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Twe experiments investigated the socio-cognitive mech-
anisms intervening in the “pseudodiagnosticity bias™. In
Study | positive vs. negative ancharing information con-
cerning one of four characierisiics of two {A vs. B) polit-
ical candidates or two cars were presenied. Subjects’ task
was to decide which other single additional piece of in-
formation about A or B should be obtained in order to be
able to choose between the two alternatives. Resulis show
that diagnesticity is enhanced when the anchoring infor-
mation is negative; and when the anchoring information
bears on a characteristic that is highly relevanc for the sub-
igets. Study 2, conducted on the same tasks, investigated
the influeace of a majority vs. a minority, the effect of
sositive vs. negative anchoring information relative to a
righly vs. law relevant characteristic, in a context where

the risk of error was either low or high (making salient
the random character of the choice vs. the nsk of error in
the task). Results show an effect of the relevance of char-
acteristic on which the information was given, as in Study
1, and an interaction affect between choice vs. error {ask,
majority vs. minority source and positive v, negative
evalvation. Addition of these two affects reveals that sub-
jects are more diagnostic to the extent that a negative eval-
uation is given by the minority source about a highty rel-
evant characteristic in the task where the risk of error is
salient.
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Traditional models of candidate evaluation and
voters’ decision making, such as the sociolog-
ical approach (Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet,
1949), have portrayed the voting decision as a
response to group affiliations and social pres-
sure, and have failed 1o articulate these process-
es with the cognitive processes that underlie po-
litical decisions. More recent research on vot-
ing behaviour {e.g. Iyenegar & Otari, 1994,
Lau & Sears, 1986; Legrenzi & Giretto, 1956)
has explicitly integrated the cognitive perspec-
tive, as researchers shifted their attention away
from attitudes and behaviour as such to the in-
formation-processing mechanisms that underiie
thern, and from explanations based on motiva-

tion to explanations based on the cognitive ca--

pabilities of individuais.
One of the most important aims in process-
ing political informarion is to be able o choose
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between candidates or political alternatives. In
this respect, decision making theories that have
been applied to the political sphere (e. g. Tver-
sky & Kahneman, 1981; Quatirone & Tversky,
1988) have developed a line of research in
which the assumption is that political behav-
iour is neither largely irrational (cf. Campbell,
Coaverse, Miller & Stokes, 1960), nor com-
pletely rational (as economic decision making
models would assume; cf. Edwards, 1934,
Simon, 1957), burt thai its ratonality is condi-
tioned by the limited information-processing
capability of individuals.

Indeed, a large amount of work has repeat-
edly shown that errors and biases seem to 0C-
cur in human reasoning because of cognitive
limitations; they operate when subjects seek in-
formation in order 1o make a judgement under
uncertainty, and appear in a wide range of phe-
nomena such as the failure to use statistical
base-rate information (Tversky & Kahnemarn,
1974), the “confirmation bias” (Wason, 1960),
and the failure to identify and select diagnosti-
cally relevant information (Doherty, Mynatt,
Tweney & Schiavo, 1979). One of the typical
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problem-solving tasks studied by Doherty, My-
natt and colleagues, in which subjects are asked
to select information in order to choose be-
tween two alternatives, is the following:

“Your sister has a car that she bought rwo yvears
ago. You know that her car is a rype X or a type
Y, but you don't remember which. You just re-
member that it does more than 13 km/lirre, and
that ir didn't have any engine problems during
the first mwo years. You possess the following
informarion:

1. The percentage of ivpe X cars doing more
than 15 km/litre.

You can ask for one of the following three
additional pieces of informarion:

2, The percentage of rype Y cars doing more
than 15 km/litre.

3. The percentage of type X cars thar didn’t
have any engine problems during the first
two years,

4. The percentage of rype Y cars thar didn’t
have any engine problems during the first
wo years.

Knowing that you can obiain a only one of these

{2, 3 or 4), which one would you like 10 have,

in order to decide which rype of car (X or Y)

your sister’s is?” (from Girotto, Legrenzi &

Sonino, 1996).

The subjects’ task is to try to establish if the
sister’s car is type X or Y in asking for only
one of the three pieces of information. In order
to reach the correct solution, subjects should
rezson as follews: “The mosr useful informa-
tion is 2. At least, I can compare the consump-
tion of X and Y. If I ask for the informarion de-
scribed in 3 I will know everything abour X
cars, but nothing abour ¥ cars. If I ask for that
described in 4, I will know something abour ¥
cars, their reliabiliny, but [ couldr’t compare
this informarion with the corresponding infor-
mation about X cars, because [ only know the
consumption. In conclusion, I choose informa-
tion 2, and [ hope o establish which is my sis-
ters type of car.” :

Several experimental studies have demon-
strated that in this kind of problem solving an
overwhelming majority of subjects ask for the
information described in 3 instead of that de-
scribed in 2 (ef. Beyth-Marom & Fischhoff,
1983; Dohery et al,, 1979; Mynat, Doherty &

Dragan, 1993). In other words, in holding one
piece of information about type X cars (fact 1,
called “anchoring™), subjects try to complete it
by asking for the information about its reiia-
bility. As a result, they know everything about
type X cars but nothing about type Y cars, and
they cannot compare the facts concerning both
cars on at least one of the two criteria (either
fuel consumption or reliability). This kind of
answer s described by Mynatt and colleagues
as & “pseudodiagnosticity effect”, because the
choice made by the majority of subjects is false-
iy diagnostic: they choose something that
seems diagnostic, but under these circum-
stances it is not (cf. the *likelihood error” in
the Bayesian concept of diagnosticity).

Girotto, Legrenzi & Sonino (1996) have
stressed the importance of taking into account
the links between reasoning and decision mak-
ing research and describe the existence of a
common mechanism underlying both process-
es (for a review see Girotto, 1994), the “focus-
ing effect” (cf. Legrenzi, Girottio & Johnson-
Laird, 1993; Legrenzi & Sonino, 1994), which
they define as a tendency for individuals to re-
strict their thoughts to whar is explicitely rep-
resented in their mental models (cf. the theory
of mental models, Johnson-Laird, 1993). This
“focusing effect” is a feature of strategies of in-
formation search underlying inductive infer-
ences (producing a “confirmation bias” in hy-
pothesis-testing, cf. Wason, 1960). However, it
is also believed to operate in strategies of in-
formation search underpinning decision-mak-
ing (here producing an effect of “pseudodiag-
nosticity”; of. Mynatt et al., 1993). In focusing
their atiention on the alternative that is pre-
sented (the anchor), individuals do not fully
evaluate other possible alternatives because
these other alternatives are not made explicit in
subjects” representation of the problem, and
they select information concerning only one as-
pect of the problem (e. g. type X cars).

Given the importance to voting behaviour of
being able to process political information in
order to choose berween two political alterna-
tives, e.g. deciding to vote for one candidate
rather than another in the next election, the
question arises as to whether sacio-cognitive
factors may reduce the “focusing effect” in rea-
soning and decision making problems (respec-
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tively, the “confirmation bias™ and “pseudodi-
agnosticity”™). Attempts to reduce the persis-
tence of “biases” in reasoning experiments have
mainly involved atempts to make the tasks
more intelligible (cf. Legrenzi & Legrenzi,
£G91) by linking the solution to familiar knowl-
edge (Griggs & Cox. 1982) ar by locating ir
within pre-existing cogaitive structures (Cos-
mides. 1989; Girotte, 1991). However, as point-
ed out by Catellan: (1996), the study of poliri-
cal psychology cannot be confined o the mi-
cro-dimension; it must also be extended w0 a
macro-dimension that embraces relationships
between menial functicning and social reality.
The aim of the research described in this arti-
cle is to study the search for information in the
choice between candidates through a psycho-
social approach to reasoning and decision mak-
ing processes that takes inte account the armic-
ulation between the study of basic cognitive
processes and the social context. This article
also serves a more general purpose: to provide
additional evideace for the claim that biases in
reasoning and decision making should not be
viewed as errors occusring in the course of “ra-
tional” thinking, but instead as the resuir of an
interaction between mechanisms of thinking
and external pressures such as goals and/or so-
cial pressure. This approach has been proposed
in a recent special issue of the Swiss Jowrnal
of Psvchology on “Contexts and Biases”, and
refers to the fact thar if context can produce
“biases” insofar as it interferes with the course
of reascning, it may alse produce valid think-
ing, since taking social constraints into account
can lead to adaptive reasoning and decision
making (cf. Butera, Legrenzi & Oswald, 1997).

Social factors in reasoning

The social psychology of influence in problem-
solving tasks has shown that expasure to a ma-
jority's model induces conformity and cogni-
tive functioning of a convergent type, i.e., one
confined to the use of information at hand
(Nemeth, Mosier & Chiles, 1992). On the oth-
er hand, the notion of divergent thinking
(Nemeth, 1986) has been introdueced to account
for the cognitive processes occurring during
problem solving when faced with a minority
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source, individuals exposed to minority influ-
ence are stimulated to attend to more aspects
of the situation and to consider other alterna-
tives (cf. De Dreu & de Vries. 1993; Nemeth
& Rwan, 1985, 1987, Volpato, Maass, Muechi-
Faina & Vi, 1990), as the source does not
guarantee the vaiidity of its proposals.

With this in mind. a research program was
developed to study the effects of social influ-
ence on inductive reasoning and in particular
on the “confirmation bias” (Wason, 19607, As
reasoning occurs within a network of social in-
fluences (ef. Moscovici, 1993) and oceurs most
frequentty when confronted with other people,
this program represenis a psychosocial ap-
proach to the problem of reasoning biases by
studying hypothesis formulation and testing
within the dynamics of social influence. As for
hypothesis testing, thess studies have shown
that minority influence prompts the use of dis-
confirmation, wheraas majority influence en-
courages the use of confirmation (Butera &
Mugny, 1992, 1993; Legrenzi, Butera, Mugny
& Pérez, 1991). The convergent thinking in-
duced by a majority source in an influence con-
text involves a focus only on the characters-
tics of its hypothesis and its elements, thus re-
inforcing & “coafirmation bizs”; in conirast,
confrontation with a minority source increases
the likeithood of considering aliernatives and
cpens the search for possible alternatdve solu-
tions, leading to disconfirmation, which can be
an approprate strategy (Butera, Mugny, Le-
grenzi & Pérez, 1996). If there exists a com-
mon mechanism (the “focusing effect”, cf.
Legrenzi et al., 1993) underlying the “con-
firmation bias” in inductive reasoning and
the “pseudodiagnosticity effect” in selecting
information for decision making, social influ-
ence should affect the focusing tendency in
both cases.

In two experimental studies we considered
the possible de-biasing effect of socio-cogni-
tive factors on information selection strazegies.
The first study tested the parallel between a car
choice task similar to that used in experiments
by Mynatt and colleagues and a political deci-
sion making task involving candidate choice, in
order io verify the existence of similar strate-
gies in both decision making situations. The
second study investigated more specifically the




effect of social infiuence on information selec-
tion sirategies,

Study 1

The purpose of this preliminary study was to
identify and compare the strategies of informa-
tion selection in two decision making tasks, in
order to validate the equivalence of a task in-
volving a choice of cars and a task involving a
choice of pelitical candidates. Before under-
taking a direct examination of the pseudodiag-
nosticity bias in the search for information
about political candidates, it had to be estab-
lished that when people are asked to decide
about candidates, this bias takes the same form
as when people are asked to reason about a less
socially anchored task, such as used by Beyth-
Marom and Fishoff {1983) or by Doherty et al.
(1979). The present experiment was also de-
signed to assess the importance of two factors
in decision making that may moderate the ef-
fect of the pseudodiagnosticity bias, namely the
valence of the available information and its rel-
evance for the subject.

As noted earlier, the pseudodiagnosticity bias
is considered to be based on a focusing effect
(Legrenzi et al., 1993) elicited by the presence
of “anchoring” information that organises the
search for new information around the particu-
lar alternative (car or candidate) for which in-
formation is already held. The rationaie of this
effect is that giving information on one option
(and not on the other) will set or ‘anchor’ the
individual’s mind on that option in terms of at-
tention but also in terms of mativation. Thus,
search for further information about the same
option would be an atternpt to confirm the hy-
pothesis that this option is the better one. The
hypothesis can be advanced that the pseudodi-
agnosticity effect mainly occurs when the in-
formation makes salient the positive quality of
the option. Conversely, being confronted with
negative anchoring information should reduce
the focusing tendency during information se-
lection.

We therefore tested the effect of the valence
of the anchoring information on information se-
lection strategies. Here the main hypothesis is
that if subjects are confronted with information

involving a negative (rather than a positive)
evaluation of a given object, this should reduce
the focusing tendency on that object and favour
consideration of the alternative object, ulti-
mately leading to a more diagnostic choice.

This hypothesis supposes that focusing rep-
resents for an individual a less effordul strate-
gy for reaching a decision. As pointed out by
Sperber & Wilson (1996, p.vii) in their princi-
ple of relevance, “Human cognitive processes
{-..] are geared to achieving the grearest pos-
sible cognitive effect for the smallest possible
processing effort. To achieve this, individuals
must focus their attention on what seems to
them to be the most relevant information avail-
able”. It was further hypothesised that subjects
would be more diagnostic when the informa-
tion about one of the options was highly rele-
vant. Individuals should process the task in a
less biased manner when the information with
which they are confronted is relevant enough
to them to necessitate more accurate process-
ing and diagnostic decision making.

Method
Farricipants

Thirty-two second-year psychology students
volunteered for the experiment as part of an ex-
perimental demonstration during a laboratory
class on methodology in social psychological
research. The median age of the 22 women and
10 men was 22 years.

Materials and procedure

Participants filled in a questionnaire presenting
them with two problems. In one they were
asked to imagine having to choose between two
cars, and in the other having 10 choose between
two politica] candidates. The order of tasks
{cars-candidates vs. candidates-cars) was coun-
terbalanced.

In each 1ask, subjects were told that they
would be able to obtain information concern-
ing some characteristics of the options. As re-
gards cars these characteristics were fuel con-
sumnption, performance, price and reliability;
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for political candidates they were competence,
credibility, honesty and private life. Subjects
had w rate the personal importance of each
characteristic by ranking them from the most
to the least important.

Next. subjects were informed that their task
consisted in choosing between car A and B, vs.
between candidates A and B. Accordingly, sub-
jects were given anchoring information abeout
one of the four charactenstics for one of the
cars vs. for one of the candidates (A or B), dis-
played on a 2X4 table (targets A and B in the
columns, and criteria |, 2, 3 and 4 in the rows;
Figure [ gives an example). To conuol for po-
sitional effects, half the subjects received the
anchoring information about target A (car vs.
candidate), and the other half abourt targer B,
To controi for content effects, subjects were
split into four groups each receiving the an-
choring information about a different charac-
teristic of the target.

The main independent variabie was intro-
duced by varying the evaluation of the anchor-
ing informartion. Thus, subjects were informed
whether a car or a candidate received a posi-
tive vs. negative evaluation on that particular
characteristic.

The subjects’ task was then to select just one
additional piece of information to help make
their choice between the two options. Since a
diagnostic choice is one that allows compari-
son of the two targets on the same dimension,
and that anchoring information was given about
one characteristic of one target, selection of in-
formation concerning the same characteristic of
the alternative target can be considered as a di-
.agnostic choice, and all the other responses as
nondiagnostic. For instance, if subjects re-
ceived anchoring information relative to the
competence of candidate A, a diagnostic choice
would be to ask for information about the com-
petence of candidate B.

Results

Overall, the proportion of nondiagnostic choic-
es was higher than the proportion of diagnos-
tic choices, and this was true both for the cars
task (63.6% vs. 34.4%) and for the candidates
task (62.5% vs. 37.3%). These results confirm

that diagnosticity is not a common strategy in
these kinds of decision making tasks. More-
over, no significant effect of task order was ob-
served.

For both sks, a loglinear procedure re-
vealed that a model combining the main effects
of the characteristic evaluation {positive vs.
negative) and that of type of target (A vs. B)
with the effect of the two-level dependent vari-
able (diagnostic vs. non-diagnostic choice) pro-
vided the bast fir with the data {Cars: X2 (29)
=29.340, p = .47, G2 (29)=126.707, p = .387.
Candidates: X2 (29) = 37.846: p = .126; G2 (29)
=31.694; p = .333).

As results were similar across the two tasks,
they were combinad to show the number of di-
agnostic choices across the two tasks (naver, in
only one task or in both tasks; see Table [}. As
pradicted, subjects were more diagnostic when
the anchoring information was negadve than
when it was positive (Mann-Whitney test: z =
1.839; p < .04, one tailed hyp.). Moreover, and
unexpectedly, subjecis were more diagnostic
when the anchoring information was relative to
targer B than when it was relative to target A
(Mann-Whitney test: z = 2.334; p < .02, two
tailed hyp.).

Results for the degree of importance of each
characteristic revealed that for car choice the
most impartant characteristic was price, fol-
lowed by reliability, fuel consumption and per-
formance (all paired t-tests yield significant dif-
ferences, at least p < .05). For candidate choice
ihe most important criterion was competence,
followed by honesty, credibility and private life
(all paired t-tests yield significant differences,
at least p < .03).

In order to assess the role of relevance of in-
formation for diagnosticity, a further analysis
considers the number of subjects who were di-
agnostic and nondiagnostic as a function of the

Table |: Number of diagnestic choices across the two ex-
arcises (candidates and cars) as a function of the evalua-
tion of the anchoring information (positive vs. negative).

Positive Negative

{n=16) (n=16)
No diagnostic choice g 6
Diagnostic in one task 7 4
Diagnostic in both tasks 0 6




rated importance of the characteristic men-
tioned in the evaluation (from the most to the
teast important). Results show that when the an-
choring information was given about a charac-
teristic considered important by the subjects,
their choice was more diagnostic than in the
case of a less important characteristic {cars:
Mann-Withney test: z = 1.643; p < .06, one
tailed hyp.; candidates: Mann-Withney test: z
= 2.05%; p < .03, one 1ailed hyp.).

Discussion

This pilot study confirmed that the two tasks
elicit similar effects in information selection for
decision making; it appears that diagnosticity
is just as rare in political choice as in less so-
cially anchored forms of decision making. It is
thus possible 1o study the search for informa-
tion in political choice on the basis of more
general processes involved in decision making.

The study also revealed, as hypothesised, that
the valence of the anchoring information had

an impact on the information selection strate--

gies: a negative evaluation favoured diagnostic
choices in both tasks to a greater extent than
did a positive evaluation. This result is consis-
tent with and supports the idea that pseudodi-
agnosticity depends on a form of “focusing ef-
fect” that concentrates all the search activity on
an attempt to confirm the impression that the
targes for which one possesses information is
the better opuon. Indeed, when negative infor-
mation contradicted this impression, subjects
showed a diagnosticity rate significantly high-
er than when positive information confirmed it.
This is a first step toward defining the pseudo-
diagnosticity bias as a motivational effect, since
it can be reduced by inducing doubt as to
whether the option, be it a candidate or a car,
on which an individual is anchored is indeed
the best choice,

The results unexpectedly revealed that when
the anchoring information was about the B op-
tion (displayed on the right column of the
table), subjects were led to choose the more di-
agnostic information to a greater extent. A
tempting explanation of this effect is 10 con-
sider it as a perceptual tendency to complete
the empty space in the left column A. If this ef-
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fect is atrributable to a “Gestalt” necessity to
fill a corresponding empty space, future re-
search should compare conditions in which the
choice is presented in a written form 1o condi-
tions ia which it is presented orally, with no vi-
sual anchoring. Bur this is beyond the scope of
the present article. Thus, in the next experiment
this problem was set aside and information was
given only in the left column, in order to study
pseudodiagnosticity and its reduction in the
condition in which the bias is the strongest.

Finally, analysis of information relevance
showed that subjects were more diagnostic in
selecting information when the anchoring in-
formation concerned & characteristic that had
been tated by the subjects as being more im-
portant than when it related to a characteristic
considered less important. This result suggests
that when the characteristic under examination
in a decision making task is relevant to the in-
dividual, the information asked is more fre-
quently the one that allows direct comparison
of the two options, be they two cars or two can-
didates. Relevance of information thus appears
to0 be an important factor in enhancing diag-
nosticity concerns. This was directly addressed
in the second study.

Study 2

The purpose of the second experiment was to
investigate the effect of social influence on in-
formation selection in a decision making task
involving a choice berween political candi-
dates. Given the main findings of the studies
discussed above on the articulation between so-
cial influence and inductive reasoning, it would
be anticipated that individuals confronted with
a pseudodiagnostic minority proposal (i.e. the
kind of proposal that people are expected to
favour spontanecusly) will have greater conflict
about adopting it and will be led to consider
more carefully the available informartion in or-
der to find an alternative response. From the in-
formation processing point of view, individuals
exposed to minority influence are stimulated to
attend to more aspects of the situation (Nemeth,
1986), and to consider the task as being of
greater complexity (Nemeth, Mayseless, Sher-
man & Brown, 1990), leading to a form of in-
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formatian processing that can be described as
more systematic (cf. Chaiken, [980). Con-
frontation with minonty influence is therefore
expected to favour the emergence of a diag-
nostic choice more strongly than confrontarion
with a majority. Confrontation with & majority
source is instead expected to lead subjects to
accept its propesal without verifyving iz, as ma-
jorities are supposed to be more carrect than
minorities, thereby favouring focusing (cf.
Legrenzi et al., 1993).

According to Conflict Elaboration Theery
{Mugny, Butera, Sanchez-Mazas & Pérez,
1995; Pérez & Mugny, 1996), decision making
tasks are 2 form of aptitude task involving an
ambiguous object. Error is highly relevant in
this kind of task not only because a correct an-
swer exists, bui also because failure — or suc-
cess — assigns people to a particular hierarchi-
cal category in terms of high vs. low assigned
competence (experts or novices; people wha
succeed and people who fail). Expressing a
judgement on such a task is a matter of knowl-
edge as well as of personal identity. On the one
hand, individuals must find the correct answer;
they know it exists, but they do not vet know
which alternative it is. On the other hand, to
find the answer, individuals use various tools
(e.g. logical rules) knowledge of which carries
positive connotatjon. To the extent that the rel-
evance of error in a particular kind of task is
high rather than low, subjects will be especial-
ly motivared to find the correct solution as this
allows a positive self-evaluation (cf. Kruglan-
ski & Mayseless, 1987). This should favour
more extensive and systematic information pro-
cessing of a kind expected to lead more 0 a di-
agnostic choice. Changes in the representation
of the task as regards the relevance of error are
thus expected to have an impact on the way
people select information for decision making,
in the same way that they have an impact on
people’s reaction to social influence (cf. Pérez
& Mugny, 1996). With this in mind, task rep-
resentation was manipulated in swudy 2, by
modifying the degree of relevance of erzor. In
a high relevance of error task subjects should
be more motivated to attend carefully to the ex-
isting information in order te find the correct
answer. It was therefore expected that the mj-
nority source would induce more diagnostic

choices in this case than in the case of task
characterised by law relevance of error.

As in study 1. the valence of the anchoring
information (positive vs. negative evaluation)
was also manipulated, as the predicted dynam-
ics should be more prorounced when a nega-
tive gvatuation is given. Moreaver, the rele-
vance of the information was this time manip-
ulated, with the expectation that when infor-
mation bears on an important characteristic, di-
agnosticity will be enhanced, compared to con-
ditions in which the anchering information s
given about an unimportant characieristic.
Therefore the expenmental design was a 2
(type of source, majority vs. minorty) X 2 (risk
of error, relevant, vs. non relevant) X 2 (valence
of the anchoring information, positive vs. neg-
ative) X 2 {relevance of the anchoring infor-
mation, high vs. low) factorial design.

Method
Participants

Subjects participating in this experiment (n =
224) were recruited by our laboratory class stu-
denis from among their acquaintances, as a re-
guirement for their study of methodology. Sub-
jects” age ranged from 13 o 78 years (median
age = 24); 104 were men and 120 women.

Procedure and design

Participants were confronted with a candidate
choice task presented either as a study of prob-
abiliry of error (high stakes associated with er-
ror) or of probability of choice (low stakes as-
sociated with error task). The leaflet subjects
had to fill in specified either that “In choosing
berween candidate A or B, there is a probabil-
ity of error of 50%. In other words, there is one
chance out of two of choosing the wrong can-
didate” (high stakes) or that “In choosing be-
ween candidate A or B, there is a probabiliry
of 50%. In other words, there is one chance ot
of wo of choosing one candidate rather than
the other” (low stakes).

All subjects were then informed that they had
one piece of anchoring informaticn ar their dis-
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posal, specifying whether the candidate had a
good or a bad evaluation on a certain charac-
teristic, The information was displayed on a 2
(candidate A or B) X 4 (characteristics: com-
petence, credibility, honesty, private life) rable
(see Fig. 1}, as in the previous experiment, but
this time the information concerned only can-
didate A (as it was assumed that displaying the
anchering information in the fdght hand column
of the table could favour a diagnostic choice
for perceptual reasons; see Study 1).

The importance of the anchoring information
was then manipulated and half of subjecis re-
ceived — on the basis of the Study 1 results —
information concerning the competence of can-
didate A (high importance), the other half in-
formation concerning private life (low impor-
tance). In addition, subjects were informed ei-
ther that this candidate had received a bad eval-
uation (negative evaluation), or a good evalua-
tion (positive evaluation) on this characteristic.

They were informed next that, in order to
choose in the most appropriate way, they could
ask for cne further piece of information; again,

as in the previous experiment, the information-

chosen by the subjects was coded as either
diagnostic or non-diagnostic (depending on
whether or not subjecis chose information
about candidate B on the same characteristic as

that given about candidate A — the anchoring
information). This constituted the main depen-
dent variable.

Subjects were then iaformed, allegedly for
their own information, of the choice made by a
fictitious majoriry (88%) — versus a minoriry
{12%) - of people who had supposedly taken
part in the same experiment. The choice atirib-
uted to the influence source always corre-
sponded to a pseudodiagnostic alternative,
namely a request for information about another
characteristic of candidate A (i. e. credibility).

Finally, having rated the importance of the
four proposed characteristics of the candidates,
and having cormnpleted a manipulation check
questionnaire concerning the represeniation of
the source and the importance of the four char-
acteristics of the candidates, subjects were pre-
sented with a car choice task to test for a pos-
sible generalisation effect.

Results
Manipularion checks
Representation of the source. When asked on a

seven-point scale if the source was representa-
tive (7 = representative), subjects confronted

Figure 1: Example of part of the information display (condition minerity influence, high relevance of error and nega-
tive evaluation on the highly imporant dimension concerning candidates).

In choosing berween candidate A or B, there is a probability of error of 50%.
In other words, there is ] chance our of 2 choosing the wrong candidate.

In arder to reach a correct choice, you can obtain some other information. Write down the number “1" in the follow-
ing table, in the case comespanding to the information you would ask fer if you could get further information, but

only a single one.

Concerning the characteristic:

Candidate B receives a:

Competence

Credibility

Hanesty

Private life
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with the minority rated the source as less rep-
resentative (M = 3.09) than those confronted
with the majority source (M = 3.77; FU1206)
= 7.971; p < .01}. Moreover, the minonty was
seen as a minority source (M = 3.08: | = mi-
nority, 7 = majority) more than the majority
source (M =4.83; F(1/199) = 58.666: p<.001).
The manipulation of the influence source was
therefore correcily perceived.

Relevance of the characteristics. The ratings of
the four characteristics available for the candi-
dates revealed that, as in the previous 2Xperi-
ment, compeience (m = 1.63; where | = most
important, 4 = least important) was considered
as the most important (for all paired (-tests,
g < .001), and private life (m = 3.79) the least
important (for all paired t-tests, p < .001). This
result confirms the adequacy of using compe-
tence and private life to manipulate the rele-
vance of the anchoring information.

Imitarion of the source

Subjects were told what piece of information
the source requested; in all conditions it re-
quested pseudodiagnostic information abour
the credibility of candidate A. Results show that
more subjects followed the source’s proposal
when confronted with a majority (12 out of
113} than when confronted with a minority {3
out of 111, X2(1) = 4,421, p < .04), However,
it should be noted that very few subjects fol-
lowed the source's proposal (6.7%). This kind
of result may be found in tasks where aptitudes
are at stake (e.g. Butera & Mugny, 1992) and
where independence is a way of affirming self-
competence (cf. Lemaine, 1974),

Diagnosticity

Conceming information selection, 2 loglinear
procedure revealed that for the candidate choice
as well as for the generalisation exercise about
cars a model combining the interaction of three
independent variables (type of source, stakes
associated with error in the task, and valence)
with the main effect of the relevance of the
characteristic provided the best fit with the

A d ettt ettt g N a T PRI i

data (candidates: X2(13) = 14.236, p = .357;
G2(13) = [2.771, p = .466; cars: X2(13) =
L1473, p = 371; G2(13) = 10.279, P =.671).

As the resuits were similar across the two ex-
ercises, a score was computed reflecting
whether subjects were diagnostic never (O, in
only one task (1) or in both tasks (2). Table 2
shows the mean disgnosticity across experi-
mentai conditions. Analysis of variance on this
score confirms the resulis of the loglinear
analysis as it first reveals a main effect of the
relevance of the characteristic, showing that
subjects were more diagnostic when the infor-
mation was given about an important charac-
teristic (M = 0.71) than when it was given on
a less important one (M = 0.23; FU1208) =
32.686; p < .0001).

There was a three-way interaction berween
type of source, stakes associated with error in
the task, and valence (F{1/208 = 6.441) p <
{02). Contrast analysis revealed that the inter-
action was due mainly 1o the fact that when the
anchoring information was positive, the source
— be it majority or minority — elicited the same
diagnosticity rate whatever the risk associated
with error on the task (Ms between 0.59 and
0.32; for all relevant ts, p > .10). However,
when the anchoring information was negative
the minority source elicited a higher diagnos-
ticity rate (M = 0.71) than the majority (0.36;
(208 = 2.119; p < .04) if the stakes involved
in error were high, but not if the importance of
emror was low (respectively M = 0.41 and M =
0.48, n.s.), Also, in the negative information
conditions, the minerity tended to elicit a
higher rate of diagnosticity when the stakes in-
volved in error were high than when they were
low (#(208) = 1.857; p < .06). Finally the mi-
nerity elicited a higher dignosticity rate under
conditions of high stakes in error when the in-
formation was negative than when it is positive
(M = 0.37, (208) = 1.970; p < .05)

What the main effect and of the three-way
interaction revealed was that subjects were
more diagnostic to the extent that the anchor-
ing information’s criterion was relevant, the
evaluation was negative, the task relevance of
error was high and the source was a minority
(M = 1.14; all relevant comparisons are signif-
icant, at least p < .03),
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Table 2: Mean diagnosticity across the two exercises (0 = never; 2 = in both tasksh.

Relevance of High Low

information

Type of task Error Chaice Error Chaice
Influence source Majority Minority ~ Majority  Minority Majority  Minority  Majority  Minority
Positive evaluation 0.86 0.62 0.37 0.80 0.21 0.14 0.07 0.36
SD 0.66 0.77 075 0.68 0.42 0.33 0.27 0.63

n 14 13 14 {5 14 14 14 14
Negative evaluation 0.57 L4 0.30 0.64 .14 0.29 0.47 0.13
SD 0.75 0.86 Q.51 0.63 0.36 0.61 0.83 0.38

n 14 14 14 I 14 {4 13 i3
Discussion risk. Clearly the expectation of a good candi-

The resulis show that several socio-cognitive
factors affect the general focusing tendency
which leads to a nondiagnostic choice in infor-
mation selection for decision making. As for
the effect of information refevance, it appears
that information about an important character-
istic favours diagnostic choice to a larger ex-
tent than information about an unimportant one.
Conceming the present study, it can be argued
that when subjects had to choose a candidate
on the basis of an imporant criterion (i, e. com-
petence), they became particularly motivated to
compare the available inforrmation about that
criterion in order 1o detect differences in com-
petence between candidates, and were thus ied
to ask for the diagnostic information. The rel-
evance of the criterion under evaluation appears
10 be an imporiant feature favouring the selec-
tion of diagnostic informatian for an accurate
comparisen berween the two alternatives.

The interaction between the nawre of the in-
fluence source, the risk of error, and the valence
of the anchoring information modifies the in-
formation selection strategies in such a way as
to suggest that the interaction berween cogni-
tive and sccial context factors can affect the
emergence of more or less diagnostic choices.
Thus, to the extent that the task involved a high
risk of error, a negative evajuation and 2 mi-
nonty influence, subjects were led to favour di-
agnostic choices. As reported in the resuits sec-
tion, a positive evajuation of a candidate failed
to elicit differential dynamics, rendering ma-
jority and minority influence equivalent, and
leading subjects to solve the decision making
task in the same way whatever the associated

date disengages the subjects from the repre-
seniation of the task as well as from the repre-
sentation of the source. However, a negative
evaluation of the candidate serves o render
subjects more sensitive to situational factors.
On the one hand, the minority source elicits a
higher diagnosticity rate when subjects are con-
cerned with failure on the task than when they
are not. On the other hand, when subjects are
concermned with failure on the iask, the minor-
ty source elicits 2 higher diagnosticity rate than
the majority source. Hence it appears that mi-
nority influence benefits from both a conflict-
ual representation of the task, and the activa-
tion of doubt concerning the value of the op-
tion. Clearly, minority influence necessitates an
optimum level of conflict (Mugny & Pérez,
1991), and a frame of judgment under uncer-
tainty (Pérez & Mugny, 1996). And the effects
are stronger when information is relevant to
subjects. It is worih noting that these dynamics
operated in the experimental phase concerning
the choice between candidates, but equally in
the generalisation post-test concerning . car
choice.

General discussion

In exploring systematic errors and informarion
selection biases in human decision making we
are assuming that this can improve our insight
into the socio-cognitive processes that govern
decision making and indicate ways of enhanc-
ing the quality of decisions. The real world of
politics offers the citizen countless opportuni-
ties actively 1o seek out or avoid certain polit-
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ical messages and kinds of information. Cit-
zens exercise this voluniary control over infor-
mation exposure (cf. Frey, 1986} whenever they
read particular articles while ignoring others,
when they swiich television channels, and so
on. (Given the importance in the realm of po-
litical decisions of being able (or motivated) o
select the available information in a way that
is diagnostic for choices between political al-
ternarives, the application of decision making
functioning to the political sphere can con-
tribute (o an increased likelihood of providing
adequate solutions to a variety of political de-
cisions. With respect to this aim, it is imporiant
to take into account that political knowledge is
social in origin (cf. Careliani, 1996). It is cre-
ated and reinforced through interaction and it
is often acquired not directly but through in-
termediary sources strongly influenced by so-
cial and cultural context.

This comment is by ail means too broad to
be inferred from the resuits presented in this ar-
ticle. However, the results obrained in the two
experiments reported here give some hints on
general decision making processes that can
clearly be applied to research in political psy-
chology. First of all, individuals are seldom di-
agnostic, as is apparent in the low diagnostici-
ty rates observed in studies one and twa. Sub-
jects are inclined to be satisfied with the first
solution that comes to mind, reinforcing the al-
ready existing tendency for individuals to be
cognitive misers or satisficers (cf. Simon,
1956). This mechanism of course could be used
to manipulate the voter's behavior, insofar as
by focusing attention on the (good) qualities of
a candidate or political option it is possible to
elicit a search for information on thar option
alone, thus making its choice more likely. How-
aver, these two studies show that these mecha-
nisms are not inevitable, and thart biases are the
functioning of “default contexis”, i.e. of situa-
tions in which no relevant search is activated.
The main result is that information relevance
elicits more diagnostic information selection: if
subjects receive anchering information on a
charactenistic that they value as very important,
the focusing effect is counterbalanced and sub-
jects are motivaied to seek out the correspond-
ing information for the other alternative (be it
a candidaie or a car). In other words, referring
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to refevant informarion can allow individuals to
reason in a diagnostic way, having in mind the
goal (being able to compare two altematives,
and ultimately to choose} and not merely the
procedure {accumulating information on a
salient option).

As for social influence, a minority source can
also elicit more diagnosticity, provided that in-
dividuals are uncartain abour the valence of the
option and that they fear being wrong (Kruglan-
ski & Mayeseless, 1987). Indead, it is known
on the basis of minority influence research that
minorities have an impact in conflicual con-
texts (Moscovici, 1980, 1983); the second study
presented in this paper shows that individuals
can decenrrate from the focusing effect when
they are exposed to minosity intluence in a sit-
uation involving conflict by viree of both its
uncertainry and the risks associated with error.
Of course it would an overgeneralization, but
one can imagine that if pseudodiagnosticity
(and the atiention to just one candidate) can be
preduced by social sources that can induce fo-
cusing (e.g. through their control of the media),
it 1§ reassuring to know thar under some spe-
cific circumsiances social action and minority
influence can coonterbalance focusing by in-
troducing conflict.
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