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Three studies examined whether the focus of judgment of a rating
scale question can influence responses through a hypothesis
confirmation bias. Study 1 showed that focusing the question
wording on one of two political parties led nonpartisan subjects
who had little relevant knowledge to evaluate media coverage as
more hostile to that party. Studies 2 and 3 demonstrated that
asking for the likelihood that a specified person was an engineer
stimulated more engineerlike ratings in response to a personal
description than asking for the likelihood that the person was
a lawyer. This effect occurred only when a large amount of
hypothesis-compaltible information was available to subjects,
when they paid close attention to il, and when they had pre-
viously been successful at interpreting informaltion as consistent
with the hypothesis implied by the question. Togethey these
studies illustrate two focus of judgment effects and identify
Jactors that regulate their magnitudes.

A number of studies have demonstrated that people’s
reports of their attitudes and beliefs can sometimes be
altered dramatically by slight changes in question word-
ing or format. For example, asking people whether they
agree with an assertion supporting a public policy typi-
cally yields more positive responses than asking people di-
rectly whether they favor or oppose the policy (Schuman &
Presser, 1981). This difference presumably results from
acquiescence response bias among some respondents.
Furthermore, varying the order in which response alter-
natives are read to respondents can significantly alter
their selections in ranking questions (Krosnick & Alwin,
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1987). The effects of such variations are referred to as
response order effects.

One possible explanation for these two findings is a
bias in respondents’ information processing toward hy-
pothesis confirmation (Skov & Sherman, 1986; Wason,
1960). For example, McClendon (1991) and Krosnick
(1991) proposed that acquiescence response bias may
result from respondents focusing their thinking primar-
ily on generating reasons to agree with propositions of-
fered by questions. Similarly, Krosnick and Alwin (1987)
argued that response order effects occur because re-
spondents approach their task by trying to generate as
many reasons as they can to support selection of each
alternative. These arguments are consistent with Ross’s
(1977) view that perseverance effects (Anderson, Lepper, &
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Ross, 1980; Ross, Lepper, & Hubbard, 1975) occur be-
cause people are biased toward generating beliefs that
support a description of themselves that they have been
told is accurate. These arguments are also consistentwith
evidence illustrating hypothesis confirmation biases in
social perception (Snyder, 1981; Snyder & Campbell,
1980; Snyder & Swann, 1978; for reviews of the hypoth-
esis confirmation bias literature more generally, see
Fischhoff & Beyth-Maron, 1983; Klayman & Ha, 1987)
and in covariation assessment (Chapman & Chapman,
1969; Hamilton, 1979; Jennings, Amabile, & Ross, 1980).

The hypothesis confirmation account suggests that
the wording of a question, by conveying an implicit
hypothesis, biases respondents to think about the ques-
tion in a particular way. Although this notion is in line
with much of the psycholinguistic research on the nature
of presuppositions (see, e.g., Clark, 1985; Clark & Clark,
1977; Levinson, 1983) and, in particular, with research
on rules of conversations, or conversational norms
(Grice, 1975; Hilton, 1990), there is one important dif-
ference. The hypothesis confirmation account is purely
cognitive, or intrapsychic, whereas the rules of conversa-
tion account is more interpersonal. That is, if a subject
shows a focus of judgment effect, according to a rules of
conversation explanation, this effect would be viewed as
originating from the subject’s sense of what the experi-
menter wanted him or her to focus on, by dint of the way
the experimenter asked the question. The hypothesis
confirmation account does not hinge on this interper-
sonal element; subjects can confirm an implicit hypoth-
esis offered by a question without any consideration of
what the experimenter was trying to communicate or any
awareness of the experimenter’s wishes or goals.

In this article, we explore whether bias toward hypoth-
esis confirmation may affect people’s answers to ques-
tions that ask respondents to indicate the degree to
which some specific condition obtains. For example, a
question might inquire about the degree to which a
television news story about the Arab/Israeli conflict was
biased against Israel (Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985).
Such a question might ask respondents to select 2 point
on a scale ranging from not at all to a great deal.

Implicitly, this question offers a hypothesis: that the
broadcast was biased against Israel. If, in answering the
question, respondents are biased toward hypothesis con-
firmation, the choice of object to serve as the focus of
judgment might be consequential. That is, hypothesis
confirmation bias would lead subjects to rate the broad-
cast as biased against Israel, a pro-Israeli sentiment. If
instead the question were to ask how much the broadcast
was biased against Arabs, a pro-Arab sentiment might be
expressed. This pattern implies a focus of judgment effect,
whereby ratings are biased toward supporting any im-
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plicit assertion or hypothesis that is the focus of a ques-
tion stem.

The same confirmation bias may also operate in more
neutrally worded questions, but in a less obvious man-
ner. That is, a focus of judgment effect could occur even
when a question stem does not offer a direct hypothesis.
Rather, a question could simply focus respondents’ at-
tention on a person or group. A large literature now
indicates that evaluations of others are subject to a posi-
tivity bias, whereby people are inclined toward positive
evaluations of individuals or groups (Sears, 1983). There-
fore, by focusing a respondent’s attention on a person
or group, a question may instigate automatic generation
of a sympathetic implicit hypothesis, yielding favorable
information processing regarding that person or group.
This process would then enhance the positivity of evalu-
ations of that person or group.

The primary goals of the present studies were to test
these hypotheses and to examine the conditions under
which focus of judgment effects are most likely to occur.
Surprisingly, social psychological research has not yet
offered much insight regarding the conditions under
which hypothesis confirmation bias is most litely to
appear. The reasoning offered above about .ocus of
judgment effects suggests two factors that may regulate
their magnitude: a priori biasand level of know! dge. Among
respondents who have an a priori opinion ,n the matter
in question (and who are thus biased), that opinion may
be the hypothesis that they are inclined to confirm. In
relation to the Arab/Israeli example, individuals who
support Israel may wish to express pro-Israeli sentiment
regardless of the phrasing of a question (see, e.g.,
Sanitioso, Kunda, & Fong, 1990). For individuals who do
not have an a priori opinion on the matter in question
(and are thus neutral), level of knowledge may become
the differentiating variable. A respondent who has litde
knowledge about the topic will be forced to generate
beliefs, whereas a respondent who has a great deal of
relevant knowledge can simply retrieve these beliefs in
order to make a judgment. The former individual, thus,
may be more susceptible to a confirmatory bias because
he or she is less likely and able to attempt to disconfirm
the hypothesis. In sum, then, the wording of a question
may offer unknowledgeable individuals who have no a
priori opinion (i.e., neutrals) a hypothesis that they are
then inclined to confirm. Therefore, the focus of judg-
ment effect may appear only among such respondents.

To test these ideas, we first designed an experiment
based on the study that led us to generate these hypoth-
eses: the demonstration by Vallone et al. (1985) of the
hostile media phenomenon. In their study, pro-Arab,
pro-Israel, and neutral subjects evaluated the degree of
bias in several television news stories about the Arab/
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Israeli conflict. As expected, the pro-Arab subjects con-
sistently reported a pro-Israel bias in the stories, while
the pro-Israel subjects perceived an anti-Israel bias
instead.

Our interest was not in these two groups, but, rather,
in the neutral subjects. These subjects’ judgments of bias
closely resembled those of the pro-Israel subjects, a find-
ing that Vallone et al. speculated was the result of a
generally pro-Israel bias among Americans. However,
because their subjects were asked about how well they
thought Israel had been treated in the broadcasts, our
focus of judgment hypothesis could also explain this
finding. Given a positivity bias (Sears, 1983) and a hy-
pothesis confirmation set, we would expect that focusing
neutral subjects’ thinking on Israel would lead these in-
dividuals to resemble pro-Israel subjects. Furthermore,
the correspondence Vallone et al. observed between the
neutral subjects and the pro-Israel subjects was greatest
among those neutral subjects who reported knowing
little about the Arab/Israeli conflict. This finding is
consistent with our claim that neutral subjects with little
relevant knowledge are more susceptible to focus of
judgment effects than subjects with greater amounts of
knowledge. To gain confidence that this interpretation
of the findings is correct, however, it was necessary to
replicate the procedure Vallone et al. used including an
experimental variation of question wording.

The setting for our first study was the province of
British Columbia, Canada. British Columbia is ideal for
a study of this kind because it has two polarized main
political parties: the Social Credit party (SCP), a highly
conservative group in power during data collection, and
the New Democratic party (NDP), a highly liberal group.
Our stimulus materials were newspaper clippings con-
cerning two controversial SCP initiatives: privatization
(the selling off of governmentrun services to the private
sector) and decentralization (the dividing of the prov-
ince into semiautonomous regions). On ideological
grounds, the NDP was strongly opposed to these SCP
initiatives. Therefore, we expected to replicate the hos-
tile media phenomenon using media coverage of these
two issues and partisans from these two groups. Further-
more, we expected that these issues would constitute
vehicles to examine whether question wording can pro-
duce a focus of judgment effect.

STUDY1

Method

Subjects. Subjects were 165 volunteers from the Uni-
versity of British Columbia (UBC) and Simon Fraser
University (SFU). The SCP partisan group was composed

of 39 undergraduate members of SCP student associa-
tions at UBC and SFU. The NDP partisan group was
composed of 21 undergraduate members of NDP stu-
dent associations at UBC and SFU. Subjects from both
partisan groups were invited to participate at general
meetings, and all members who were asked agreed to
participate. The neutral group comprised 105 under-
graduates at UBC (94% of those asked) who were not
members of either student association and who did not
belong to either the SCP or the NDP.

Procedure. Subjects completed a pretest questionnaire,
read a set of newspaper clippings, and completed a post-
test questionnaire in groups ranging from 9 to 71.

Newspaper clippings. Excerpts from 10 articles dealing
with the issues of privatization and decentralization were
selected from local newspapers. Although a few authors
merely reported the initiatives in an objective manner,
most sided with one viewpoint or the other. Occasionally,
a single author presented both opinions, often in the
form of criticisms by the NDP and rebuttals by the SCP
leaders. Both sides’ points of view were clearly repre-
sented, and the 10 excerpts were equated as much as
possible in length, clarity, and the quality of SCP and
NDP arguments.

Pretest questionnaire. The pretest questionnaire assessed
membership in provincial politics and knowledge about
the parties and the issues. Knowledge was measured with
two direct questions and two questions that assessed
exposure to relevant information. Subjects were asked,
on 5-point scales from I know virtually nothing to I know
almost everything, “How much do you know about the
ideological differences between the NDP and the SCP?”
and “How much do you know about the recent conflict
concerning the SCP’s plans of decentralization and pri-
vatization?” Subjects were also asked, on 8-point scales
from less than V2 hour per week to more than 16 hours per
week, “How much time have you spent (in the last 3
months) gathering information (from newspapers, mag-
azines, radio, and T.V.) about the government’s policies
of decentralization and privatization?” and “How much
time have you spent (in the last 3 months) talking about
these issues with friends, relatives, or strangers?”

Postiest questionnaire. The posttest questionnaire, adapted
from Vallone et al. (1985, p. 580) and Ross (personal
communication, January, 1988), measured perceptions
of fairness and objectivity of the media reports. SCP,
NDP, and neutral subjects were randomly assigned to
receive posttest questionnaires that were anchored on
either the SCP or the NDP. Both versions included five
questions, all with 75-mm lines as response scales. Sub-



jects were asked to put a slash through each line to
indicate their answer. Responses were scored from 1 to
75 on the basis of measurements.

On the NDP-anchored questionnaire, the first ques-
tion was “What is your impression of how these particular
newsclippings have treated the NDP?” (the endpoints
were strongly biased AGAINST the NDP and strongly biased
IN FAVOR of the NDP). The second question was “Con-
sider a group of people who were undecided or ambiva-
lent as to their feelings about the NDP and the only
information they had access to was from these clippings.
Would the information included in these clippings com-
municate to these people a positive (good) impression of
the NDP or a negative (bad) impression?” (endpoints
were very NEGATIVE impression of the NDP and very POSI-
TIVE impression of the NDP). The third question was
“Based upon your reading of these newsclippings, what
do you think are the personal views of the editorial staff
that put them together (the people who chose what
information toinclude)?” (endpointswere very PRONDP
and very ANTI NDP). Fourth, subjects were asked, “With
respect to the policies of decentralization and privatiza-
tion, consider all media coverage that you are familiar
with (T.V,, radio, magazines, etc.). How would you sum-
marize the way in which the media in general has treated
the NDP?” (endpoints were strongly biased AGAINST the
NDP and strongly biased IN FAVOR of the NDP). The fifth
question was identical to Question 4, except that, instead
of asking about “decentralization and privatization,” it
asked about “the conflictbetween the SCP and the NDP.”

On the SCP-anchored questionnaire, all references to
the NDP above were replaced by SCP. Answers were
coded so that higher scores on the bias questions indi-
cated more perceived bias against the NDP.

Scale construction. The five items measuring bias were
all highly correlated with one another (s ranged from
.5 to .8), and item-total correlations ranged from 710.8,
with an alpha of .88. Because the items appear to have
been measuring the same construct, they were combined
into one variable called perceived bias, which ranged
from 1 (strongly biased against the SCP) to 75 (strongly
biased against the NDP).

Results

The hostile media phenomenon. Partisan subjects’ responses
clearly replicated the hostile media phenomenon
(Vallone et al., 1985). Both the SCP and the NDP parti-
sans saw the newspaper clippings as biased against their
own group (see Table 1). SCP supporters saw the clip-
pings as biased against the SCP (M= 26.8), whereas NDP
supporters saw the same clippings as biased against the
NDP (M = 44.2). The difference between the two mean
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TABLE 1: Perceived Bias as a Function of Question Anchor and Group
Membership, Study 1

Group
Question Anchor SCP Neutral NDP
SCP 25.9 27.6 43,2
(21) (54) (10
NDP 28.3 36.4 45.2

(18) (51) (11)

NOTE: SCP = Social Credit party; NDP = New Democratic party. Higher
numbers indicate perceptions of greater bias against the NDP. Possible
scores range from 1 to 75. The number of subjects in each group is
given in parentheses below the mean.

ratings was significant, F(1, 58) = 30.85, p<.001, and both
the SCP and the NDP groups were significantly different
from the neutral group (M= 31.9), F(1, 142) = 5.17, p<
025, and F(1, 124) = 18.75, p < .001, respectively. Each
of the individual items revealed significant differences
between SCP and NDP subjects, thus offering strong
support to the hostile media phenomenon hypothesis.'

Effects of question anchor and knowledge. As expected,
questions anchored on the SCP garnered ratings of
greater bias against the SCP (M = 28.9) than questions
anchored on the NDP (M= 35.8), F(1, 163) = 13.35, p<
.001. Although the Group X Question Anchor interac-
tion fell short of significance, F(2, 162) = 1.61, p = .10
(one-tailed), planned comparisons revealed a significant
effect of question anchor on ratings for the neutral
group, F(1,103) =16.65, p<.001, but not for the pro-SCP
group, F(1, 37) = 0.45, p = .51, or the pro-NDP group,
F(1,19) =0.13, p=.73.

Next, we divided the subjects into groups above and
below the median on knowledge about the issues (one
neutral subject was lost because of missing data on the
knowledge items). Among the neutral subjects, the ex-
pected Question Anchor X Knowledge interaction did
indeed appear, F(1, 103) = 6.74, p< .01. Neutral subjects
who were low in knowledge were affected by the question
anchor, F(1, 72) = 25.62, p < .001, whereas highly knowl-
edgeable neutrals were not, F(1, 31) = 0.01, p= .93 (see
Figure 1).2

When questions were anchored on the SCP, the low-
knowledge neutral subjects were significantly different
from the NDP partisans, F(1, 44) = 25.70, p < .001, but
not from the SCP partisans, F(1, 55) = 0.01, p=.93. But
when the questions were anchored on the NDP, the
low-knowledge neutral subjects were significantly differ-
ent from the SCP partisans, F(1, 52) = 9.43, p<.005, but
not from the NDP partisans, F(1, 45) = 3.22, p=.08. This
replicates conceptually the finding by Vallone et al.
(1985) of no difference between the low-knowledge neu-
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Figure1 “Perceived bias” scores as a function of question anchor and
knowledge for neutral group, Study 1.

trals and the pro-Israel partisans when their questions
were anchored on Israel.

Not surprisingly, almost all the partisan subjects fell
into the high-knowledge group in the overall sample
median split. However, when the partisan subjects were
divided into high- and low-knowledge groups according
to their own knowledge median, the Question Anchor X
Knowledge interaction for the two partisan groups com-
bined was not significant, F(1, 58) = 1.21, p= .28.

Discussion

The results from Study 1 are consistent with our
expectations. Among neutral subjects who were low in
issue-relevant knowledge, whichever group was the focus
of our bias questions was rated as having been treated
more poorly in the newspaper clippings. Thus, we have
identified a new question wording effect and two factors
that regulate its magnitude, suggesting that the effect is
due to a hypothesis confirmation bias.

These results suggest a different explanation than the
one offered by Vallone et al. (1985) to account for the
fact that their neutral subjects (especially those lowest in
relevant knowledge) more closely resembled their pro-
Israel subjects than their pro-Arab subjects. Aside from
the possibility that their videotaped stimuli were actually
biased against Israel, these authors reasoned that Amer-
ican sentiments may have been somewhat pro-Israel and
that their “neutral” subjects may have favored Israel
more than they realized and reported. Our data suggest
that much of the unexpected similarity between their
neutral subjects and their pro-Israel subjects was due to

the wording of their dependent measures. Because Vallone
et al.’s questions focused on Israel, they apparently led
low-knowledge, neutral subjects to express pro-Israel sen-
timents (i.e., media bias against Israel).

Two alternative explanations for the focus of judg-
ment finding in Study 1 deserve comment. First, al-
though we have concentrated on an exclusively cognitive
(or intrapsychic) process, it is possible that a more inter-
personal process is triggering the effect. For example,
because subjects were asked only to evaluate how much
the news clippings were biased against one of the two
political parties, perhaps they assumed that the experi-
menter was interested merely in this kind of bias. Conse-
quently, in an attempt to respond in a cooperative man-
ner (Grice, 1975), respondents may have based their
judgments on a particular subset of the clippings (those
particularly critical of the political party in question),
thus altering their answers. This account suggests that,
rather than confirming a hypothesis, subjects may have
been responding to different judgmental tasks conveyed
by the two different question wordings. However, if this
were the case, there would be no reason to expect that
the effect would appear only among low-knowledge,
neutral subjects.

Second, although we reasoned that a hypothesis con-
firmation bias combined with a positivity bias to account
for our findings, it is theoretically possible that the as-
sumed positivity bias alone caused the differences in
judgments between subjects responding to the NDP-and
SCP-anchored questionnaires. However, a straight posi-
tivity bias explanation implies that, regardless of whether
subjects have information compatible with their judg-
ment of choice, they will endorse such a choice. The
hypothesis confirmation bias perspective, however, sug-
gests that the availability of hypothesis-compatible infor-
mation is critical. That is, the focus of judgment effect
would disappear if there were no evidence in the news
clippings consistent with the “hypothesis” being tested.
Aswell, the more such evidence there is, the stronger the
effect should be. Studies 2 and 3 allow a more detailed
examination of this issue.

Finally, it is also useful to note that our results repli-
cated the hostile media phenomenon (Vallone et al,,
1985) with a different issue and with a different set of
stimuli. Vallone etal. (1985) reported that they (Vallone,
Lepper, & Ross, 1981) failed to obtain the phenomenon
using written statements, a result that raised questions
about the generalizability of their finding. Our replica-
tion suggests that the effect is not limited to perceptions
of dramatic videotaped news coverage of the Middle East
conflict, with its long history and charged emotions. On
the contrary, the hostile media phenomenon appears to
be a robust and pervasive effect.



STUDY2

In Study 2, we set out to replicate the focus of judg-
ment effect and to further validate our explanation for
it. If we are correct that the effect is the result of a
hypothesis confirmation bias in reasoning, two addi-
tional factors should regulate its magnitude. First, the
effect should be stronger if more information available
to an individual is compatible with the hypothesis to be
confirmed. That is, no matter how much one may be
biased toward confirming a particular hypothesis, one will
not be able to do so unless the relevant available infor-
mation can be interpreted as being consistent with the
hypothesis (see, e.g., Kunda, 1987). It seems unlikely, for
example, that hypothesis confirmation bias would alter
answers to the question “How likely is this object to be a
person?” when an individual is looking at a brick. Thus,
the first limiting condition involves the amount of hy-
pothesis-compatible information available. More such
information should yield a stronger focus of judgment
effect.

The second limiting factor should be the degree to
which an individual attends to hypothesis-compatible
information. When a person makes any given judgment,
he or she may have an array of available relevant infor-
mation, only some of which is compatible with the hy-
pothesis. The more the person’s attention is focused on
the compatible information, the stronger the focus of
judgment effect should be. Conversely, the less attention
he or she pays to such information, the weaker the effect
should be.

To assess the validity of these hypotheses, we exam-
ined a second set of data. These data were originally
collected for a study of the effect of information presen-
tation order on social judgments (see Krosnick, Li, &
Lehman, 1990, Study 1). After we completed our report
of the r ady, however, we realized that its design allowed
us to examine whether a focus of judgment effect oc-
cu:red and whether its magnitude was regulated by (a)
the amount of hypothesis-compatible information avail-
able and (b) the degree of attention subjects paid to the
hypothesis-compatible information.

This study was originally intended to test for an order
effect on base rate and individuating information use.
Subjects were given one of various versions of the lawyer/
engineer problem, adopted from Kahneman and
Tversky (1973) with minor revision. This problem gave
subjects individuating information about a person who
was randomly selected from a group of 100 lawyers and
engineers, and itgave subjects the proportions of lawyers
and engineers in the group (i.e., the base rate). Subjects
were than asked to assess the likelihood that the selected
person was an engineer or a lawyer.
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Our study was a 2 X 2 X 2 X 2 between-subjects design,
and the manipulations involved (a) order of information
presentation (base rate information first vs. individuat-
ing information first), (b) base rate level (70% engineers
vs. 30% engineers), (c) individuating information (ste-
reotypical engineer vs. stereotypical lawyer), and (d)
question focus (an engineer vs. a lawyer). These manip-
ulations allowed replication of the focus of judgment
effect and examination of its limiting conditions, as we
explain below.

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 210 undergraduates at the
Ohio State University enrolled in an introductory psy-
chology course who participated in the study for course
credit. Because one subject did not complete the exper-
imental booklet, 209 subjects were used in the analysis.
Subjects were randomly assigned to the 16 conditions.

Materials. Subjects were introduced to the problem
with the following sentence: “A panel of psychologists in-
terviewed and administered personality tests to a group
of 100 men, some engineers and some lawyers, all suc-
cessful in their respective fields.” The base rate informa-
tion was “Of the 100 people interviewed in this study 70
(or 30) were engineers and 30 (or 70) were lawyers.” The
stereotypical lawyer target person description was:

Tom W. is of high intelligence, is quite self-confident,
and tends to be argumentative, even with people he
doesn’t know very well. He is very involved in his work,
and tends to work long hours. He is generally well
dressed, even when notatwork. His writing is interesting
and creative, and is usually very convincing. He has a
strong drive for competence and is rather competitive
with others in his field. He is interested in social issues
and reads the newspaper daily. He drives a sports car and
lives in a suburban upper-middleclass neighborhood.
He is not particularly uncomfortable if he lies to someone.

The stereotypical engineer target person description was:

Tom W. is a 45-year-old man. He is married and has four
children. He is generally conservative, careful, and am-
bitious. He shows no interest in political and social issues
and spends most of his free time on his many hobbies,
which include home carpentry, sailing, and mathemati-
cal puzzles.

After exposure to the base rate and individuating
information, subjects were asked: “On a scale from 0 to
100, how likely do you think it is that Tom W. is (an
engineer/a lawyer)? %"

Procedure. Subjects were run in groups of approxi-
mately 35. Each subject received abooklet that presented
each piece of information on a separate page so as to
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control order of information exposure. Subjects were
given 30 s to read each page and were told not to turn
each page until they were instructed to do so. They were
also required not to turn back to previous pages. After
reading the two pieces of information, subjects esti-
mated the probability that Tom W. was a lawyer or an
engineer.

Predictions

According to the focus of judgment hypothesis, sub-
Jjects asked how likelyTom W. is to be an engineer should
give a higher mean probability than the implied mean
probability that he is an engineer provided by subjects
who were asked how likely he is to be a lawyer. This main
effect of question wording would support our focus of
judgment hypothesis.

The manipulation of the individuating information
allowed us to examine whether the magnitude of the
focus of judgment effect varies with the amount of hy-
pothesis-compatible information available. The stereo-
typical lawyer paragraph contains many details (approxi-
mately 15) that could be viewed as consistent with being
a lawyer, whereas the stereotypical engineer paragraph
is shorter and contains fewer pieces of information (ap-
proximately 7) that could be interpreted as sounding
like an engineer. Consequently, we predicted that it
would be easier for subjects to confirm the lawyer hy-
pothesis with the stereotypical lawyer paragraph than to
confirm the engineer hypothesis with the stereotypical
engineer paragraph. Therefore, the question wording
effect should be stronger when the stereotypical lawyer
paragraph is presented.

We were also able to test our hypothesis regarding at-
tention to hypothesis-compatible information. Our prior
research indicated that whichever piece of information
(base rate or individuating information) is presented last
carries special weight in subjects’ thinking and judg-
ments (Krosnick et al., 1990) Furthermore, it seems
reasonable to assume that the individuating information
is highly susceptible to hypothesis-confirmation-biased
evaluation whereas the base rate is not. That is, it is
difficult to imagine how a base rate stating, for example,
that a sample included 30% lawyers could be subjected
to biased interpretation as easily as a paragraph of indi-
viduating characteristics. We therefore expected that the
focus of judgment effect might be stronger when the
individuating information is presented last than when
the base rate is presented last. If this prediction is sup-
ported, it would bolster the claim that hypothesis confir-
mation bias is stronger when an individual pays close at-
tention to hypothesiscompatible information than when
he or she does not.

In sum, we expected to observe three effects: (a) a
main effect of question wording on judgments, indicat-

ing a focus of judgment effect, (b) an interaction be-
tween question wording and individuating information,
with alarger question wording effect for the stereotypical
lawyer description than for the stereotypical engineer
description, and (c) an interaction between question
wording and presentation order, with a larger question
wording effect when the individuating information was
presented last.

Results

Consistent with the focus of judgment hypothesis, the
manipulation of question wording had a significant ef-
fect on subjects’ judgments, F(1, 193) = 7.70, p < .007.
Subjects’ mean estimate of the probability that the target
person was an engineer was 55.7% when the question
asked about whether he was an engineer. After subtrac-
tion from 100, the same probability was 45.6% when the
question asked about whether he was a lawyer.

Also as expected, the Individuating Information x
Question Wording interaction was significant, F(1, 193) =
5.67, p < .02. The effect of question wording was signifi-
cant only when the stereotypical lawyer paragraph was
used (Mdifference =19.48), ¢(106) = 3.88, p=.0002, and
notwhen the stereotypical engineer paragraph was used
(Mdifference = 1.30), £(99) = 0.23, n.s. The Presentation
Order x Question Wording interaction was also signifi-
cant, F(1, 193) = 4.25, p < .05. The question wording ef-
fect was significant only when the individuating informa-
tion was presented last (M difference = 16.55), {(108) =
2.80, p=.006, and not when the base rate information
was presented last (M difference = 3.57), £(102) = 0.60, n.s.

The Individuating Information X Presentation Order x
Question Wording interaction was not significant,
F(1, 193) = 0.15, n.s., suggesting that individuating in-
formation and presentation order combined additively
to determine the magnitude of the question wording
effect. When the lawyer description was used and it was
presented last, the question wording effect was large
(Mdifference = 24.97), ¢(54) = 3.83, p=.0003. When the
engineer description was used and it was presented first,
the question wording effect disappeared completely and
even reversed slightly (M difference = -6.43), ¢(50) =
1.75, p = .086. And when either the lawyer description
was presented first or the engineer description was pre-
sented last, the question wording effect was moderate in
size (M differences = 10.23, {[47] = 1.33, p = .19, and
13.58, {50] = 0.80, n.s., respectively).

STUDY3

Although the results of Study 2 conformed to our
expectations, the interaction pattern predicted and ob-
tained seems complex enough to warrant replication. A
third study was therefore conducted using a reduced



version of the Study 2 design with a within-subjects com-
ponent added.

In this study, no base rates were presented. All subjects
read both the stereotypical lawyer paragraph and the
stereotypical engineer paragraph used in Study 2. Half
the subjects read the lawyer paragraph first, and halfread
the engineer paragraph first. After reading each para-
graph, half the subjects were asked how likely that indi-
vidual was to be a lawyer, and the other half were asked
how likely the individual was to be an engineer. Thus,
this study was a 2 (Individuating Information, within-
subjects) X 2 Presentation Order, between-subjects) x 2
(Question Wording, between-subjects) design.

Method

Subjects. Subjects were 135 undergraduates at the
Ohio State University enrolled in an introductory psy-
chology course who participated in the study for course
credit. Subjects were randomly assigned to the four be-
tween-subjects conditions.

Materials. Subjects were simply told to read each para-
graph and to make the required judgment about each.
The paragraphs were identical to those used in Study 2,
except that the stereotypical lawyer was always referred
to as Bill F. and the stereotypical engineer was always
referred to as Tom W. After each paragraph, subjects
were asked: “How likely is (Bill F./Tom W.) to be a
(lawyer/engineer)?” Answers were made on 10-point
scales ranging from not likely at all to extremely likely.

Procedure. Subjects were run individually. Each subject
received a booklet that presented all paragraphs and
questions on the same page. Subjects were given up to 5
min to complete the questionnaire.

Predictions

According to the focus of judgment hypothesis, sub-
jects who are asked how likely it is that Tom W. and Bill
F. are engineers should give higher ratings than the im-
plied mean rating (after scale reversal) provided by sub-
jects asked how likely they are to be lawyers.* This main
effect of question wording would further strengthen our
focus of judgment hypothesis. Moreover, given that the
longer stereotypical lawyer paragraph provides more
opportunity for hypothesis confirmation through biased
information processing, the question wording effect should
be stronger for that paragraph than for the stereotypical
engineer paragraph.

Results

As expected, the question wording manipulation had
a substantial effect on ratings. The mean rating made by
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subjects asked how likely Bill F. and Tom W. were to be
engineers was 5.79, whereas the mean rating made by
subjects asked how likely they were to be lawyers (after
reversing the coding of the scale) was 3.28. Thus, the
effect of question wording was 2.51 scale units, F(1, 131) =
145.77, p< .0001. Also as expected, this effect of question
wording interacted with the content of the paragraph,
F(1, 131) = 87.21, p< .0001. The effect was larger for the
stereotypical lawyer paragraph, 4.29 units, F(1, 134) =
132.87, p < .0001, than for the stereotypical engineer
paragraph, 0.72 unit, F(1, 134) = 4.32, p = .04. It again
appears that the question wording effect was stronger
when more information was available that could be in-
terpreted in a hypothesis-consistent fashion.

Unexpectedly, one other significant effect appeared
in our ANOVA: an interaction of question wording with
presentation order, F(1, 131) = 4.69, p=.03. The question
wording effect was larger when the stereotypical lawyer
paragraph was judged before the stereotypical engineer
paragraph (2.97 units) than when the stereotypical en-
gineer paragraph was judged before the stereotypical
lawyer paragraph (2.07 units). Presumably, successfully
interpreting the first paragraph as confirming a hypoth-
esis enhanced the likelihood that subjects would attempt
to confirm that same hypothesis in evaluating the second
paragraph. In contrast, finding the first paragraph more
difficult to interpret in a way consistent with the hypoth-
esis presumably decreased the likelihood that subjects
would attempt to confirm that same hypothesis when
confronting the second paragraph.

Limitation of Studies 2 and 3

Although the differential length of the lawyer and
engineer descriptions in Studies 2 and 3 predicted the
strength of the focus of judgment effect, it is important
to note that length was not independently manipulated.
Consequently, other factors, such as differential pro-
totypicality or specific wording subsets, may have caused
(or at least contributed to) the magnitude of the focus
of judgment effect. As a result, the findings on length
should be treated as preliminary; more direct tests would
be useful in the future.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The findings of these three studies contribute to the
questionnaire design literature in several ways. First, the
focus of judgment effect that we identified expands a
growing list of other context effects thatappear to be due
to a bias toward hypothesis confirmation. Along with
acquiescence response bias (Schuman & Presser, 1981)
and response order effects (Krosnick & Alwin, 1987), the
focus of judgment effect is apparently due to a tendency
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for subjects to confirm any hypothesis offered directly by
a question or stimulated indirectly (for example, by way
of a positivity bias).

Second, we demonstrated that knowledge level deter-
mines susceptibility to the effect. Lack of knowledge
alone, however, was not sufficient for the focus of judg-
ment effect to appear in our first study. Rather, it was also
necessary for subjects low in knowledge to be neutral with
regard to the controversy in question. Low-knowledge
subjects who had a priori biases in one directior or the
other showed no focus of judgment effect. Thus, knowl-
edge regulates the magnitude of the effect by interacting
with a priori bias.

Our results contribute to the questionnaire design
literature in a third way as well: by documenting an
interesting question order effect. In Study 3, our ques-
tion wording manipulation was stronger for the second
set of individuating information when the first set was
more compatible with the hypothesis suggested by the
question. Although the literature on question order
effects is quite extensive (see Tourangeau & Rasinski,
1988), it has notyetincluded any indication that success-
ful hypothesis confirmation in answering one question
is associated with a higher likelihood that respondents
will be biased toward that same hypothesis in answering
subsequent questions. Thus, our evidence expands this
body of empirical findings.

As we indicated above, there are two plausible expla-
nations for the focus of judgment effects we observed:
one based on hypothesis confirmation bias and the other
based on beliefs about conversational conventions. We
designed our experiments to test the validity of the first
explanation by identifying limiting conditions of the
effect. As we expected, the effect was indeed most likely
to appear among low-knowledge, neutral subjects when
they paid close attention to a large amount of hypothesis-
compatible information. We find it difficult to see how
the conversational conventions explanation would pre-
dict these limiting conditions. Therefore, we view our
evidence as offering more support for the hypothesis
confirmation bias explanation than for the conversa-
tional conventions explanation. Nonetheless, we look
forward to more direct tests of both explanations.

If our results are indeed due to hypothesis confirma-
tion bias, they contribute to the literature on that phe-
nomenon (see Fischhoff & Beyth-Maron, 1983; Klayman &
Ha, 1987) in a number of ways. Most of the prior litera-
ture on hypothesis confirmation bias has focused either
on hypotheses that subjects bring to a judgment task on
the basis of motivations such as self-enhancement or
self-protection or on hypotheses provided in a very com-
pelling manner by an experimenter (see, e.g., Sanitioso
etal., 1990). Thus, these past studies suggest that power-
ful and emotion-laden hypotheses can produce observ-

able effects on reasoning. Our work adds to the existing
psycholinguistic literature on the nature of presupposi-
tions by suggesting a more subtle effect: Hypotheses
provided simply by the phrasing of a question may direct
cognitive processing. Our evidence also suggests that the
effectis observed onlywhen subjects lack relevant knowl-
edge and a priori bias, when a large amount of hypothesis-
compatible information is available to them, when they
pay close attention to hypothesis-compatible informa-
tion, and when they have already had a successful expe-
rience confirming the hypothesis.

NOTES

1. The mean rating of perceived bias by the neutral subjects indi-
cates that the package of newspaper clippings was most likely slightly
biased against the SCP: The neutral group’s mean rating (31.9) was
significantly different from the scale midpoint (37.5), t(104) = 3.57,
$<.001.

2. We also performed a median split on knowledge within the
neutral group and ran the identical Question Anchor by Knowledge
analysis, which revealed the s>me interaction, F(1, 100) = 4.18, p< .08.

3. Estimates made by sujects whose prediction question asked
about the probability that Zom W. was a lawyer were subtracted from
100 so that they would ¢ on the same scale as the predictions made
by subjects whose prediction question asked about the probability that
Tom W. was an engineer.

4. In contrast to Study 2 (where subjects were told the target per-
son was either a lawyer or an engineer), the mean rating after scale
reversal does not refer to the likelihood that the target person is an
engineer. Rather, it refers to the likelihood that he is an engineer or
any other occupation except a lawyer. Thus, it represents an upper
bound on the likelihood that he is an engineer. To the extent that the
actual value is less than the upper bound, the focus of judgment effect
of interest here is even stronger than it appears in the analyses we
report.
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