/dudg- N

ment subjects had $o make as a within-subjects factor. ‘he stimulus
P “ . €2l
. materials and procedures were identigal to the first experiment excepf

that subjects now made 8 success and 8 failure judgments randomly 1nter- .-

i

b spersed u1th one another, rather than 16 failure or 16 success: Judgments f

as they had done ip Experiment 1.. Subjects were not told prior to :hcoding
1 ) I IS ' -

each person descriptionlyhat type of judgment they would have. to make.
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The outcome of this second study was that when subjects did not know
4

¢ what kind of juﬂgment they would ‘have to .make, the, congruency hypothesls

-

\ .
was not supported “The congruency by set size 1nteraction proﬂuced an F

.of 1ess‘than 1. The three-way interactlon between judgment type, congruency/

' 4

and set size was also non- signiflcant such $hat there was again no support
o - . ) .
for the negativity effect F1gure’2 presents mean judgment times as a

functlon of set s1ze and Judgment/trait consruency‘ -
N

e

We have just recently cornp}:eted yet a t>§r~d study in which whether
or not SUbJﬂCtS made blocked or mixed Jgfgmen s was varied as a within-
5 ¢

subjects factor with "all subjects making sets of judgments,in both ways. .

Initial analyses of these results are(ponsistent.with the results of the

+ two studies I have Just reported During their blocked judgmenis, subjects v

showel a congruency effect, producing an interaction betdeen the congruency
. \

~

and set size factors; when making m1xed ‘Juigments this interaction disappeared.
V . '

. d ’
 Kgain, for neither blocked nér mixed judgments does there seem to be any
! . A

" support for the negativity effect, .

i}

-—ega®,

In summary, 3 somewhat lengthy list of researchers such as Fischhoff,

-.Slovic, and Lichtenstein (1977), Nisbett and Ross (19%9), Snyder and his’

associates (Snyder & Swann, 1978;.Snyder & Cantor, 1979; Snyder % White, » .
\r 4 :

1981), and Wason and Johnson-Laird (1972) have discussed juigmental biases
that»aopear to resnlt from peoole's tendency to consider supportive, but
not potentially disconfirming information, ;hen mhking decisions. In

. : , . .
1ight,of "the c1ean<utility for accurdte decdsian makingg?f care;ollitson-‘»
sijering both confismatory and disconfirmatory information; one can ask

why it is oeople do’ no} seem to be better at considering dlsconfirmlng in-

formation. One<§%fj' \o\\ k what types of Variables might increase the
] L ) ~
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prob§01lity that a person would make th1§\type of memory soarch Our

7\

/
jnitial investigations using decision time to study-memory-based occupational
N

Judoments suggests that thezopportunity to funct1onally Pncode information

- '

t, as potentially incongruent with a future decision is. ‘an important deter-
minant of wheiher a search for disconfirming evidence will occur?\ This ‘
‘finding.suggests one possible reason why péggle in gen%rél ;;e‘pot Better

~ at considering disconfirming evidencé:§uring’decisi;ns. In their effoffs'.‘

to organlze and gategorize st1mu¥}1peop1e may generally encode evonts_

~

accordinz t5 the categories they represent and are consistent with, rather

Only in those relatively infrequent cases that it becomagécléar what kind
of future judgment will have to be made mai‘people begin to functionally

encode inf ormatlon gs potentialily incongruant and in turn reoresentatlvely

search for disconfirming Pv;dencd prior to reachlng a de01sion.

. ‘ . ) . L. 7£,° . ] ,
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- than according éb\$he events agd cétegOfies with wé;ch ﬁhe& are ihbpngruenﬁ."
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