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ABSTRACT 

A Demonstration of Belief Perseverance for 

Hypothetical Social Theories 

Elizabeth S. Sechler 

Two groups of subjects were induced to form opposing beliefs 

about the relationship between two social variables, preference for 

risk and performance in firefighter jobs. Specifically, one group 

created a causal explanation for a positive relationship (high risk 

preference related to high performance and low risk preference related 

to low performance), whereas the other created an explanation for the 

opposite, negative relationship. Subsequent assessment of subjects' 

own beliefs revealed a tendency to believe in whichever relationship 

they had explained. Both groups then examined and evaluated incon¬ 

clusive "case histories" (half supporting a positive relationship and 

half supporting a negative relationship). A new assessment of 

subjects' beliefs showed that this new evidence had little if any 

effect; subjects' evaluations of the new evidence gave no indication 

that the groups had evaluated the evidence differently. Why beliefs 

that are newly formed, and based on no valid evidence survive non- 

supportive evidence is unclear, but a few ideas are briefly discussed 

and possible directions for future research are proposed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

At one time or another all of us have attempted to change a 

friend's belief about some political, social or scientific matter, only 

to discover that we have had virtually no success. Yet we supplied 

seemingly compelling evidence, sufficient, we thouaht to .iustifv a 

substantial change in our friend's position. We may also recall 

instances when we held fast to our own beliefs, in the midst of 

information others thought sufficient to justify our chanaing them. 

One question that follows from such everyday observations is 

whether we are prone to persist in our beliefs in the face of evidence 

that, normatively, should cause us to weaken, or even abandon them. 

This question of a counter-normative persistence of initial beliefs, or 

belief perseverance has been the focus of numerous recent investi¬ 

gations. 

The paradigm that has dominated this research is the "debriefing" 

or "evidence discrediting" paradigm. In this paradigm, subjects first 

form a belief, or change a prior one, on the basis of seemingly 

authentic evidence. Later, havinq received no other pertinent in¬ 

formation, they discover the fictitious nature of the evidence. By 

normative models of decision making (Ross & Lepper, 1980) -- if not 

simple logic -- people should abandon a newly-formed belief once all 

the evidence that gave rise to it is negated. 

An examination of perseverance investigations reveals, however, 

that there is a pervasive tendency for people to violate such normative 

inferential prescriptions. In a host of published experiments 

(Walsten, Berscheid, Abrahams, and Aronson, 1967; Ross, Lepper. and 
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Hubbard, 1975, Anderson, Lepper, and Ross, 1980; Fleminq and Arrowood, 

1979; Anderson, 1982a, 1982b; Lepper, Ross and Lau, 1979) and in two 

unpublished studies (Jennings, Lepper and Ross* Sagotsky, Lazinski, and 

Knopp--both cited in Ross and Lepper, 1980) people's beliefs have been 

shown to survive the total discrediting of the evidence that initially 

gave rise to them. 

Collectively, these studies demonstrate perseverance in three 

belief domains: self-perceptions, social imoressions and social 

theories. In an experiment investigating the domain of self-per¬ 

ceptions (Ross, Lepper & Hubbard, 1975) subjects formed beliefs about 

their performance on a novel discrimination task on the basis of false 

feedback. After learning from experimenters that performance data had 

been randomly determined, "success" subjects continued to believe in 

their past and future effectiveness at the task whereas "failure" 

subjects continued to believe in their ineffectiveness. Later, Fleminq 

and Arrowood (1979) reported comparable findings in a replication of 

this experiment. In another study examining self-perceptions (Walster, 

Berscheid, Abrahams, & Aronson, 1967) subjects' erroneous beliefs about 

their social adaptability were found to persist even after they learned 

that they had been supplied with contrived personality assessments. 

Evidence of perseverance in the domain of social impressions mav 

be found in the study by Ross et al. (1975). There observer subjects 

adopted inappropriate beliefs regarding the task abilities of yoked 

actor subjects in different false feedback conditions. After watching 

experimenters reveal the feedback procedures to actor subjects, 

observers still held to their misconceptions. 
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The third domain in which perseverance effects have been observed 

is that of people's social theories, or beliefs about the causal 

relationship between social variables (Anderson. Lepper & Ross, 1980: 

Anderson, 1982a: 1982b). For instance, in one experiment (Anderson et 

al., 1980), subjects' initial theories about the relationship between 

risk preference and performance as a firefighter were manipulated 

through the presentation of purportedly legitimate case histories. 

Following the revelation that the case histories were totally fic¬ 

titious. subjects were found to persist in their initial theories. 

The duration of perseverance effects was examined in two studies 

using delayed measures of post-debriefing beliefs. From measures of 

subjects' social theories taken one week after debriefing feedback, 

Anderson (1982a, Exp. 1) found reliable evidence for a perseverance 

effect. Similarly in a study by Lepper, Ross and Lau (1979), subjects' 

erroneous impressions of their abilities to solve "logical reasoning" 

problems persisted one week after debriefing feedback. 

In summary, there exists a substantial number of studies demon¬ 

strating a counter-normative persistence of beliefs in a debriefina 

paradigm. Yet, from this work alone, we have evidence of belief 

perseverance only for that particular situation in which people 

encounter a discrediting of the original bases of their beliefs. A 

question of interest, then, is whether people's initial beliefs persist 

under various other conditions in which persistence is normatively 

inappropriate. Evidence bearing on this question may be found in an 

experiment by Lord, Ross, R Lepper (1979) that used a "new evidence" 

paradigm. In this perseverance paradigm, people encounter a set of 
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inconclusive or mixed data bearing on one of their prior beliefs for 

which there is no reliable or "probative" evidence (Nisbett & Ross, 

1980). By normative models of inference, under such conditions, peoDle 

should weaken their initial beliefs (Ross and Lepper, 1980). 

In their initial experiment. Lord et al. selected two groups of 

subjects who differed in their initial views about capital punishment. 

Subjects in one qroup (Proponents) favored capital punishment and 

believed it to be an effective deterrent of criminal behavior. Subjects 

in the other group (Opponents) opposed capital punishment and believed 

it not to be an effective deterrent. As actual research on the 

deterrent effect of capital punishment had produced inconclusive 

findings, reliable evidence for subjects' prior beliefs was lacking. 

All subjects were asked to read two purportedly authentic empirical 

studies investigating the effect of enforcing capital punishment on 

reported incidents of homicide. The results and conclusions appearing 

in one study supported subjects' prior beliefs whereas the results and 

conclusions in the other study opposed their beliefs. Through these 

studies, then, each group of subjects considered a set of completely 

mixed or inconclusive evidence bearing on their initial positions. 

If subjects were to respond normatively to the capital punishment 

data, each faction would become less extreme in its view, so that one 

would observe a convergence in the positions of Opponent and Proponent 

groups. At strategic points throughout the reading of the two studies, 

subjects completed several measures assessing their judgments of the 

credibility of each study and changes in their beliefs about capital 

punishment. Of relevance, at this point, are the results from the 
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belief measures obtained after subjects considered all the capital 

punishment evidence. All subjects were asked to indicate the extent to 

which they had become "more convinced" or "less convinced" of their 

positions since the beginning of the experiment. The results of these 

self-assessments provided no reliable evidence for a convergence in 

beliefs of opposing groups. Neither Opponents nor Proponents tended to 

report being less convinced of their original position. Instead, each 

group reported being more convinced of its initial view. Comparable 

findings were reported in a replication of this experiment (Lord, 

Lepper & Thompson, 1980). 

To recapitulate, the studies of Lord and his colleagues offer 

evidence of belief perseverance in a new evidence paradigm. Yet it 

seems plausible that, at least in two respects, the taraet beliefs 

examined in these studies could have been especially resistant to 

challenges. First, they were long-standing prior beliefs, and thus 

possibly linked with behavioral commitments (Pallak• Muller, Dollar & 

Pallak, 1972) or complex networks of related, consonant attitudes and 

cognitions (Abelson, 1959; Heider, 1958: Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955). 

Second, it seems quite likely that the issue of capital punishment 

could have been associated with subjects' reliqious, ethical or other 

central values. 

It is argued that the nature of capital punishment beliefs 

provides a potential limitation to the generality of the Lord et al. 

results. Therefore, the purpose of the present experiment was to test 

for belief perseverance in a "new evidence" paradigm but with proce¬ 

dures and a belief domain differing considerably from those used by 
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Lord et al. Specifically, a belief domain was souqht that would be 

based on little, if any, reliable evidence: could be created within a 

laboratory environment: and would be concerned with an issue unlikelv 

to have personal meaning for subjects. 

A belief domain and methodology appearing to satisfy these 

criteria appears in Anderson's (1983) work on the development of social 

theories, or beliefs about the causal relationship between social 

variables. In that research it was found that merely asking subjects 

to explain how or why two variables miqht be related in a particular 

fashion was sufficient to cause them to shift their beliefs in the 

direction of the relationship they explained. For example, in a 

between-groups design (Exp. 1) some subjects explained a positive 

relationship between the variables of risk preference and performance 

in firefighter jobs (high risk preference associated with hiqh per¬ 

formance and low risk preference associated with low performance) 

whereas other subjects explained the opposite, neqative relationship. 

Subsequent measures of subjects' personal beliefs about the true 

relationship indicated that subjects who had explained a positive 

relationship reported beliefs in a relationship that was siqnificantl.v 

more positive than the relationship perceived by subjects who had 

explained a negative relationship. Evidence for this hypothetical 

explanation effect was also found with several other theory domains. 

Seemingly, beliefs of this type, especially when weighed against 

beliefs about capital punishment, would be held only tentatively and 

revised readily in the face of incompatible evidence. Aside from being 

newly formed, and based on no identifiable evidence, it seems unlikely 
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such beliefs would be comparable to beliefs about capital punishment in 

their personal meaning for subjects. In summary, the belief domain 

investigated in this experiment might be expected to be maximally 

sensitive to the challenge of new inconclusive evidence. 



METHOD 

Overview 

Subjects took the role of a psychologist researching personality 

characteristics predictive of firefighter job performance. The 

manipulation of subjects' initial beliefs was accomplished through one 

of two tasks performed in this role. In this "Hypothesis Writing 

Exercise" subjects were asked to imagine they had formed either of two 

hypotheses relating the variables of risk preference in decision making 

and performance in firefighter jobs. They were also asked to explain, 

in writing, how or why the variables might be related in the fashion 

specified by their hypothesis. Positive Relationship subjects con¬ 

sidered the hypothesis relating preference for high risk to high 

performance, and a preference for low risk to low performance. Negative 

Relationship subjects considered the opposite relationship. 

The effect of the explanation process on personal beliefs was 

assessed by having subjects complete a set of items concerning the 

"true" relationship between the two theory variables. A group of 

control subjects also completed these measures but did not participate 

in the Hypothesis Writing Exercise. 

Subsequently, all subjects examined a set of inconclusive data, 

or new evidence, pertinent to their beliefs, in a task ("Test Eval¬ 

uation Exercise") requesting their "professional" judgment of a test of 

risk preference in decision making, the "Risky-Conservative Choice 

(RCC) Test." With each of eight items said to comprise the RCC Test, 

subjects received three pieces of information: the written response of 

one firefighter giving either a conservative or risky response; the job 

-8- 
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performance standing of the respondent; and, filler biographical data 

pertaining to the respondent. Previous research (Anderson, 1982a) has 

shown that such concrete "case history" data is considerably more 

influential than statistically superior abstract data. Across half the 

items, the pairings of firefighter item responses and job performance 

data depicted a positive relationship, and across the remaining items, 

the pairings depicted a negative relationship. Thus, in the aggregate 

the data set depicted no relationship between firefighter responses to 

the RCC Test and firefighter job performance. Following the procedures 

of Lord et al. (1979) two measures were taken to assess subjects' 

evaluations of the new evidence. Subjects were asked to rate the 

quality of each RCC item as a measure of riskiness in decision making 

("Validity Rating"), and to rate the interpretability of each item for 

firefighter job applicants ("Interpretability Rating"). 

Immediately after the Test Evaluation Exercise, subjects completed 

a second set of measures constructed to elicit their final beliefs, and 

perceived changes in their initial beliefs concerning the true rela¬ 

tionship between the variables of risk preference in decision making 

and performance in firefighter jobs. 

Subjects and Research Design 

Sixty Rice University undergraduates volunteered to take part in 

the experiment, and chose for payment either course credit, $3.00 

cash, or lottery eligibility. For each of the lottery candidates, 

$3.00 was added to a "money-pot" which at the completion of the 

experiment was split among three winners randomly selected from the 

pool of lottery participants. Subjects were tested singly, or in 
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groups of two to five members, and were assigned randomly within blocks 

of six to the experimental conditions. The experimenter remained blind 

to subjects' conditions. 

Procedure 

Upon their arrival, subjects were asked to sign a voluntary 

consent form and given a booklet of experimental materials. Then they 

were asked to read silently as the experimenter read aloud, only the 

cover page, "General Introduction." The introduction explained that 

the experiment was designed to determine how well intelligent, non¬ 

psychologists could perform certain activities traditionally performed 

by personnel psychologists. 

The passage further stated that the job of a personnel psycholo- 

gist included identifying human attributes required for performance of 

various jobs, and constructing written tests or other methods to 

measure these attributes. At the conclusion of the introduction, the 

experimenter answered any questions and then instructed subjects to 

proceed through the booklet on their own. 

Manipulation of Initial Beliefs. Part I of the booklets for 

explanation conditions contained the "Hypothesis Writing Exercise." 

The instructions requested subjects to imagine themselves as a psy¬ 

chologist working on a project initiated to develop techniques for 

screening firefighter job applicants. Their specific responsibilities 

were to identify personality traits important for effective per¬ 

formance, and to identify or develop written tests to measure these 

traits. Subjects were then asked to assume that, by their professional 

judgment alone, they expected an important trait to be risk preference 
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in decision making. At this point, subjects in different theory 

explanation conditions were asked to make different assumptions 

regarding the nature of the relationship between the variables of risk 

preference and job performance. Subjects in the Positive Relationship 

condition were to imagine they believed a preference for high risk 

("riskiness") to be related to high performance ("success") and a 

preference for low risk ("conservatism") to be related to low per¬ 

formance ("failure"). Conversely, subjects in the Neqative Rela¬ 

tionship condition were to imagine they believed a preference of low 

risk ("conservatism") to be related to high performance ("success") and 

a preference for hiqh risk ("riskiness") to be related to low per¬ 

formance ("failure"). 

Next, subjects in each of these two groups were asked to write a 

causal explanation for their position. To create a plausible pretext 

for this exercise, subjects were told that in the absence of any 

empirical evidence bearing on their hypotheses, other psychologists 

with the firefighter project had asked them to justify their positions. 

Subjects in the Positive Explanation condition were asked to write one 

paragraph in response to the following questions: "How or why might 

riskiness in decision making cause a firefighter to be a success, while 

conservatism might cause a firefighter to be a failure? (Assume that 

the firefighter has all other abilities necessary to perform the 

job.)." Subjects in the Negative Explanation condition were asked to 

write a paragraph response to a question specifying the opposite 

relationship. Following each question, the experimental booklets 

provided a half-size legal page for responding, and instructed subjects 
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time to five minutes. For the interested reader, Appendix A presents a 

copy of the Hypothesis Writing Exercise developed for each theory 

explanation condition. Control subjects did not receive the Hypothesis 

Writing Exercise. Part I of their booklets presented the initial 

belief measures described below. 

Measures of Initial Beliefs. All subjects were requested to 

respond to several items of varying formats designed to measure their 

initial (pre-evidence) beliefs concerning the true relationship between 

riskiness in decision making and performance in firefighter jobs. 

Instructions to subjects in the theory explanation conditions empha¬ 

sized they were to respond by relying on their own knowledge, intui¬ 

tion, and beliefs, regardless of the hypothesis they previously 

explained. Control subjects, at this stage of the experiment, had not 

been introduced to the firefighter research project, per se. They were 

told that the first part of the experiment was concerned with their 

personal beliefs about the importance of a particular personality trait 

for performance in firefighter jobs. To minimize social evaluation 

concerns, all subjects completed the initial belief measures and 

subsequent ones under conditions of anonymity. 

The first of the initial measures ("Correlation Judgment") 

followed the logic of a correlation estimate by asking subjects to 

indicate what they perceived to be the direction and strength of the 

true relationship between the target variables. The scale was a 

nine-point (-4 to +4), verbally-anchored, vertical rating scale. 

Appearing to the left of each numerical value were two adjective 

anchors describing a particular combination of relationship direction 
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and relationship strength. Positive values were anchored as follows: 

(+4) Positive/Very Strong; (+3) Positive/Strong; (+2) 

Positive/Moderate; (+1) Positive/Weak. Complementary anchors accom¬ 

panied the negative values and the phrase, “No Relationship," anchored 

the value, "0." Situated to the right of each value was an extended 

anchor: At "4" appeared: "All else being equal, people who frequently 

choose risky options have a far better chance of success than people 

who seldom choose them." For the values, "+3," "+2," and "+1," the 

anchors' italicized phrases changed to much better, moderately better, 

and slightly better, respectively. Negative values on the scale 

carried the same extended anchors with the exception that the word, 

"failure," appeared in the place of the word, "success." Subjects were 

instructed to mark the number corresponding to their perceptions of the 

true relationship between the two variables. 

The second item requested estimates of the percentage of suc¬ 

cessful firefighters subjects believed to exist in two groups: 

firefighters frequently choosing risky options when making decisions, 

and firefighters frequently choosing conservative options when making 

decisions. A measure (Success Rate Index) of perceived association 

between theory variables was calculated by subtracting estimates given 

for the "conservative options" group from estimates for the "risky 

options" group. This procedures yielded a value potentially ranging 

from +100 (maximum belief in a positive relationship) to -100 (maximum 

belief in a negative relationship). 

The third item requested subjects to express their degree of 

agreement or disagreement with the following expectancy statement: "As 
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a group, successful firefighters are more likely to be risky in their 

decision making than are failure firefighters." Appearing below the 

statement was a five-point, Likert-type scale which subjects were 

instructed to mark in accordance with their personal beliefs: (1) 

Strongly disagree; (2) Disagree; (3) Neither disagree nor agree; (4) 

Agree; and (5) Strongly agree." Immediately afterwards, the fourth 

item presented the same stimulus statement and response format with the 

exception that the statement contained the word, "conservative," in 

lieu of the work, "risky." A single "Expectancy Index" was calculated 

by subtracting the response value chosen for the conservative-success 

statement from the response value chosen for the risky-success state¬ 

ment. A difference score of +4 thus indicated a maximally strong 

belief in a positive relationship a difference score of -4, a maximally 

strong belief in a negative relationship. In summary, three separate 

measures of subjects' initial beliefs about the true relationship 

between riskiness in decision making and performance in firefighter 

jobs were obtained: A Correlation Judgment, a Success Rate Index, and 

an Expectancy Index. 

Finally, a measure of subjects' confidence in their initial 

beliefs was obtained from responses to a single, five-point rating 

scale anchored as follows: (1) Not at all confident; (2) Slightly 

confident; (3) Moderately confident; (4) Very confident; and (5) 

Extremely confident. 

Presentation of New Evidence. Contrived evidence pertaining to 

the risk preference-job performance theory was presented in the "Test 

Evaluation Exercise" in which subjects in explanation conditions were 
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set to resume their roles on the firefighter pro.iect, and control 

subjects were introduced to the role. After establishing this per¬ 

spective, the instructions advised subjects that the Director of the 

firefighter selection project had requested their opinions of a newly 

developed test designed measure riskiness in decision making, the 

"Risky-Conservative Choice (RCC) Test." Moreover, the Director had 

supplied them with the following information to use in their eval¬ 

uations: a copy of each of the eight items comprising the RCC Test; a 

separate firefighter’s response to each item; and, background infor¬ 

mation on the firefighter respondents. The firefighter responses were 

said to have been selected randomly from a sample of test responses 

gathered in a pilot study of the RCC conducted by the Project Director. 

At this point, subjects were also informed they would be asked to rate 

the quality and interpretability of the items. • 

Following the instructions, each RCC item and its accompanying 

information appeared on a separate paqe of the experimental booklets. 

At the top of the page appeared a brief description of the firefighter 

respondent's job performance standing and personal history (e.q., 

marital status, age, education, hobbies, etc.). Job performance was 

communicated by a statement indicating that the firefighter was 

considered to be either a success or failure in his job, and that he 

was ranked either in the top (5%, 7%, 8%, or 10%) or bottom (5%, 7%, 

8%, or 10%) of his training class group. 

Below the firefighter description appeared an RCC Test item 

followed by a firefighter’s written response. All RCC items were 

similar to items used in previous research on belief perseverance 
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(Anderson et al, 1980). Each one presented a dilemma and two behav¬ 

ioral alternatives, one risky and one conservative. A firefiqhter's 

response consisted of a short paragraph givinq his choice of action and 

rationale for his choice. Appendix B presents these stimuli. 

For half the RCC items, the accompanying firefighter performance 

data and item responses depicted a positive relationship between the 
« 

variables. In two cases a risky choice was given by a successful 

firefighter, and in two cases a conservative choice was given by an 

unsuccessful firefighter. For the remaining items, the information 

depicted a negative relationship. In two cases a risky choice was made 

by an unsuccessful firefiqhter and in two cases a conservative choice 

was made by a successful firefiqhter. Thus, in the aggreqate the 

sample data depicted no association between responses to the RCC items 

and job performance data. 

In an effort to control for order effects, two sequences of item 

information were counterbalanced across subjects within each of the 

experimental conditions. For each sequence, the order of information 

was determined randomly within the following constraints: (a) that one 

sequence began with item information supporting a positive relationship 

whereas the other sequence began with item information supporting a 

negative relationship; (b) that neither sequence contained item 

information in the first two positions supporting the same theory 

relationship; and (c) that neither sequence contained more than two 

consecutive occurrences of item information supporting the same theory 

relationship. The first two conditions were imposed to minimize the 

post-evidence availability of theories arising solely from the primacy 
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of item information supporting the theory. Similarly, the third 

condition was imposed to minimize theory availability arising solely 

from massed repetition of item information supporting the theory. 

Beneath each RCC item and item response appeared two ratinq scales. 

One, Validity Rating, requested judgments of the quality of the item as 

a measure of riskiness in decision making. Response options ranqed 

from 1 ("Very Bad") to 7 ("Very Good"). The second scale, Inter- 

pretability Rating, requested judqments of the interpretability of the 

item for firefighter applicants. Here response options ranqed from 1 

("Very hard to understand") to 7 ("Very easy to understand"). Finally, 

subjects were asked to write a brief comment explainina why they 

believed the item to be a good or poor item. 

Final Belief Measures and Perseverance Dependent Variables. 

Subjects' final beliefs and confidence in their beliefs were assessed 

immediately after the Test Evaluation Exercise by having them complete 

the same items described under "Initial Belief Measures." Once again 

the instructions attempted to distinguish this rating exercise from the 

context of the psychologist role, and to minimize any perceived demand 

for responding in a consistent fashion. 

Debriefing Procedures. At the conclusion of the academic semester 

(about two weeks after the last group of subjects was tested), all 

subjects were mailed a detailed description of the experiment. 

Following the recommendations of research on strategies for minimizing 

debriefing perseverance (Ross, Lepper & Hubbard, 1975), the description 

explained the phenomenon of belief perseverance and the procedures used 

to induce opposing beliefs. 



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The results of this experiment will be examined within the frame¬ 

work of three general findings: (a) the effect on subjects' personal 

beliefs resulting from their explanation of hypothetical social theories 

("Initial Belief Induction"); (b) the effect on initial beliefs re¬ 

sulting from subjects' exposure to inconclusive new evidence ("Analysis 

of the Perseverance Effect"); and (c) the relationship between subjects' 

hypothetical theory condition and their subsequent evaluation of new 

evidence ("Evaluation of New Evidence"). 

However, before proceeding to these findings, a word is in order 

regarding the dependent variables used for subjects' beliefs. As already 

described, three separate measures of initial (pre-evidence) and final 

(post-evidence) beliefs were obtained: A Correlation Judgment, a 

Success Rate Index, and an Expectancy Index. Comparable results were 

obtained from analyses performed on each of the individual measures, and 

the intercorrelations among these measures tended to be high — f * 76 

for initial belief measures, and j: = .61 for final belief measures. 

Consequently, the results and analyses considered in this section are 

based on composites of these measures, computed separately for initial 

and final beliefs. The composite scores were derived by converting the 

scores from individual belief measures into standard scores and summing. 

The mean scores for initial and final individual belief measures are 

tabled in this section along with the results from their respective 

composite measures. 

-18- 
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Induction of Initial Beliefs 

The results for subjects' initial beliefs regarding the true 

relationship between risk preference in decision making and performance 

in firefighter jobs appear in Table 1. Larger mean composite scores 

indicate a belief in a relatively more positive relationship. The 

pattern of these data suggest that personal beliefs were influenced by 

simply having subjects construct causal explanations for either of two 

opposing hypothetical relationships. Subjects who explained a positive 

relationship (i.e., relating high risk preference to high performance 

and low risk preference to low job performance) stated beliefs in a 

relatively positive relationship, whereas subjects who explained the 

opposite negative relationship stated beliefs in a relatively negative 

relationship. Control subjects, who were not instructed to explain any 

relationship, reported beliefs in a relationship that was intermediate 

with respect to that reported by Positive Relationship, and Negative 

Relationship subjects. 

A statistical comparison of the mean belief scores of Positive and 

Negative Relationship subjects yielded reliable evidence for the causal 

explanation effect, t(38) = 4.25, p<.001. It is noted, though, that the 

effect tended to be larger for the Negative Relationship group. 

Further findings worth noting are from measures of subjects' 

confidence in their initial beliefs. A oneway ANOVA performed on the 

confidence ratings of Positive Relationship (Xs 3.05), and Negative 

Relationship (X = 2.80), and Control (X * 2.90) groups produced no 

reliable evidence for an explanation effect, F(2,57)<1. Even more 

revealing was the finding that only 25% of the Positive Relationship 
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TABLE 1 

Mean Score for Initial Beliefs About "True" Relationship 
Between Risk Preference and Firefighter Performance as 
A Function of Hypothetical Theory Explanation Condition 

Hypothetical Theory Explained 

Positive Control (No Negative 
Initial Belief Measure Relationship Explanation) Relationship 

Correlation Judgmenta) 1.55(c) 1.10 -1.15 

Success Rate Index(a) .16 .08 - .24 

Expectancy Index(a) .78 .40 - .90 

Composite Belief Score(b) .43 .23 - .66 

(a) positive scores indicate a belief in a positive relationship; 
negative scores indicate a belief in a negative relationship. 

(b) Larger scores indicate a belief in a relatively more positive 
relationship. 

(c) All cells, n=20. 
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subjects, and 35% of the Negative Relationship subjects reported beinq 

either "Very confident" or "Extremely confident" in their initial 

beliefs (see Table 2). From these data, then, it appears that subjects 

were not firmly entrenched in their positions as they approached the 

task of examining inconclusive evidence. 

Analysis of the Perseverance Effect 

The results for subjects’ final beliefs regarding the true 

relationship between risk preference and firefighter performance appear 

in Table 3. In spite of subjects’ encounter with evidence depictinq no 

association between the two variables. Positive Relationship subjects 

and Negative Relationship subjects maintained their initial manipulated 

beliefs. Similarly, Control subjects maintained beliefs in an inter¬ 

mediate relationship. 

A 3 (Theory Explanation Condition) X 2 (Order of Item Presenta¬ 

tion) unweighted means, between-groups ANOVA performed on subjects' 

final beliefs indicated a significant effect for Theory Explanation 

Condition, F(2,52) = 9.07, p<.0001. (Neither the item-order effect 

(F(l,52) = 2.24, p>.10) nor the interaction (F(2,52) = 1.15, p>.25) 

reached conventional levels of significance.) In addition, a signi¬ 

ficant difference was observed between the final beliefs of Positive 

Relationship subjects and Negative Relationship subjects when compared 

separately, t(3) = 3.83, p<.001. On the basis of these analyses alone 

it appears that a considerable difference prevailed in the beliefs of 

groups that initially differed in their views about the "true" theory 

relationship, and who had examined evidence providing no consistent 

support for their positions. 
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TABLE 2 

Relative Frequency of Ratings of Confidence in Initial Beliefs 
As a Function of Hypothetical Theory Explanation Condition 

Hypothetical Theory Explained (a) 

Confidence Rating 
Positive 

Relationship 
Control (No 
Explanation) 

Negative 
Relationship 

Extremely confident 5% 5% 15% 

Very confident 20 15 20 

Moderately confident 50 65 40 

Slightly confident 15 15 20 

Not at all confident 10 0 5 

(a)Al 1 conditions, n=20. 
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TABLE 3 

Mean Score for Final Beliefs About "True" Relationshio 
Between Risk Preference and Firefighter Performance as 
A Function of Hypothetical Theory Explanation Condition 

Hypothetical Theory Explained 

Final Belief Measure 
Positive 

Relationship 
Control (No 
Explanation) 

Neqative 
Rel ationshii 

Correlation Judgment^) 1.30(c) 1.50 -.25 

Success Rate Index(a) .25 .11 -.15(c) 

Expectancy Index(a) .95 .85 -.45 

Composite Belief Scored) .37(c) .24 -.59(c) 

(a) Positive scores indicate a belief in a positive relationship: 
neqative scores indicate a belief in a negative relationship. 

(b) Larger scores indicate a belief in a relatively more positive 
relationship. 

(c) n=19; all other cells, n=20. 
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Yet a more telling test of this apparent perseverance effect is to 

be found in an analysis of the change in subjects' initial beliefs. 

Figure 1 illustrates the difference in initial and final beliefs 

obtained for each of the experimental groups. As one might expect, 

virtually no change appears in the beliefs of Control subjects. The 

beliefs of Positive and Negative Relationship subjects appear to weaken 

somewhat, but the magnitude of the shift in both groups also appears to 

be quite small. A reoeated measures analysis was performed on sub¬ 

jects' composite belief scores. A planned contrast considering only 

Positive and Negative Relationship groups produced no reliable 

evidence for a differential change, or convergence in their beliefs 

(F(1,52)<1). Specific contrasts performed for the two-way interaction 

between belief assessments and order of test-item evidence (F(1,52)<1), 

and for the three-way interaction considering belief assessments, 

order of test-item evidence, and theory condition (F(l,52) = 3.48, 

p>.05) were also nonsignificant. 

The results of these analyses are consistent with the basic 

perseverance effect reported in earlier studies, using a new evidence 

paradigm, by Lord and his colleagues. In their studies, as in this 

one, no reliable evidence was found for a normative convergence in the 

positions of groups initially opposed in their views. It may be 

recalled, though, that in their experiments, groups initially opposed 

in their views not only failed to converge in their positions, but also 

tended to polarize or become more extreme in their views. No evidence 

for a polarization in initial views was found in this experiment. 

As a parenthetical note, it appears that the opportunity to 

examine nonsupportive evidence had only a negligible effect on 
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subjects' confidence in their beliefs. In fact, the mean change in 

confidence ratings (final minus initial) was essentially zero for 

Positive and Negative Relationship subjects, and only -.35 for Control 

subjects. In a 3 (Theory Explanation Condition) X 2 (Order of Item 

Presentation) between-groups ANOVA performed on the difference between 

initial and final confidence ratings, the main effect for Theory 

Explanation Condition was found to be nonsignficant, F(2,54)<1. Neither 

the main effect for item order (F(2,54)<1) nor the interaction 

(F(2,54)<1) approached conventional levels of signficance. 

Evaluation of New Evidence 

The tendency for initial beliefs to survive the challenge of 

totally inconclusive data could possibly arise from a biased consid¬ 

eration, or evaluation of the data. Specifically, if data supporting 

one's prior beliefs are judged, in some respect, to be more valid or 

reliable than data opposing one’s prior beliefs, enough support could 

be garnered from mixed evidence to sustain beliefs. It may be recalled 

that subjects rated the validity of the RCC Test items as a measure of 

risk preference, and the interpretab ility of the items for firefighter 

applicants. Thus, the question that follows is whether subjects rated 

items bearing evidence supporting their prior beliefs as more "valid" 

and more "interpretable" than items with evidence opposing their 

beliefs. The dependent variable used to test for this biased evalua¬ 

tion effect was the difference between the average rating assigned to 

positive relationship items, and the average rating assigned to 

negative relationship items, computed separately for Validity and 

Interpretability ratings. 
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Table 4 displays the group means for the average ratings assigned 

to positive and to negative relationship items, and for the difference 

between these averaqes. At the top of the table appear the results for 

the Validity ratings. One curious finding is that the largest mean 

difference score occurs with Control subjects who tended to judge the 

Positive Relationship items to be more valid. Although the mean 

difference score for Positive and Negative Relationship subjects tend 

to be in the direction of a biased evaluation effect, they also tend to 

be quite small compared to that of the Controls. 

A 3 (Theory Explanation Condition) X 2 (Order of Item Pres¬ 

entation) between groups, ANOVA performed on the difference scores 

produced a significant effect for Theory Explanation Condition, 

F(2,54) = 3.19, p<.05. Yet neither the main effect for Order 

(F(1,54)<1) nor the interaction (F(1,54)<1) were significant. Because 

of the pattern of data from the mean Validity scores, there is some 

question as to whether the Theory Explanation effect is a function of 

biased evaluations on the part of the Positive and Negative Rela¬ 

tionship subjects. As evidence for biased evaluation deoends more 

importantly on the differential ratings assigned by these two groups 

than by the Control groups, a subsequent analysis was performed without 

the Control condition. The results of a 2 (Theory Explanation Con¬ 

dition) X 2 (Order of Item Presentation) between groups, ANOVA per¬ 

formed on the difference in average Validity ratings produced no 

reliable evidence for a biased evaluation of test item evidence. The 

main effect for Theory Explanation Condition (F(1,36)<1), the main 

effect for Order (F(1,36)<1), and the interaction (F(1,36)<1) were all 

found to be nonsignificant. 
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It is not readily apparent why Control subjects regarded items 

supporting a positive relationship to be more valid than items 

supporting a negative relationship. But given that Positive and 

Negative Relationship subjects did not differ in their evaluations of 

the two types of items, the results do not appear to support a biased 

evaluation effect for the Validity ratings. 

The results from the Interpretabi1ity ratings appear at the bottom 

of Table 4. As can be seen, the pattern of these data are not con¬ 

sistent with a biased evaluation effect. In fact, Positive Rela¬ 

tionship subjects tend to assiqn a somewhat higher average rating to 

items supporting a negative relationship, whereas Negative Relationship 

subjects tend to assign a slightly higher average rating to items 

supporting a positive relationship. A 3 (Theory Explanation Condition) 

X 2 (Order of Item Presentation) between groups, ANOVA indicated that 

the main effect of Theory Explanation condition (F(2,54) = 1.35, 

p>.25), and the interaction (F(2,54)<1) were not reliable. The main 

effect for Order of Item Presentation, however, was found to be 

significant, F( 1,54) = 5.29, p<.03. As the RCC items in both orders 

were arranged randomly, within very limited constraints, it is not 

evident why this order effect occurred. 

In the light of these results, there appears to be no reliable 

evidence of a biased processing or evaluation of the test item evi¬ 

dence. Even though Positive and Negative Relationship subjects differed 

in their initial beliefs regarding the "true" relationship between risk 

preference and firefighter performance, they both judged the items 

supporting their beliefs to be comparable in validity and inter- 

pretability to the items opposing their beliefs. 



GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Before turning to the finding of primary interest, comment will be 

made on a secondary result. In the belief induction phase, merely 

asking subjects to explain how or why two variables might be related in 

a particular fashion was observed to have a substantial effect in 

shaping their beliefs about the "true" relationship. More speci¬ 

fically, subjects who explained a positive relationship between risk 

preference and firefighter performance (high risk preference related to 

high performance and low risk preference related to low performance) 

subsequently reported beliefs in a relatively positive relationship; 

conversely, subjects who explained the opposite, negative relationship 

subsequently reported beliefs in a relatively negative relationship. 

This finding replicates the results of two experiments by Anderson 

(1983) demonstrating the exDlanation effect for various hypothetical 

social theories--including the one in this experiment. 

The finding of central interest to this study, however, is that 

subjects tended to persist in beliefs arising solely from explanation 

processes, even after encountering nonsupportive evidence. Thus, after 

examining data depicting no systematic association between risk 

preference and performance in firefighter jobs, subjects in the 

explanation groups held fast to their contrary beliefs. Needless to 

say, it should not be concluded that under the conditions of the 

present experiment, new evidence produces no change at all in prior 

belief. But one can say that whatever change does occur is likely to 

be small, and that there is a substantial persistence of initial 

belief. 

-30- 
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The results of this experiment replicate the finding of a counter- 

normative persistence of beliefs in a new-evidence paradigm observed by 

Lord, Ross, & Lepper (1979) and Lord, Lepper & Thompson (1980). 

Exposure to the same mixed evidence bearing on subjects' prior beliefs 

should cause groups initially opposed in their beliefs to weaken, and 

thus to converge in their positions. Yet neither in the experiments by 

Lord and his associates nor in the present one was there reliable 

evidence for a convergence in prior beliefs. It might be added, 

parenthetically, that while Lord et al. found opposing groups to 

polarize, or become more extreme in their initial views, no such 

tendency was found under the conditions of this experiment. 

The present experiment not only replicated the findings of Lord 

and his associates but extended them in an important direction. 

Specifically, perseverance occurred with beliefs considerably different 

from beliefs about capital punishment, and presumably more vulnerable 

to challenges. In this case, beliefs were newly formed, as opposed to 

long-standing prior beliefs. In addition, they may be regarded as 

comparatively low in their level of ego involvement. That is, it seems 

unlikely that beliefs about a relationship between risk preference and 

firefighter performance would embody central values, or values funda¬ 

mental to subjects' self concepts. On the other hand, it seems very 

likely that extreme beliefs about capital punishment would have such 

associations, and thus be comparatively resistant to challenges. It 

may even be this ego-involving feature of capital punishment beliefs 

that contributed to the extreme, counter-normative behavior--a polari¬ 

zation of initial views--observed by Lord and his associates. Nisbett & 

Ross (1980) have also suggested this possibility. 
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Given that the phenomenon of belief perseverance in the face of 

nonsupportive evidence has been replicated, how might this phenomenon 

be explained? One possibility is that it reflects a deliberate 

strategy on the part of subjects to give consistent responses in 

assessments of initial and final beliefs, regardless of whether they 

really did change or persist in their beliefs. As it happens, close 

inspection of the data does not support this possibility. Although 

group data for composite belief scores showed barely any change at all, 

none of the subjects obtained the same belief scores in the pre- and 

post-evidence tests. It seems unlikely, therefore, that the lack of 

change in mean belief scores was due to an effort on the part of 

subjects towards reporting consistent beliefs. 

Perseverance of beliefs in the face of new, nonsupportive data 

could conceivably occur if the new evidence is somehow processed in 

accordance with prior beliefs. People could regard the evidence 

supporting their prior beliefs to be more relevant, reliable or 

credible than the evidence opposing their beliefs. As a result, they 

may weigh the evidence supporting their beliefs more heavily, and 

thereby derive enough support form a mixed body of evidence to sustain 

their prior beliefs. In the initial investigation by Lord et al. the 

results of several measures suggested that subjects were processing the 

capital punishment evidence in a biased or theory-driven fashion. For 

example, both Opponent and Proponent groups rated the study that 

supported their beliefs as "more convincing" and "better conducted" 

than the study that opposed their beliefs. The findings of this 

experiment, however, produced no reliable evidence for a biased 
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processing of the test-item evidence. Subjects in each of the opposing 

theory conditions judged the test items with data supporting their 

beliefs to be comparable in "Validity" and "Interpretabi 1 ity" to the 

items with data opposing their beliefs. 

From another perspective, the perseverance effects in this 

experiment may be considered in relation to the type of information 

underlying subjects' initial beliefs, internally-generated causal 

accounts. There seems to be no compelling reason for arguing that 

subjects' causal constructions should have greater evidential value 

than the test-item data supplied in the experiment. In effect, both 

types of information were created, or contrived to fit a particular 

theory of unknown validity. However, certain investigators have 

proposed that once information is structured in a causal schema or 

framework it is less likely to be restructured or revised in the midst 

of incompatible evidence (Tversky & Kahneman, 1980; Sherman, 1983). 

What is being suggested is that perseverance effects may be more likely 

to the extent that explanation processes underly the formation of 

initial beliefs. Some support for this line of reasoning comes from 

research on debriefing perseverance. Specifically, perseverance 

effects are stronger when subjects have been instructed to explain the 

manipulated evidence before they received debriefing feedback 

(Anderson, Lepper, & Ross, 1980, Exp. 2). There is also evidence 

suggesting that debriefing perseverance is mediated by the availability 

of causal constructions associated with the manipulated initial 

evidence (New, Speer, & Anderson, 1983). It seems possible, then, that 

perseverance in a new evidence paradigm may be enhanced to the extent 
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that causal constructions underly the initial beliefs, and subjects 

rely on the availability of these constructions as opposed to the 

weight of new evidence when finally assessing their beliefs. 

The findings of the present experiment seem to point to several 

directions for future research. For example, the present experiment 

used a belief domain which, by virtue of its apparent irrelevance to 

subjects' central values, was presumed to be less ego involving than 

beliefs about capital punishment, and thus more susceptible to chal¬ 

lenges. One fruitful approach may be to investigate the effects of eqo 

involvement, as a varying property of beliefs, on perseverance effects. 

Historically, the concept of ego involvement has been investigated 

chiefly in studies of attitude change as opposed to belief or opinion 

change (Sherif, Sherif & Nebergall, 1965; Sherif & Sherif, 1967). And 

yet, it has been suggested by other researchers (Nisbett & Ross, 1980; 

Ross & Lepper, 1980) that perseverance may sometimes arise, at least in 

part, from the motivational properties of beliefs. 

Finally, it may be informative to examine the extent to which 

causal processing, as a formative component of initial beliefs influ¬ 

ences the persistence of beliefs in the face of nonsupportive data. For 

example, one might examine persistence as a function of two conditions 

for inducing prior beliefs of comparable strenqth: one which only 

invokes the explanation of opposing beliefs, and one which only 

supplies external data for opposing beliefs. The extent to which 

beliefs formed under each of these conditions weaken or fail to weaken 

may supply some understanding of the importance of explicit explanation 

processes for perseverance in a new evidence paradigm. 
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PART I 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR POSITIVE RELATIONSHIP 

HYPOTHETICAL THEORY CONDITION 



PART I: HYPOTHESIS WRITING TASK 

Here you are being asked to play the role of a personnel psychologist 

who is working on a project to identify personality traits and related 

tests to be used in screening applicants for the job of fire fighter. 

Assure far the moment that you believe the trait of riskiness in decision 

making to be important for the job of fire fighter such that a tendency to- 

yard riskiness is associated with successful performance and a tendency toward 

oanservatian is associated with poor performance, (Others in this 

experiment are being asked to consider the relevance of different personality 

characteristics.) Even though your professional judgment has led you to 

this belief y you have no hard data to support it. Ultimately it must be tested 

with a formal, empirical study. In the meantime, however, your fellow 

project members have asked that you justify your belief. In the space provi¬ 

ded below, write a paragraph explaining why you think riskiness, as opposed 

to conservatism, in decision making might be more likely to cause a fire 

fighter to be successful in his or her work. Try to limit yourself to 

five minutes on this exercise. 

* * * 

How or why might riskiness in decision making cause a fire fighter to be 

successful, while conservatism might cause a fire fighter to be a failure? 
Assure that the fire fighter has all other abilities neccessary to perform 

the job. 



PART II 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR NEGATIVE RELATIONSHIP 

HYPOTHETICAL THEORY CONDITION 



PART I: HYPOTHESIS WRITING TASK 

Here you axe being asked to play the role of a personnel psychologist 

who is working on a project to identify personality traits and related 

tests to be used in screening applicants for the job of fire fighter* 

Assume for the moment that you believe the trait of riskiness in decision 

making to be important for the job of fire fighter such that a tendency 

toward conservatism is associated with successful performance and a tendency 

toward riskiness is associated with poor performance. (Others in this 

experiment are being asked to the relevance of different personality 

characteristics.) Even though your professional judgment has led you to 

this belief, you have no hard data to support it. Ultimately it mast be 

tested with a formal, empirical study* In the meantime, however, your fellow 

project members have asked that you justify your belief. In the space provided 

belor, write a paragraph explaining why you think conservatism, as opposed 

to riskiness, in decision making might be more likely to cause a fire fighter 

to be success in his or her work. Tfy to limit yourself to five minutes on 

this exercise. 

* * * 

How or why might conservatism in decision making cause a fire fighter to be 

successful, while riskiness might cause a fire fighter to be a failure? 

(Assume that the fire fighter has all other abilities necessary to perform 
the job.) 
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PART I 

RISKY-CONSERVATIVE CHOICE TEST ITEMS 

DEPICTING A POSITIVE RELATIONSHIP 

BETWEEN FIREFIGHTER RESPONSES ANO FIREFIGHTER 

JOB PERFORMANCE 



Fire Fighter 

Frank C. is a twenty-five-year-old Army veteran. He went 
to college for one year prior to joining the Array. He is 
married and has a six-month old aaugnier. ,u& xatner, wno died 
recently» was a foreman at a chemical plant. Frank is regarded 
as a failure in his fire fighter job. He was ranked in the bottom 
8£ of his training group after a two-year probationary period. 

RCC Itéra 

Mr. J is an American captured by the enemy in World War II 
and placed in a prisoner-of-war camp. Conditions in the camp are 
quite bad with long hours of hard physical labor» and a barely 
sufficient diet. After spending several months in this camp» 
Mr. J notes the possibility of escape by concealing himself in 
a supply truck that shuttles in and out of the camp. Of course, 
there is no guarantee that the escape would prove successful. 
Recapture by the enemy could well mean execution. 

Imagine that you are advising Mr. J. Would you advise him 
to take the risk and attempt to escape? 

Frank C.'s Response 

I would not try that escape plan. It's just too risky. 
If it doesn't work» and the odds are pretty high against it» the 
loss would just be too great. Risking being killed like that 
just isn't worth it. Besides» there is a good chance that if 
his escape is successful» others in the camp will suffer reprisals; 
therefore, to escape wouldn't be right. Also, if he had survived 
in the camp for several months already, he'd probably survive 
until the end of the war. And survival is the name of the game. 

YOUR EVALUATION OF THIS RCC ITEM 

1. Explain why you think this RCC item ljs or is not a good 
item for measuring a person's tendency toward risk or conserva¬ 
tism in decision making. 

Respond to the following questions by marking (with an MXW) the 
number that corresponds to your opinion. 

As a measure of a fire fighter's tendency toward risk or con- 
servatism in decision making this item is 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (1) 
Very Very 
Good Bad 

For fire fighter applicants this item would be 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (1) 
Very Easy Very Hard 

to to 
Understand Understand 



Fire Fighter 

Larry S. is twenty-two years old. Before becoming a fire fighter 
he graduated from a technical junior college with a certificate in general 
studies and welding. He is single. His outside interests include elec¬ 
tronics» fishing and hunting. Larry is a success in nxs 300 as a cxre 
fighter. He was ranked in the top 10% of his training group after a two- 
year probationary period. 

Mr. C, a married man with two children» has a steady job 
that pays him about $20,000 per year# He can easily afford the 
necessities of life, but few of the luxuries. Mr. C's father, • 
who died recently, carried a $6,000 life insurance policy. 
Mr. C would like to invest this money in stocks. He is well 
aware of the secure "blue chip" stocks and bonds that would pay 
approximately 9i on his investment. On the other hand, Mr. C 
has heard that the stocks of a relatively unknown Company X 
might double their present value if a new product currently in 
production is favorably received by the buying public. However, 
if the product is unfavorably received, the stocks would decline 
in value. 

Imagine that you are advising Mr. C. Would you advise him 
to take a chance and buy the Company X stocks, or to be careful 
and invest in the "blue chip" stocks? 

Larrv S.'s Response 

I would advise Mr. C to invest in Company X stocks. Look 
at it this way. He stands to make a lot of money in a short 
time. If he loses, he doesn't really lose anything since the 
$6,000 is extra money anyway. Besides, it is highly unlikely 
that he would lose all his money, since at the worst the company 
would simply go out of business, sell their assets and pay back 
the stockholders some of their money. There's a certain amount 
of enjoyment in taking such slight risks, too, that enhances life. 

1. Explain why you think this RCC item i_s or is not a good item 
for measuring a person's tendency toward risk or conserva¬ 
tism in decision making. 

Respond to the following questions by marking (with an "X") the 
number that corresponds to your opinion. 

2. As a measure of a fire fighter's tendency toward risk or 
conservatism in decision making this item is 

RCC Item 

YOUR EVALUATION OF THIS RCC ITEM 

(7) (6) (5) (4) 
Very 
Good 

(3) (2) (1) 
Very 
Bad 

3. For fire fighter applicants this item would be 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (2) (1) 
Very Hard Very Easy 

to to 
Understand Understand 



46 

Fire Fighter 

William H. is twenty-five years old and engaged to be married 
in five months. He went to college for five semesters before 
starting work as a construction laborer. He quit construction work 
to become a fire fighter. His hobbies are camping and rock hunt¬ 
ing. Following a two-year probationary period as a fire fighter 
William was rated in the bottom 5% of his training group. He 
is considered to be a failure in this job. 

RCC Item 

Mr. S is a scuba diver working with a marine biology research 
team. He has been diving at a fairly deep level for about 
30 minutes when he notices that something is wrong with his 
breathing apparatus. Mr. S may surface slowly to avoid getting 
"the bends", but he may run out of oxygen if the malfunction 
in his gear worsens. On the other hand, Mr. S may surface 
rapidly, assuring himself of not drowning, but this course of 
action will mean he will have to spend a considerable amount of 
time, of which the research team has little left, in the ship's 
decompression chamber to avoid the bends. 

Imagine that you are advising Mr. S. Would you recommend 
that he risk running out of oxygen by surfacing slowly in order 
to avoid the lengthy decompression chamber process, or that he 
be conservative in his decision by surfacing rapidly? 

William H.fs Response 

I would surface rapidly and get into the decompression 
chamber. It's the only smart thing,* and the safe one, to do. 
The research team would not want one to take such a risk even 
if it meant that playing safe takes you off the job for a few 
hours. In situations like this I always take the safe route; 
in the long run it is usually the right thing to do. After all, 
you owe it to yourself to play it safe when possible. 

YOUR EVALUATION OF THIS RCC ITEM 

1. Explain why you think this RCC item i_s or is not a good item 
for measuring a person's tendency toward risk or conserva¬ 
tism in decision making. 

Respond to the following questions by marking (with an WX") the 
number that corresponds to your opinion. 

2. As a measure of a fire fighter's tendency toward risk or con- 
servatism in decision making this item is 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (1) 
Very Very 
Good Bad 

3. For fire fighter applicants this item would be 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (D 
Very Easy Very Hard 

to to 

Understand 
Understand 



Fire Fighter 

John P. is twenty-one years old, and had just gotten out of 
the Army before becoming a fire fighter. He is single and says he 
is "playing the field.** He got his high school diploma while in 
the Army, having dropped out of school to work at age 16. His 
only hobby is skeet shooting. John is considered to be a 
successful fire fighter. He was ranked in the top 5% of his 
training group at the end of his two-year probationary period. 

RCC Item 

Mr. P is a young psychologist examining the process of 
religious or philosophical conversion. He has the financial 
backing to take time off from his usual line of research and 
work, and is considering trying to get first hand knowledge of 
this process by joining a national mystical religious movement. 
The movement is noted for its effectiveness in thoroughly con¬ 
verting those who join them. The possible benefits of gaining 
insight into the conversion process are tremendous. Yet, there 
is a real possibility that Mr. P himself will be "converted," 
which would mean that he would never return to the mainstream 
of academic life. The other alternative for Mr. P is to simply 
bypass this opportunity and to continue his previous line of 
research. 

Imagine that you are advising Mr. P. Would you advise him 
to take the risk and join the mystical group to study the con¬ 
version process first hand, or to bypass the opportunity and 
continue his previous research? 

John P.*s Response 

Mr. P should join the group to study the conversion process. 
The gains to be made from such research are quite high, especially 
in the value such knowledge has to society. Since great gains 
come only by taking risks, one has to expect such risks if one 
expects to make gains in knowledge. Risk is just part of doing 
anything worthwhile, and my approach to life is to take the risks 
necessary to possibly perform exceedingly well. 

YOUR EVALUATION OF THIS RCC ITEM 

1 • Explain why you think this RCC item i_s or is not a good item 
for measuring a person*s tendency toward risk or conservatism 
in decision making. 

Respond to the following questions by marking (with an "X”) the 
number that corresponds to your opinion. 

2. As a measure of a fire fighter*s tendency toward risk or conserva¬ 
tism in decision making this item is 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (1) 
Very Very 
Good Bad 

3. For fire fighter applicants this item would be 

(7) (6) (5) 
Very Easy 

to Understand 

(4) (3) (2) (1) 
Very Hard 

to Understand 



PART II 

RISKY-CONSERVATIVE CHOICE TEST ITEMS 

DEPICTING A NEGATIVE RELATIONSHIP 

BETWEEN FIREFIGHTER RESPONSES AND FIREFIGHTER 

JOB PERFORMANCE 
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Fire Fighter 

George C. is twenty-eight years old. He is married and 
has a one-year old son. Before becoming a fire fighter George 
attended a junior college ana servea m tne Army which included 
a tour of duty in Viet Nam. George's father runs a local hardware 
store; his mother works as a substitute elementary teacher. 
George's hobbies include watching television, reading science fic¬ 
tion novels, and playing golf. George is considered to be a 
successful fire fighter. At the end of the two-year probationary 
period he was rated in the top 8J of his training group. 

RCC Item 

Mr. R lives in a small town in New Mexico, 90 miles from the 
nearest hospital and doctor. His wife, 8 months pregnant, has 
just informed him that she is having severe labor contractions, 
and that she thinks the baby is going to be born very shortly, 
almost a month early. Upon leaving for the hospital Mr. R 
notices that he is low on gas. If he drives slow he is virtually 
positive that there is enough gas to get them to the hospital, 
but by going slow the baby is very likely to come before arriving 
at the hospital. On the other hand, if he drives fast Mr. R 
can cut the travel time by about 25 minutes but he may run out 
of gas before getting to the hospital. 

Imagine that you are advising Mr. R. Would you advise him 
to make the risky decision and drive fast, hoping to not run out 
of gas, or to make the more conservative decision and drive 
slowly, making sure that he doesn't run out of gas? 

George C.'s Response 

I would advise Mr. R to drive slow and play it safe. If 
the baby is born on the way to the hospital, why, at least 
they'll be sure to get there so proper care can be taken of the 
baby. By driving fast, however, the potential loss is great. If 
they Jun out of gas the baby would be born in the car anyway, and 
they wouldn't be able to get to the hospital at all. The risk 
involved in driving fast is thus very high in this situation. 

YOUR EVALUATION OF THIS RCC ITEM 

1. Explain why you think this RCC item or is not a good item 
for measuring a person's tendency toward risk or conservatism 
in decision making. 

Respond to the following questions by marking (with an "X") the 
number that corresponds to your opinion. 

2. As a measure of a fire fighter's tendency toward risk or con¬ 
servatism in decision making this item is 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (-2) (D 
Very Very 
Good Bad 

3. For fire fighter applicants this item would be 

(7) (6) (5) (4) 
Very Easy 

to Understand 

(3) (2) (1) 
Very Hard 

to Understand 
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Fire Fighter 

Peter T. is twenty-five years old* He is married and has 
tvo children, three and two years old. His wife is working. 
In his spare time Peter likes to work on cars, and makes a bit 
of money doing this. Peter has been evaluated as a failure as 
a fire fighter. At the end of the two-year probationary period 
he ranked in the bottom H of his training group. 

RCC Item 

Mr. F is currently a college senior who is very eager to 
pursue graduate study in chemistry leading to the Doctor of 
Philosophy degree. He has been accepted by both University X 
and University Y. University X has a world-wide reputation for 
excellence in chemistry. While a degree from University X would 
signify outstanding training in this field, the standards are so 
very rigorous that only a small fraction of the students actually 
receive the degree. University Y, on the other hand, has much 
less of a reputation in chemistry, but almost everyone admitted 
is awarded the Doctor of Philosophy degree. The degree from 
University Y has much less prestige than the degree from Univer¬ 
sity X. 

Imagine that you are advising Mr. F. Would you advise him 
to risk it and go to University X, or to play it safe and go to 
University Y? 

Peter T.'s Response 

Mr. F would be best off going to the better school, Univer¬ 
sity X. The gains to be made by attending the better school, both 
in terms of opportunities and quality of education, far outweigh 
the possibility of not making it. The losses from not trying 
the harder school would be large. He would never know if he was 
bright enough to do it. If he fails, then it is good that he 
find out that he doesn't have the ability to* be really good in 
chemistry, and he owes it to himself to find this out. 

YOUR EVALUATION OF THIS RCC ITEM 

1. Explain why you think this RCC item i_s or is not a good item 
for measuring a person's tendency toward risk or conserva¬ 
tism in decision making. 

Respond to the following questions by marking (with an "X”) the 
number that corresponds to your opinion. 

2 As a measure of a fire fighter's tendency toward risk or con¬ 
servatism in decision making this item is 

(7) (6) 
Very 
Good 

(5) (4) (3) (2) (1) 
Very 
Bad 

3. For fire fighter applicants this item would be 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) 
Very Easy 

to 

Understand 

(D 

Very Hard 
to 

Understand 
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Fire Fighter 

5am C. is twenty-three years old, and had just received his 
B.*A. in business administration before becoming a fire fighter. 
He became a fire fighter because he decided that working in an 
office was not exactly what he wanted to do. Ke is single and 
his hobbies include archery and jazz music. Sam was ranked in the 
top 1% of his training group at the end of the standard two-year 
probationary period. He is regarded as a successful fire fighter. 

RCC Item 

Mr. W is a research chemist applying for work on a project 
that requires a National Security Clearance. Mr. W suffers 
occasional attacks of epilepsy, though usually he can tell shortly 
in advance when an attack will occur. Mr. W also knows that in 
such delicate research projects epileptics are usually given lesser 
jobs. He can lie on the application and say that he doesn't 
suffer from epilepsy, to avoid this relegation to a lesser job. 
If discovered though, he will certainly be fired and banned from 
future government contract jobs. On the other hand, he can tell 
the truth, and accept the lesser job. 

Imagine that you are advising Mr. W. Would you advise him 
to take the risk and lie on the application, or to play it safe 
and be happy with whatever job he is given? 

Sam C.'s Response 

I think Mr. W should play it straight and safe, and be happy 
with whatever job he gets. Even if not caught lying, the gains 
in terns of job satisfaction are likely to be small. If caught 
lying, his career may be ruined. Also, it's my personal philosophy 
to be truthful and play it straight. It's the right thing to 
do. Besides, if he were to lie, he would constantly have to 
worry about being caught. Such worry and such risks are just not 
worth it. 

YOUR EVALUATION- OF THIS RCC ITEM 

1. Explain why you think this RCC item i_s or is not a good item 
for measuring a persons tendency toward risk or conserva¬ 
tism in decision making. 

Respond to the following questions by marking (with an "X") the 
number that corresponds to your opinion. 

2. As a measure of a fire fighter's tendency toward risk or con¬ 
servatism in decision making this item is 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (D 
Very Very 
Good Bad 

3. For fire fighter applicants this item would be 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (1) 
Very Easy Very Hard 

to to 
Understand Understand 
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Fire Fighter 

Robert F. is twenty-six years old, has been married for three 
years, and has no children. His hobbies include skiing, photo¬ 
graphy, and amateur boxing. He has a B.A. in journalism. Robert 
is considered a failure as a fire fighter. At the end of the two- 
year probationary period he ranked in the bottom 10% of his 
training group. 

RCC Item 

Mr. B, a 45-year-old accountant, has recently been informed 
by his physician that he has developed a severe heart ailment, 
the disease would be sufficiently serious to force Mr. B to change 
many of his strongest life habits -- reducing his work load, 
drastically changing his diet, giving up favorite leisure time 
pursuits. The physician suggests that a delicate medical opera¬ 
tion could be attempted which, if successful, would completely 
relieve the heart condition. But its success could not be 
assured, and in fact, the operation could prove fatal. 

Imagine that you are advising Mr. B. Would you advise him 
to take a chance on the operation, or to play it safe by not 
having the operation and changing his lifestyle? 

Robert F.'s Response 

He should risk it. I mean, if it were me in that situation, 
I would risk it and have the operation. Playing it safe by not 
having the operation and changing my entire life style would be 
out of the question. That's just not my style. To do so would 
mean giving up too much. It would mean giving up what 1 consider 
to be real living. If the operation is not successful, well, 
nothing has really been lost. 

YOUR EVALUATION OF THIS RCC ITEM 

1 • Explain why you think this RCC item i^s or is not a good item 
for measuring a person's tendency toward risk or conserva¬ 
tism in decision making. 

Respond to the following questions by marking (with an,,Xw) the 
number that corresponds to your opinion. 

2. As a measure of a fire fighter’s tendency toward risk or con¬ 
servatism in decision making this item is 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) (1) 
Very Very 
Good Bad 

3. For fire fighter applicants this item would be 

(7) (6) (5) (4) (3) (2) 
Very Easy 

to 
Understand 

(D 
Very Hard 

to 
Understand 


