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INTRODUCTION

Research on the illusory correlation phenomenon, the tendency to perceive a
covariation between two classes of stimuli that are uncorrelated or less strongly
correlated than perceived, has been widely researched in social psychology. There
has been research on both data-based (what is often termed distinctiveness-based
illusory correlation) and expectation-based illusory correlations. Unfortunately,
there have been few attempts to integrate these two lines of research. The present
study deals with the relative influence of expectations and empirical data on the
perception of illusory correlation. First, we will briefly describe the evidence
concerning data-based illusory correlation, followed by evidence concerning theory-
based, or expectation-based iltusory correlation.

The term illusory correlation was originally coined by Chapman (1967) to describe
the overassociation of semantically related word pairs or word pairs of unusual length.
Hamilton and Gifford (1976) applied the concept of illusory correlation to th.e
perception of social groups and developed a now familiar paradigm to demonstrate this
effect. They presented participants with behavioural instances about members of two
groups, called group A and group B, and group A represented the majority and group B
the minority. These two groups exhibited the same ratio of desirable to undesirable
behaviours (9:4, Study 1). Thus there was no correlation between type of behaviour and
group. Hamilton and Gifford demonstrated that the co-occurrence of the infrequent
(negative) behaviour and the infrequent group (group B) was overestimated. They
proposed that this data-based illusory correlation occurs because statistica.lly
infrequent combinations are particularly distinctive for the perceiver and receive
more attention, are more efficiently encoded, and consequently, are more availablein
memory than non-distinctive categories. Even though this explanation has been
challenged by a number of researchers (Fiedler, 1991; McGarty, Haslam, Turner &
Oakes, 1993; Smith, 1991), and because distinctiveness is not a factor in these
explanations we prefer the term ‘data-based’, there is substantive support for the data-
based illusory correlation effect (see e.g. McConnell, Sherman & Hamilton, 1994b;
Mullen & Johnson, 1990). This type of illusory correlation is based on data and may be
implicated in the development of stereotypes about minorities as opposed to illusory
correlation that is based on expectations or theories. The latter may offer an
explanation for the maintenance of stereotypes.

Expectation-based illusory, correlation has been investigated for socially
meaningful groups (see e.g., Hamilton & Rose, 1980; Spears, Eiser & Van def
Pligt, 1987). In these studies there was no co-occurrence of infrequent information
(as is the case in data-based research) and the observed illusory correlation effects
corresponded with the prior expectations held by the participants.

On a more general level some research in social psychology focuses on the role of
expectations in social judgment processes, while others pay more attention to data-
based processes. For example, Nisbett and Ross ( 1980) and Crocker (1981) argued that
people rely heavily on their expectations in assessing covariations, and that this might
result in distorted judgments when these expectations are inconsistent with the data.
Expectation-based illusory correlation may be explained by the confirmation bias; that
is, the tfendency to confirm a priori expectations and hypotheses by searching for
confirming evidence rather than disconfirming evidence (see e.g., Wason, 1960;
Klayman & Ha, 1987). Within social psychology, this point of view is clearly stated by
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Crocker (19
ronose é thi%)t;:d ;Iézdff and Swam} (1.978.). In contrast, Alloy and Tabachnik (1984)
S tonath of prior é)x ? ion of covariation is a function of the interaction between the
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expectations. One condition presented a skewed stimulus distribution, such .tpat
infrequency and expectations acted in the same direction. The other condlqon
presented participants with an equal stimulus distribution. Illusory correlation
occurred in both conditions, but was not stronger in the skewed distribution
condition. Thus it seems that distinctiveness received no additional weight in 'fhe
presence of prior expectations. Moreover, Fiedler et al. demonstrated that prior
expectations affected the processing of empirical information. In their experiment they
used a rating task and asked participants to rate each attitude statement (‘liberal’ versus
‘authoritarian’, produced by students or clerks) on an authoritarian-liberal dimension
during stimulus presentation. The results showed that the statements were interpreted
inline with prior expectations, indicating that the illusion is already effective duringthe
perception (and evaluation) of the stimuli. This can be considered as a tendency to
confirm prior expectations, that is, a confirmation bias. F urthermore, Berndsen (19?4),
who also used a rating task after completion of the standard illusory correlation
measures, demonstrated a similar confirmation bias. It appeared that participants who
perceived illusory correlations between group membership and desirability 9f
behaviours, modified the meaning of the behavioural statements in the rating task_ n
accordance with their illusory correlations, In other words, in the presence of prior
expectations (or perceived illusory correlations) the rating task provides a measure of
meaning shifts in the statements

Finally, Haslam, McGarty and Brown (1996) conducted an experiment where the
majority and minority groups were represented by right- and left-handed group
members (experimental condition), or by members of group A amd B (control
condition). Furthermore, the minority of the behaviours was undesirable. Based on the
idea of McGarty et al. (1993) that illusory correlation is created by expectations of
meaningful differences between the stimulus groups, they predicted no illl{sory
correlation in the experimental condition (as opposed to the control condition),
because there was no reason for participants to expect that there would be differences
between groups. This prediction was supported. In other words, eliminating
expectations of differences between social categories, eliminates the data-based
illusory correlation.

Thus first of all it is important to note that very few studies have simultaneously
addressed expectation and data-based processes. These studies indicate that data-
based illusory correlation can be overruled by expectations under some
circumstances, but it is not clear whether this is only due to confirmation bias
effects. In the study of McArthur and Friedman (1980) the confirmation bias effect
might be confounded with an ingroup bias effect, while the studies of Fiedler et .

(1984) and Berndsen (1994) seemed to Support confirmation bias. Although thei
results do not necessarily bear

McGarty et af. (1993), Haslam
(1984), is inconsistent with the

et al. (1996) as well as that of Alloy and Tabachnik
: : proposed role of confirmation bias, )
Given this state of affairs we need first of all to experimentally create expectations

and then provide a mechanism to confirm or disconfirm them through the presentation
of data. We induced an ¢ priori expectation by informing half of the participants that
group B behaves more negatively than group A. The other half of the participants had
RO prior expectations about the stimulus groups. The mechanism to confirm Of
disconfirm this €xpectation was provided by the rating task used by Fiedler et al. (1 984)
and Berndsen (1994), but following McGarty ez a5 (1993) procedure we did not

on the issue of confirmation bias, the analysis of
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provide participants with sti ] :
ilusory Sorrelalzio ;s with stimulus information from which they could first encode an
With respec ; . s .
behaVioura{)st:t(:gletllll; ;atll.l{;; task, participants in our study were presented with
o e askod o rate the scribed to group A apd B (asinthe traditional paradigm) and
datemonts in. this tasks:h state:ments ona df:Slrability scale. In the distribution of the
membership, and the ere is no cqrrelahon between type of behaviour and group
tatistical in’fre o neg.atlve behaviours of group B are distinctive in terms of their
paradigm), The? stafy (in o.ther worc%s, a similar distribution to the standard
Hartioioants who o emendt§ in the rating task reflect empirical information and
sgainst the data in 11;)}:“ lfferences bet\iveen the groups can test this expectation
McGarty eral. (1993 e rating task. In line with Alloy and Tabachnik (1984) and
behaviours an'd : %we expect that the Ehsconf"lrming evidence (i.e., negative group A
perception of il EsoSI ive group B behav1ours)‘1n the rating task would attenuate the
order of the ratin tl'y 1ciorrelatlon. In orde.r to investigate this we counterbalanced the
A different useg fai and the stagdard 1llu§ory correlation measures.
o prior expeotat o the statem'ents in the rating task might take place when there are
receive the standlmclls’ Ij“ollown.lg McGa'rty et ql., participants in our study did not
expected that har s.tlmulus information as in the traditional paradigm, but we
the rating task would enable participants to perceive differences

betw .
een the groups, leading to illusory correlation effects.
the influence of

To s : .
ummarize then, the aim of the present study is to examine
he perception of illusory correlation. The

::;fti’jlops and empirical evidence on t
Particl:)ip:rﬁzns of task ord'er and of faxpectation lead to the following hypotheses: when
expectation ifxxf;cz nt?gatwe behaviour group B, and ha}ve the opportunity to test this
compared o th e rating task, then the 111usory’ cprrelatlon effect should be redlfced as
rating task i e reverse task order. When participants have 70 expectations, doing the
behavio 1rst allows them to perceive a fit between group size and the desirability of
ur. This should lead to illusory correlation as opposed to the reverse task order
ther words, we predict

wher : . . .
¢ there is no basis to differentiate betweent the groups. Ino

ani ;
nteraction between expectation and task order.
f interest in th

of It{heiiptznlie.s on the rating task are 0
correla tios 18 that it allows us to i}lvestigate tt.le relativ ;
in the fir n in the context of a prior expectation by examin
that the st a_nd the SGC(.)nd half of the rating task. Seconfi, Fiedler et al. ('1984? showed
partici rating task will give rise to the perception of illusory correlation given 'that
icipants have prior expectations. However, We expect that in the conditions
reveal illusory

Wit . i . .
hout prior expectations, the scores on the rating task will it
because the rating enables participants

correlati ;
o rrelatlpn effects, independent of task order, .
perceive the fit between group size and the desirability of behaviour:

emselves. First, 2 possible benefit
e weight of data-based illusory
ning the response patterns

METHOD

Partici
pants
the University of Amsterdam

A total of 154 first year psychology students of :
participated in the experiment. Participants Were randomly assigoed 0 the

exnerd
Xperimental conditions.
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Design and independent variables

The design of the experiment was a 2 (expectation versus no expectatic'n}) x 2 (task
order) factorial design. Expectation was manipulated by informing participants that
group B would display relatively more negative behaviour than group A, versus
participants not providing this expectation. Task order was manipulated by presenting

first the three illusory correlation measures and subsequently the rating task, or vice
versa.

Stimulus materials and procedure

In a pilot study 93 behaviour descriptions were rated by 25 participants on a 9-p011_1t
scale ranging from ‘very desirable’ (1) to ‘very desirable’ (9). A selection was used in
the experiment: 12 moderately positive items and six moderately negative items for
the assignment task and 24 moderately positive items and 12 moderately negative
items for the rating task. )

Using similar instructions to those of Hamilton and Gifford (1976) participants
were informed in a questionnaire about the purpose of the experiment. All
participants were told that the experiment is about behaviour of people who belon.g
to one of the two groups, labelled A and B, and that in the real-world group B 1s
smaller than group A. Asin the ‘no-information condition’ of McGarty et al. (_1 993),
participants were not provided with the standard stimulus information as in the
traditional paradigm. Participants in the no-expectation conditions started either the
rating task followed by completing the illusory correlation measures (no-
expectation/rate-ic condition), or this order was reversed (no-expectation/ic-rate
condition). Other participants were provided with the expectation that group B
would display relatively more negative behaviour than group A. In one expectation-
based condition participants completed first the rating task and thereafter the
illusory correlation measures (expectation/rate-ic condition), and in the other
condition this order was reversed (expectation/ic-rate condition).

Dependent measures

All participants had to complete four dependent measures,

Rating task

Participants were asked to evaluate 36 behavioural statements ascribed to group A:
or group B on a 9-point scale ranging from ‘very undesirable’ (1) to ‘very desirable
(9). There was no correlation between type of behaviour and group: 16 meml?ers
from group A and eight from group B, performed positive behaviours, eight
members from group A and four from group B, performed negative behaviours. The
scores on the rating task were combined for each participant according the following
formula: rating index=(MA+ —MB*)+(MA- —MB-). A positive rating index
indicates a more positive evaluation of group A.
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Evaluation task

Two positive (‘ple , ‘

traits were Selicpte; S;Ztt'a I-ld sympathetic’) and two negative (‘unfriendly’ and ‘selfish’

ranging from not ;1t a{l ,m;pant‘s were asked to evaluate group A and B on 9-point sc:ﬂe)

‘unfriendly’ and ‘selfish’ (1)to eXtreI_nely’ (9). After recoding the trait rating scales fos

possible range was 1 ¢ ) -one Eavaluatnfe index-score was computed for each grou Thr
0 9; a higher rating indicates a more positive evalnation P

Frequency estimation task

Participan i

and 121}3)y I;ixf:rlsnggrmed that 24 behaviours were performed by members of group A

bott mombere o b tgﬁfoup B. They were ask§d toestimate howmany of the statements

coefficient wes oront (girfoups descnbeq c'lesuable and undesirable behaviours. A phi

(ho mum ber of mosl p ed from ea'ch part1c1pant’s 2 x 2 contingency table, representing
positive and negative behaviours attributed to each group.

Assignment task
This ta :
Corfelatsil;ndgifs from tl}e‘ traditiona.I assigfnment task. In the standard illusory
presented with befgm part101pants again receive all the statements they had been
then asked to indi ore, but without 1nfox:mat10n about group membership. They are
behaviours. In ﬂllcate group mem‘t.)ershlp of the person who performed each of the
partiCipant.s e e present expeqment such a task could not be used because
tWo of the four ngf .presented with any statements.(although they rated them in
We therefore deco? ltlons‘beﬁ?m .they cqmpleted the 11.1usory correlation measures).
exposed to 18 stv: oped a prOJ.ectlve’ asmgnment tz_ls_k in whlc_h all partiqipants were
negative behavi atements of which 12 described positive behaviours and six described
from which iours (see also Berndsen, ts were instructed to guess
group each statement eman ency estimation task, a

phi coeffici
tra ditiglflﬁclnent was computed from eac contingency table. In
al research the phi coefficients on the assignment task and the frequency

estimati

(1913‘11;’21?; t?bsk .are Conver.ted to a Fisher’s Z score. Following Haslam and McGarty

distribution utions of phi and Z were inspec to be genera!]y normal

the transf ns. However, the assumption of s violated for

Therefo ormed phi scores on the estimation task but 10
re, our analyses are based on the phi coefficients.

1994). Participan
ated. As for the frequ
h participant’s 2x2

RESULTS

_
llusory correlation measures

a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.86 (group A) and 0.88
-score was computed for each group Table.l
onditions. It can be seen that I
ore positively than group

T :
(g};zlfou;; trait rating scales yielded
repoé)s t}? and one evaluative index
near| e mean ratings of group A and B for allc
y all conditions group A Was evaluated significantly ™
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B on the evaluation task. The results on the frequency estimation task and
assignment task are also presented in Table 1. In each condition the mean phi scores
were compared to zero and this score differed significantly from zero on both tasks
in all conditions except the no-expectation/ic-rate condition (see Table 1).

The predicted interaction between expectation and task order was significant for
all three illusory correlation measures (evaluation task: F(1,151)=24.36, p <0.001,
estimation task: F(1,147)=35.49, p<0.001, assignment task: F(1,150)=16.35,
p<0.001)!. Planned comparisons supported our hypothesis that participants
without expectations who rated the statements first, displayed illusory correlation
effects as opposed to participants with the reverse task order: evaluation task
(#(68)=2.31, p <0.05, one-tailed), assignment task (¢(68) =1.58, p <0.06, one-tailed),
estimation task (#(65)=1.89, p<0.05, one-tailed). Furthermore, and as predicted,
this effect was reversed for participants who expected negative behaviour in group B;
they displayed significantly less illusory correlations when they completed the rating
task first as compared to participants who completed the illusory correlation
measures first: #(83)=4.69, p<0.001, one-tailed (evaluation task), #82)=6.1,

Table 1. Results on three measures of illusory correlation and ratings of statements for all
conditions

Provided expectation

No expectation Expectation
Task order
ic-rate rate-ic ic-rate rate-ic
n=36° n=34 n=44 n=40

Evaluation task

Mean gp.A 5.31 6.57 7.00 6.66

Mean gp.B 5.36 5.76 3.77 5.35

Difference —0.05 0.81%* 3,23k 1.31%**
Estimation task

Positive A 14.97 16.68 18.14 16.60

Negative B 4.58 4.71 8.07 4.85

phi 0.01 0.09%* 0.42%%* 0.10**
Assignment task

Positive A 6.33 7.15 10.14 7.90

Negative B 247 3.12 4.45 3.55

phi —0.05 0.11* 0.58%4* 0.25%**
Item rating task

Index® 0.45%%% 0.52%% —0.17 0.16

First half —~0.28 ~0.36 —~1.16 —0.81

Second half 1.16 1.41 0.81 1.12

Note. Level at which mean is different from Zero i
5<0.05, *Hp<0.01: rern s O (based on one-tailed ¢ tests).
*Three participants in this condition did not complete the estimation task,

he rating index is compared to zero because in the pilot study this index was equal to zero.

'We did not present the main effects of ex; i '
pectation and task order on the measures of illusory correlatio?
It);:ause they are not relevant to thq hypotheses we were formally testing in our experiment.I%’FO’r interes
<)(') &;‘f included here. Expectation: F(1,147)= 39,55, Pp<0.001 (estimation task), F(1,150)=3820
P<0.001 (assignment task), F(1,151)=44.87, P<0.001 (evaluation task), Task order: F(1,147)=12.23

<0.01 (estimati = " :
It)a %), (estimation task), F(1,150)=1.97, n.s, (assignment task), F(1,151)=3.51, p<0.07 (evaluation
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p< 1:).001, one-tailed (estimation task), #(82) =4.60, p <0.001, one-tailed (assignment
task).

Rating task

We also predicted that the rating task per se (independent of task order) would show
perceptions of illusory correlation in the conditions without prior expectations. This
prediction was supported; the significant overall rating indices in Table 1 indicate
that participants differentiated between the groups such that the large group (A) was
associated with positive behaviours. In order to get more insight into the process that
leads into the perception of covariation between group membership and type of
behaviour, we divided the responses on the rating task in two halves. Both sets
consist of eight A+, four A—, four B+ and two B— items (thus there is no
f:orrelation between group and behaviour). The means for each set are also reported
n Table 1. In the first half of the rating task participants seemed to have no c.lear
idea about the groups, which they expressed in a nearly neutral evaluation.
Gradually, they indicated differences between the groups in the seconfi half of the
rating task with a more positive impression of group A than group B (ic-rate order:
(34)=4.49, p<0.001, rate-ic order: #(33)=6.00, p <0.001). . _
We argued that participants with prior expectations can test .then' e:xpectau_on
against the data in the rating task. The effect of the disconﬁpmng evidence (i.e.
positive group B behaviours and negative group A behaviours) seems to be

supported by the overall neutral (non-signiﬁcant) score on the %fating task (§ee 'll‘ablle
1). The violated expectation concerning negative behaviours 1 group B.lS clearly
ch is in the opposite direction to the

expressed in the first half of the statements Whi . .
expectation: group A is judged more negatively than group B .and this result dlffereq
ithout any expectation about the groups:

group A is favoured,

;i‘(glniﬁcantly from that of participants Wi g o
,148)=12.66, p <0.01. In the second half of the sta emen j
but this effect tefds to be weaker for participants who expected rff?g,ezt;ve g<rgl:)1')7 B
behaviours than for participants without an expectation: F(1,148)=3.42, p<0.9/-

Relation between the rating task and the illusory correlation measures

Berndsen (1994) showed that the responses on the rating task were Pisitlll‘éeg;:::tgg
to the obtained illusory correlation effects. This relationship bz::lwez L 0 ek could
the rating task and the illusory correlation effects suggests that the ;ere i o icipants
Serve as another measure of illusory correlation. In .the condltloﬁl W. 1o P nificant
have no expectation and started with the rating task,t hi ‘ialrlfl oy S dlation
correlations between the rating index and the scores on e L 1o the di fercntial
Measures. The degree of illusory correlation 15 pos1t1v811Y(;f:’;uaﬁon task); =043,
ratings of the groups for this condition: 7=0.51, P<.0- oot task). These findings
P<0.05 (estimation task); r=0.67, P <0.01 (assignm e 0 8

gnificant
teplicate those of Berndsen (1994) I the othczr t]iznscores 29 e illusory
correlations occurred between the rafing index an

Correlation measures.
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DISCUSSION

The present research focuses on illusory correlatior.l effects. as a functlon. of
expectations and empirical evidence., Our hypothesis .that 111uso?:y correlz?tlon
decreases if the expectation about the negative behaviours in group B is contradicted
by empirical data, is supported. When participants have the oppoFtunlty to compare
their expectation with diagnostic information before they have to judge the degree of
covariation, they reported lower illusory correlations than participants who were not
first able to test their expectation. Moreover, the relative weight of data-pased
processes is clearly illustrated in the first half of the rating task where the obviously
strong expectation is disconfirmed, In other words, covariation judgmer}ts are based
on an interplay between prior expectation and actual data. This conclusion supports
Alloy and Tabachnik’s (1984) and McGarty et al.’s (1993) viewpoints, rather than
that of Nisbett and Ross (1980) and Crocker (1981, 1982) who suggested that
covariation judgments are primarily based on expectancies when these are
inconsistent with empirical data. )

What is more, the findings also support our hypothesis that the rating task will
induce illusory correlation effects when there is no prior expectation. Fiedler et_al.
(1984) demonstrated that the expectation-based illusory correlation occurs during
the encoding stage of stimulus information. The point to make here is that data-
based illusory correlation also occurs during the encoding stage. More specifically,
participants without expectations reported covariations in the rating task as well as
in the illusory correlation measures, but only when the rating task was ﬁrst'. The
process leading to the perception of illusory correlation is revealed by inspection of
the scores on the rating task. That is, participants did not differentiate between the
groups at the beginning of the rating task, but in the second half of the taslf they
seemed to develop the idea, or hypothesis, that the groups differ. The data in the
rating task offer the opportunity to confirm this hypothesis resulting in stronger
illusory correlation effects on the subsequent illusory correlation measures than
those of participants who completed the tasks in the reverse order.

Where participants with no prior expectations completed the rating task before the
illusory correlation measures there were strong correlations between the illusory
correlation measures and the rating task, This replicates the findings of Bemfi_sen
(1994). The absence of significant correlations between those tasks in the condl'tlon
with the reverse order (and without prior expectations) is fully comprehensible,
because that task order provided no basis to differentiate between the groups.
Furthermore, no significant correlations occurred between the overall rating index

and the illusory correlation effects when participants expected negative behaviours 11

group B. A plausible explanation for this finding is that the rating task PrOVided
information about the validity of thei

I expectations and in particular served t0
violate those expectations, thus reducing the correlation.
A number of different explanations might account for our results. The illusory
correlation in the no prior expectation-rating task first condition might be
explained by the distinctiveness explanation of Hamilton and Gifford (1976)
because the rating task itself provides an opportunity for the participant tO

perceive a distinctiveness-based illusory correlation. That is, the co_occu.rrent
infrequent information in the rating task is distinctive, implying that it will be
better encoded, and the retriev

al of this information will be facilitated. This
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;‘;fl‘;g:yllzglrz lol;serve?f illusory correlation effects. According to Hamilton such an
collonguss haa ion effect is a product of a memory-based process and he and his
ot T \;e arg}led'recentl.y (e.g. McConI}ell, Sherman & Hamilton, 1994a)
bias Howevfr Ofle:ssmg in the illusory correlation paradigm should eliminate this
prociuce illuso’ e resulﬁs on our rating task showed that this task in itself can
on-line procesr’y co;relatlons and these are not bz.lsed on memory but rather on
ruled ont b SIng. n other W(?rds, although the distinctiveness explanation is not

out here, it seems that illusory correlation is not necessarily a product of

memory- ; o gr e
ry-based processing. Moreover, distinctiveness does not explain illusory

co ion i . . ”
rrelation in the prior expectation conditions or why illusory correlation in these

COIIISlltions is differentially affected by task order.

conce?;gerde!iplagation for our results in t-he conditions with prior expectations,

Covariationel’nm;l char.af:tenstlcs; these might .be responsi.ble for the observed

at6 Some S H'll t _e.con.dltlons where a corresponding expectation exists. Indeed there

charastos s:_ml arities in process between what are conventionally temed demand

of on stics and_the expectations we have created here. However, a critical aspect
r argument is that such expectations are routinely created by the illusory

correlation stimulus situation. The difference here is that we have deliberately

manipulated them.

. Hlaving said that, if the negative behaviours a
sult of demand characteristics, one would expect 1o significant differences in

illusory correlation effects between the different task orders. However, we observed
ower illusory correlations when the rating task preceded the illusory correlation
glleas_ures than in the reverse order. Moreover, if demand characteristics have caused

e Jl_ldged covariations, the rating task should also reveal the corresponding
negat%Ve evaluations of group B, which is clearly not the case in the present
experiment where the overall evaluation was rather neutral.

The fit principle proposed as an explanation by McGarty ¢ :
suitable framework to explain the obtained effects in the present experiment. The

conditions without prior expectations in the present study are conceptually similar to
the .‘no-information conditions’ of MoGarty et al. (1993). More specifically,
Participants in their first study were simply exposed tO the standard illusory
corr‘f’laﬁon measures without receiving the standard stimulus informa}tion.
P.artlcipants displayed no illusory correlation because they had no basis to
differentiate between the stimulus groups: This condition i similar to our
condition where participants without expectations (and without s_tqnulus
information), completed the illusory correlation measures first These participants

displayed zero illusory correlation.
Our condition where participan

ttributed to group B were simply a

t al. (1993) offers a

n and performed the
ion in Study 2 of
a list of positive

: ts had no prior expectation ar
rating task first is conceptually similar to the no-information cqndlt
McGarty ef al. In this second study, their participants Were given
and negative behaviours without Jinking these to the stimulus groups. Thus, pefore
starting the tasks the participants could perceive that there were more POSlthC 'than
negative behaviours. Given this and the knowledge (from the stanfiard .mstructloIr:s)
that group A is larger than group B, the participants Were < fy, or rather
infer, the fit between group size and desirability of behaviout
group (A) is associated with positive (majority) behaviours. This
illusory correlation effect that also occurred in our correspo

then resulted in an
nding condition.
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Although the rating task and McGarty et al.’s presented list of behaviours differ in
their methodological instantiation, they have in common that they allow participants
to assess a fit between group size and the desirability of behaviours.

Despite this, there seems to be a contradiction involving the origin of illusory
correlation. McGarty et al. demonstrated that their observed illusory correlation
effects could not result from encoding-based mechanisms (as there was nothing to
encode), while we have argued that data-based illusory correlation also occurs
during the encoding stage. However, this contradiction is more apparent than real,
because both our results, and those of Berndsen (1994), show that the meaning of the
statements is changed as the participants strive to differentiate meaningfully between
the stimulus groups. The clearest evidence of this is that differentiation between the
groups increases in the second half of the rating task.

This process whereby participants develop and modify illusory correlations fits in
very well with self-categorization theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, &
Wetherell, 1987), which views categorization as an adaptive, sense-making process.
Moreover, this sense-making process is also clearly illustrated in the conditions
where group B is expected to behave negatively. Having prior expectations about
negative behaviours in group B is equivalent to already knowing the fit betwee.n
group membership and behaviour. It seems that these participants test their
expectation (or prior fit) against the data in the rating task. The lack of observed fit
resulted in relatively low illusory correlations. Thus, the active process of updating
information with regard to the existing expectation offers support to self-
categorization theory because participants actively made sense of the situation by
attuning their judgments to their expectation as well as to the empirical evidence. In
this way, their judgements became categorically meaningful. Current research
(Berndsen, Spears, Van der Pligt, & McGarty, in preparation) further examines the
validity of this sense-making process and the fit principle.

An interesting point involving the expectation of negative behaviour in group B
is that it seems that participants disconfirmed their conceptions of the stimulus
groups in the rating task. This finding seems to contradict research on thF
confirmation bias. Early research stated that people were not inclined to test their
hypothesis or idea against facts that might disconfirm their hypothesis, but rather
prefer facts that offer confirmation (Wason, 1960). However, more recent
research dealing with concrete situations rather than abstract task content
revealed that people would falsify an hypothesis when the content of that
hypothesis focuses on violations or falsifications of the rule (e.g., Cosmides, 1989;
Manktelow & Over, 1990). Both requirements (i.e. concrete task content and
attention to disconfirmation of that content) seemed to be fulfilled in the present
study; the task dealt with unambiguous positive and negative behaviours of two
groups and the hypothesis, or expectation, that one of the groups behaves
relatively negatively might increase the salience of exceptions to this rule in the
rating task. Therefore, testing this expectation against the data in the rating task
resulted in a rejection of that expectation, particularly at the start of the task.

The overall rejection of prior expectations in the rating task in our experiment is it
contrast to Fiedler et al, (1984) who found an illusory correlation effect
corresponding with the prior expectation on that task. A plausible explanation for
these _dlfferent results is that expectations about behaviours might be stronger for
meaningful groups (or persons, as in Fiedler of al’s study), than for meaningless
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groups (as in
true,pt hfa morglfns;l;gly)ﬁtln other words, the stronger the belief that an expectation is
This brings us alsogt search for conﬁrm.ation (¢f. Swann & Giuliano, 1987).
effects of the ratin taskoTiiloqler. observation involving the differential learning
began to form an fn res.‘ at is, in the ab.sence of prior expectations, participants
ihat group A was m}; e ilon of the groups in the second half of the rating task such
wcemn to ovaluate the }'ilvoured than group B. In other words, these participants
participants who ex wdole da:ca set m.the rating task. In contrast, for those
against the data atptelfte negative beha'vmur in group B testing their expectation
expectation, Thus e.start of the ratn?g task was sufficient to disconfirm this
seoms fo taice s asses;mg w.hett.ler there is a relation between group and behaviour
However, for thesger t an rejecting an ex1'st1ng expectation involving this relation.
have revonfirmed thp'a.rt.lc.lpants, the d?.ta in the second half of the rating task may
This then resalted ; e .c1>11‘1g1na1 expecta'tlon abput the negative behaviours in group B.
(1984) suggestion t1}111 illusory cqrrelatlon Yvhlch would be in line with Fiedler et al.’s
in the enc. St oh at expectatlon-bgsed illusory correlation is (eventually) effective
significantly stgr gn ase. The observed 1111-1s.ory corrc?lation effects are as strong (but not
(e tasks i th ger) as those of partlc%pants without expectations who completed
measures), A oe . Zzllme order. (ie. rating ta.sk followed by illusory correlation
phase of Ciisc cI:n fS‘Sl e 'explanat%o.n for th1§ finding is a contrast effect. After an initial
supporting thel lrm-at'lon, partxclpa'mts x?nght become aware of the number of cases
could lead t eir original expectauOns in the second half of the rating task. This
o0 an overcorrection of those expectations resulting in subsequent strong

1111};;@ correlation effects.

deep-fogf;:gess al§o .illustrates that people may not employ Pr.ior expec_tations asa
against em conviction but rather as an 1'1ypot1'16s_13——the validity of which is tested
tosting andplrlcal da_.ta. Of course, there will be limits to such processes of hypoth'es1s
that their ¢ evalua:tlor} of the evidence. For example, when people strong}y beheYe
maintaini xpectation is true, as we argue . they have some m_terest in
Bemdsenng their expectation they may mainly search for confirmation (cf-
oLy, Spears & Van der Pligt, 1 press). Howevet, such an interest, of

vement, does not play a role in

d before, or when

hypothesi . the present study. Tl}erefore, the actjve
paradi es1S't?8t1ng behaviour indicates that people in tl.le. illusory gorrelatlon
that 1 llgm might search for meaningfu fferentiation and this suggests
mean: usory correlation is not a prod t rather the result of

lilfllng enhancement.
met;lnegly’ it is worth commenting on the implications of the innovative
do 0 910g10a1 features of this experiment. Our results invite the interpretation, as
previous ones (Haslam et al., 1996; McGarty ef al., 1993), that standard features
Jation paradigm) create

Z)t; an experimental paradigm (in this case the illusory corré
pectations which although not those originally envisaged by the researchers Who

devised the paradigm, are nevertheless critical to the social psychological reality of
points se€ Bless, Strack & Schwartz, 1993).

fl{llfet?Sk (for a discussion of some related points i et h
de esults presented here extend this principle in 0ne jmportant respect i that they
monstrate not merely the trite point that the order of presentation of d'ept?ndent
vatiables affects respomses to those variables, but the far more significant
observation that for the researcher to ask questions of research participants also
mvo}ves communicating information to those participants- Under cond.itions where
participants already have, or are in the process of developing; expectancies about the

] intergroup di
uct of distortion bu
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task and its importance, we should expect (as we have demonstrated here) that

responses will be profoundly changed in ways which are crucial to the process under
observation.
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