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Reasonin g abou t  Empirica l  Inconsistencie s 

A my Masnic k (AMMlifa^CORNFLLEDU ) 
Barbar a Koslowsk i  (BIVlK2ra)C0RNELL.EDU ) 

Human Developmen t  an d Famil y Studie s 
Cornel l  University ,  Ithac a N Y 1485 3 

Many poll s hav e foun d tha t  peopl e ofte n hol d 
inconsisten t  belief s withou t  recognizin g th e inconsistency . 
For  instance ,  som e peopl e suppor t  a  flat  ta x bu t  woul d no t 
lik e t o los e an y o f  th e ta x deduction s the y currentl y enjoy . 
What  happen s whe n peopl e ar e aske d t o conside r  suc h 
inconsisten t  belief s simultaneously' '  D o th e belief s becom e 
more integrate d an d consisten t  ove r  time ? What  i s  th e 
proces s o f  thinkin g tha t  ca n lea d t o suc h belie f  change ? 

Thi s stud y explore s thes e question s b y lookin g a t 
reasonin g strategie s peopl e us e whe n face d wit h 
inconsistencie s i n thei r  belie f  systems .  Othe r  researcher s 
have studie d logica l  inconsistencies ,  suc h a s reasonin g abou t 
syllogisms .  Logica l  inconsistencies ,  i n whic h i t  i s  simpl y 
impossibl e fo r  tw o confEctin g statemeat s bot h t o h e true , 
canno t  b e resolved .  Mos t  studie s hav e foun d tha t  peopl e ar e 
imperviou s t o disconfirmin g evidenc e (Koslowski ,  1996) . 
The presen t  study ,  however ,  examine s empirica l 
inconsistencies ,  whic h can ,  i n principle ,  b e resolved ,  give n 
contextua l  informatio n Fo r  example ,  th e apparentl y 
inconsisten t  fact s tha t  al l  dog s I  hav e know n bark ,  ye t  thi s 
particula r  do g doe s no t  bark ,  ca n b e resolve d b y learnin g tha t 
th e particula r  do g ha s a  proble m wit h it s  voca l  cords . 
Knowledg e o f  contex t  allows ^  on e t o realiz e tha t  th e origina l 
premis e assume s tha t  al l  dog s ar e physicall y capabl e o f 
barking ,  an d therefor e t o resolv e th e inconsistency . 

Examinin g reasonin g a t  th e micro-level ,  th e presen t 
researc h focuse s o n tw o specifi c  questions .  First ,  doe s 
pointin g ou t  inconsistencie s lea d someon e t o giv e mor e 
consisten t  an d integrate d responses ,  o r  t o b e confuse d an d 
thu s giv e mor e iragmente d responses ? Further ,  i f  greate r 
consistenc y doe s obtain ,  i s  i t  becaus e som e belief s ar e 
relinquishe d o r  modified ? Second ,  d o th e reasonin g 
strategie s use d chang e ove r  time ,  a s peopl e thin k throug h a n 
issu e mor e thoroughly ? Fo r  example ,  doe s denia l  o f  th e 
inconsistenc y decreas e whil e differentiatio n amon g case s 
increases ? 

Colleg e student s ar e aske d t o reaso n abou t  th e 
complex ,  emotion-lade n issu e o f  affirmativ e action ,  a t  tw o 
point s i n time .  Durin g th e first  interview ,  the y ar e aske d a n 
extensiv e serie s o f  question s requirin g the m t o describ e i n 
detai l  thei r  opinion s abou t  man y aspect s o f  affirmativ e actio n 
and t o rat e thei r  belief s (e.g ,  "D o yo u thin k tha t  th e 
governmen t  ha s a  responsibilit y t o guarante e equa l 
educationa l  opportunitie s t o al l  citizens?" )  Immediatel y 
afte r  thi s initia l  interview ,  participant s ar e confi-onte d wit h 
inconsistencie s i n statement s the y hav e made .  Fo r  example , 
some student s ar e asked ,  "Yo u mentione d tha t  yo u thin k tha t 
affirmativ e actio n policie s hav e ha d a  positiv e impact ,  an d 
tha t  racis m i s a  significan t  proble m i n th e U.S .  I n anothe r 

section ,  yo u not e tha t  yo u ar e oppose d t o considerin g rac e i n 
hiring ,  promotion ,  an d admission s decisions .  Som e peopl e 
hav e argue d tha t  i t  i s  difficu h t o justif y bot h o f  thes e point s 
becaus e i f  affirmativ e actio n ha s ha d a n impact ,  an d i f  racis m 
i s stil l  a  problem ,  the n affirmativ e actio n police s suc h a s 
thes e shoul d continu e i n orde r  t o hel p reduc e racis m Coul d 
yo u giv e som e though t  t o thi s argument? "  (Participant s i n 
th e contro l  grou p ar e simpl y aske d t o thin k furthe r  abou t  th e 
issues. )  A t  a  follow-u p intervie w on e wee k later ,  student s 
ar e aske d th e sam e opinio n question s a s i n th e initia l 
interview ,  an d the n confronte d wit h th e inconsistencie s 
expresse d i n thi s secon d interview . 

Pilo t  dat a sugges t  tha t  peopl e giv e mor e integrate d 
response s afte r  bein g confironte d wit h inconsistencie' ? 
becaus e the y hav e modifie d som e o f  thei r  beliefs .  Similarly , 
wit h time ,  the y com e t o us e mor e sophisticate d reasonin g 
strategie s t o suppor t  thei r  beliefs .  Initiall y  the y ma y den y 
informatio n o r  cUsmis s it .  However ,  i n a  late r  interview ,  the y 
ar e mor e likel y t o incorporat e mor e points ,  an d bas e reason s 
on differentiatio n o f  specifi c  aspect s o f  a  belie f  an d higher -
leve l  principles .  Th e dat a gathere d s o fa r  sugges t  tha t  peopl e 
ar e no t  alway s imperviou s t o evidenc e challengin g thei r 
curren t  beliefs .  I t  als o document s tha t  developmenta l  chang e 
can occu r  whe n peopl e reflec t  o n thei r  existin g knowledge . 
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