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Abstrac t 

Explanation and evidence play important and non-
interchangeabl e role s i n argument .  However ,  previou s 
researc h ha s show n tha t  subject s ofte n confus e explanatio n 
and evidenc e (Kuhn ,  1991) .  Thi s stud y investigate s th e 
circumstance s unde r  whic h thi s confusio n occurs .  I n 
Experimen t  1 ,  subject s generate d argument s abou t  issue s o f 
popula r  interes t  suc h a s problem s i n school s an d dru g 
abuse .  I n Experiment s 2  an d 3 ,  subject s rate d th e strengt h 
of  evidenc e presente d t o them .  Th e result s o f  th e protoco l 
analyse s an d rating s task s sugges t  tha t  subject s ten d t o 
overestimat e th e strengt h o f  explanation s whe n the y lac k 
sufficien t  knowledg e o f  th e domai n o r  whe n the y ar e unabl e 
t o generat e alternative s t o th e hypothese s presente d t o 
them.  W e conside r  reason s wh y relyin g o n explanation s i n 
thes e circumstance s migh t  b e a  valuabl e heuristic . 

Explanatio n an d physica l  evidenc e bot h pla y importan t  role s 
i n arguments ,  bu t  thes e role s ar e disrinc t  an d non -
interchangeable .  I n man y cases ,  explanation s ar e a  sor t  o f 
causa l  story ,  whil e evidenc e inform s u s a s t o whethe r  o r  no t 
thes e storie s ar e likel y t o b e true .  I n creatin g an d evaluatin g 
arguments ,  w e nee d t o kee p thes e role s clea r  o r  risk 
ertoneou s conclusions . 

I n he r  boo k Th e Skill s o f  Argument .  Kuh n (1991 ) 
examine d everyda y reasonin g o n socia l  issues .  Sh e foun d 
tha t  subject s hav e difficult y producin g multipl e hypothese s 
and provid e wea k evidenc e t o suppor t  thei r  opinions .  On e o f 
th e mor e strikin g findings  wa s subjects '  inabilit y  t o produc e 
what  Kuh n term s "genuin e evidence, "  instea d producin g 
"pseudoevidence, "  eve n whe n arguin g abou t  familia r  issue s 
(Kuhn ,  1991 ,  Chapte r  3) .  Th e presen t  stud y investigate s 
factor s tha t  contribut e t o subjects '  difficultie s i n producin g 
genuin e evidence . 

The distinctio n betwee n genuin e evidenc e an d 
pseudoevidenc e i s  base d o n whethe r  subject s produc e a 
merel y plausibl e tal e o f  cause-and-effect ,  o r  whethe r  the y 
als o provid e evidenc e tha t  th e propose d caus e actuall y doe s 
occur .  On e wa y t o thin k o f  thi s i s  a s a  failur e t o distinguis h 
betwee n explanatio n an d evidence .  Bot h explanatio n an d 
evidenc e mus t  b e take n int o accoun t  i n evaluatin g a n 
argument ;  explanation s provid e causa l  mechanism s an d 
motivat e experiment s an d observations .  Bu t  whe n creatin g 
an argument ,  i t  i s  importan t  t o b e clea r  abou t  whic h aspect s 
of  tha t  mechanis m hav e bee n substantiated ,  an d whic h 
aspect s ar e stil l  base d o n unsubstantiate d claim s an d 
assumptions .  T o th e exten t  tha t  an y explanatio n relie s o n 

assumption ,  i t  shoul d b e viewe d wit h a  certai n amoun t  o f 
caution .  However ,  th e subject s i n Kuhn' s stud y di d no t 
exhibi t  thi s caution . 

I n Kuhn' s study ,  subject s wer e aske d t o giv e a  reaso n wh y 
childre n fai l  i n schoo l  an d t o sa y ho w the y woul d prov e the y 
wer e right.  I f  a  subjec t  explain s ho w a  parent' s lac k o f 
interes t  coul d lea d t o thei r  chil d failin g i n school ,  thi s 
explanatio n alon e count s a s pseudoevidence .  I f  th e subjec t 
support s thi s opinio n b y comparin g childre n whos e parent s 
ar e highl y involve d wit h childre n whos e parent s ar e les s 
involved ,  thi s woul d b e genuin e evidence .  Kuh n furthe r 
divide d genuin e evidenc e an d pseudoevidenc e int o 
subcategories ,  whic h w e lis t  i n Tabl e 1 .  Althoug h i t  i s 
possibl e t o questio n som e o f  thes e distinctions ,  w e accep t 
the m temporaril y i n orde r  t o compar e ou r  o w n result s t o 
Kuhn's . 

W h en Kuh n aske d subject s t o giv e reason s fo r  everyda y 
socia l  problems ,  suc h a s failur e i n school ,  subject s produce d 
relativel y fe w example s o f  genuin e evidence .  Althoug h 
subject s claime d t o b e ver y familia r  wit h th e schoo l  failur e 
topic ,  onl y 6 6 % o f  college-educate d subject s an d 2 9 % o f 
subject s withou t  a  colleg e educatio n provide d genuin e 
evidence .  Result s fo r  les s familia r  topic s showe d a  simila r 
pattern ,  althoug h th e amoun t  o f  genuin e evidenc e decrease d 
acros s al l  groups . 

I n a  subsequen t  phase ,  th e sam e topic s wer e presente d a 
secon d time ,  bu t  factua l  informatio n wa s provided .  Ther e 
wer e tw o tasks .  On e involve d underdetermine d evidence . 
Severa l  potentia l  cause s wer e presented ,  bu t  th e evidenc e wa s 
insufficien t  t o dra w an y conclusion .  Th e othe r  involve d 
overdetermine d evidence :  Expert s gav e evidenc e strongl y 
supportin g multipl e causes .  I n bot h tasks ,  subject s tende d 
t o clai m tha t  th e passag e stil l  supporte d thei r  origina l 
opinio n and ,  furthermore ,  tha t  i t  di d no t  suppor t  an y 
alternativ e hypotheses . 

Take n together ,  th e result s o f  Kuhn' s stud y sugges t  tha t 
eve n peopl e wit h academi c trainin g hav e difficult y providin g 
and recognizin g soun d evidence .  Ther e appea r  t o b e a t  leas t 
tw o possibl e reason s fo r  this :  (a )  Subject s possesse d 
insufficien t  informatio n t o mak e thei r  case ,  o r  (b )  Th e fact s 
wer e available ,  bu t  subject s faile d t o distinguis h genuin e 
evidenc e from  pseudoevidence . 

Lack of relevant information. If subjects have no 
first-hand  knowledg e o f  a n issue ,  the y ma y hav e t o settl e fo r 
providin g a  plausibl e story .  I n Kuhn' s protoco l  task ,  th e 
wordin g ma y hav e le d the m t o believ e tha t  the y wer e limite d 
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Tabl e 1 .  Criteri a fo r  classifyin g responses ,  an d example s o f  subjects '  responses . 

P S K U D O E V I D E N CK 

GENERALIZED SCRIPT: Subject explains how the proposed cause could bring about the effect without showing 
tha t  th e caus e describe d actuall y occurs . 

W hy d o African-American s fac g ggatg r  gconomi c hardshi p tha n Caucasians ? 
Becaus e African-American s generall y com e fro m a  poo r  economi c background ,  the y ar e no t  give n th e sam e opportunitie s t o 

develo p a s Caucasians .  Thus ,  the y hav e t o struggl e harder... . 

SPECIALIZED SCRIPT: Like a generalized script, but formulated as a specific example. 

What  cause s anath v i n teachers ? 

My mothe r  wa s a  schoolteache r  w h o qui t  becaus e sh e worke d aroun d th e cloc k wit h student s w h o didn' t  car e an d parent s 
w ho didn' t  car e fo r  barel y enoug h mone y t o surviv e on . 

GKNUINE EVIDENCE 

DISCOUNTING: Supports the proposed cause by undercutting rival causes. 

What  cause s homelessness ? 

Peopl e ar e usuall y no t  b o m int o thi s stat e o f  homelessness .  1  woul d sho w tha t  man y homeles s peopl e jus t  fel l  o n ba d 
economi c time s an d wer e fcxce d ou t 

ANALOGY: Produces information about a second domain and shows that it is similar to the argument domain. 

W hy ar e th e childre n o f  alcoholic s likel v t o becom e alcohoUcs ? 

Childre n lea m t o speak...fro m watchin g thei r  parents .  I f  a  paren t  ha s a n accen t  i t  i s  probabl e tha t  th e chil d wil l  develo p 
thi s accen t  also....S o i f  a  chil d ha s a n alcoholi c parent...the n the y to o migh t  becom e alcoholics . 

CORRELATION: The proposed cause co-occurs with the effect. 

W hv d o criminal s return  t o crime ? 

Chec k th e numbe r  o f  criminal s w h o return  t o crim e w h o ar e brough t  u p i n a  hostil e environmen t  o r  ar e fro m broke n 
families . 

COVARIATION: The effect is present when the cause is present, absent when the cause is absent. 

>Vhat  cause s dru g abus e amon g tggps ? 
\Loc k at ]  reports  showin g th e differenc e betwee n teen s w h o hav e job s o r  extra-cirricula r  activitie s vs .  thos e w h o don' t  an d 

th e degre e t o whic h the y abus e drugs . 

OTHER 

NO RESPONSE. Question is left unanswered. 

AUTHORITY. Subject stated that he/she would read newspapers or journals, or interview experts. The subject did not 
stat e wha t  the y woul d loo k for ,  o r  wha t  the y expecte d t o find. 

NON-EVIDENCE. A response is categorized as non-evidence when the subject: 
1.  Claim s evidenc e i s unnecessary ,  tha t  th e correctnes s o f  thei r  opinio n i s self-evident . 
2.  Give s evidenc e establishin g th e effect .  (E.g. ,  whe n aske d wh y failur e i n schoo l  occurs ,  subject s giv e evidenc e tha t 

failur e doe s occu r  withou t  statin g why. ) 
3.  Claim s th e effec t  doe s no t  exis t  (E.g. ,  subjec t  claim s schoo l  failur e doesn' t  occur. ) 

t o evidenc e the y actuall y possessed .  I n th e exampl e o f  hav e t o produc e evidenc e the y ha d previousl y encountered-- a 
failur e fro m school ,  subject s woul d hav e provide d genuin e difficul t  tas k fo r  non-experts . 
evidenc e i f  the y describe d a  hypothetica l  stud y comparin g Admittedly ,  th e comprehensio n task s d o sugges t  tha t  eve n 
involve d t o uninvolve d parents .  Unles s the y recognize d tha t  whe n subject s hav e th e relevan t  fact s the y canno t  us e the m 
hypothetica l  evidenc e wa s legitimate ,  however ,  the y woul d property .  However ,  th e initia l  protoco l  tas k coul d hav e 
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influence d thei r  late r  responses .  Havin g alread y take n a 
stan d o n th e issue s coul d have :  (1 )  pressure d subject s t o 
maintai n consistenc y wit h thei r  previou s responses ,  o r  (2 ) 
hampere d thei r  abilit y t o generat e additiona l  hypothese s 
(Koriat ,  Lichtenstein ,  &  Fischhoff .  1980 ;  Hol t  &  Watts . 
1969) . 

Failure to distinguish different kinds of 
evidence .  A  secon d explanatio n fo r  Kuhn' s result s i s tha t 
subject s wer e simpl y unabl e t o distinguis h genuin e evidenc e 
from  pseudoevidence .  A  relate d possibilit y  i s  tha t  subject s 
may hav e provide d pseudoevidenc e becaus e thei r  criteri a fo r  a 
goo d argumen t  wer e differen t  fro m thos e o f  th e 
experimenter .  Scienc e require s tha t  w e rul e ou t  alternativ e 
hypotheses ,  bu t  les s stringen t  criteri a m a y b e ̂ propriat e i n 
everyda y situations .  W e ofte n hav e neithe r  th e tim e no r  th e 
resource s t o tes t  al l  possibl e hypotheses ,  an d som e factor s 
ar e beyon d ou r  control ,  suc h a s replacin g th e teache r  whe n 
you r  chil d doe s poorl y i n school .  W h a t  passe s a s a  goo d 
argumen t  i n practica l  term s m a y no t  b e a  goo d scientifi c 
argumen t 

Havin g identifie d som e possibl e cause s o f  th e result s 
describe d above ,  w e n o w tur n t o th e experiment s tha t  m a y 
hel p u s t o differentiat e them . 

Experiment 1: Can lack of knowledge 
accoun t  fo r  failur e t o produc e evidence ? 

The first experiment tested the possibility that the subjects 
i n Kuhn' s experiment s m a y hav e suffere d from  a  lac k o f 
relevan t  facts ,  couple d wit h a  failur e t o understan d th e 
hypothetica l  demand s o f  th e task .  Th e procedur e wa s simila r 
t o tha t  use d i n Kuhn' s protoco l  task ,  excep t  tha t  subject s 
wer e assigne d t o on e o f  tw o conditions :  Idea l  o r  Actual .  I n 
th e Actua l  condition ,  w e solicite d evidenc e usin g th e sam e 
wordin g a s i n Kuhn' s study .  I n th e Idea l  condition ,  w e 
aske d subject s t o giv e th e stronges t  supportin g evidenc e the y 
coul d imagine .  I f  subject s i n Kuhn' s stud y provide d 
explanation s t o m a k e u p fo r  thei r  lac k o f  sufficien t 
information ,  the y shoul d produc e mor e genuin e evidenc e i n 
th e Idea l  conditio n tha n i n th e Actua l  condition . 

Method 

We asked subjects about their opinions on 16 different 
issue s (e.g. ,  w h y d o childre n fai l  i n school?) .  Subject s wer e 
aske d t o writ e dow n thei r  opinio n o n a n issu e an d the n rat e 
thei r  familiarit y wit h tha t  issue .  Familiarit y rating s wer e 
made o n a  0  t o 7  scale .  Nex t  subject s wer e aske d t o provid e 
one o r  tw o piece s o f  evidenc e t o suppor t  thei r  opinion . 
Subject s i n th e Actua l  conditio n wer e aske d "I f  yo u wer e 
tryin g t o convinc e someon e you r  vie w i s  right,  wha t 
evidenc e woul d yo u giv e t o tr y t o sho w this? "  Subject s i n 
th e Idea l  conditio n wer e asked ,  "I f  yo u wer e tryin g t o 
convinc e som e els e tha t  you r  vie w i s right,  wha t  woul d b e 
th e idea l  evidenc e t o sho w this ? Imagin e tha t  yo u hav e 
acces s t o an y informatio n o r  technique s yo u require. " 
Finally ,  al l  subject s wer e aske d t o rate  th e strengt h o f  thei r 
own evidenc e o n a  0  t o 7  scale .  Al l  question s pertainin g t o 
an issu e wer e presente d o n th e sam e pag e o f  a  bookle t 

Twent y pai d subject s participated ,  1 0 i n th e Actua l 
conditio n an d 1 0 i n th e IdeJa l  condition .  Al l  ha d complete d 
at  leas t  tw o year s o f  colleg e an d wer e nativ e speaker s o f 
English . 

Results 

The results were scored by two raters, one who was blind to 
th e hypothesis .  Disagreement s wer e resolve d throug h 
discussion .  Th e raters  categorize d th e subjects '  response s a s 
genuin e evidence ,  pseudoevidence ,  o r  other .  Thes e 
categorie s wer e furthe r  broke n d o w n int o th e sub-categorie s 
use d b y Kuh n (1991) .  Th e criteri a fo r  classificatio n an d 
example s o f  subjects '  response s ar e give n i n Tabl e 1 .  Fo r 
th e purpose s o f  analysis ,  response s categorize d a s othe r  wer e 
excluded ,  a s the y canno t  b e clearl y incorporate d a s genuin e 
evidenc e o r  pseudoevidence . 

I n th e Actua l  condition ,  3 4 . 8 % o f  response s wer e 
classifie d a s genuin e evidence ;  57 .6 % o f  response s i n th e 
Idea l  conditio n wer e genuin e evidence .  Th e differenc e 
betwee n condition s i s significan t  (b y subject ,  t  (18 )  =  2.25 , 
p <  .05 ;  b y ite m t  (30 )  =  3.51 ,  n .  <.001) .  A s show n i n 

Tabl e 2 ,  Actua l  an d Idea l  diffe r  primaril y i n thre e 
subcategories :  correlationa l  instances ,  generalize d scripts , 
and reference s t o authoritativ e sources .  Subject s i n th e 
Actua l  conditio n produce d 7 5 generalize d script s (i.e. , 
genera l  description s o f  possibl e cause-effec t  relations) ,  2 4 
instance s o f  correlationa l  evidence ,  an d 6  reference s t o 
authority .  Subject s i n th e Idea l  conditio n produce d 4 1 
generalize d script s an d 4 3 instance s o f  correlationa l  evidence , 
and 3 5 reference s t o authcHity . 

Ther e wa s littl e differenc e betwee n th e familiarit y an d 
satisfactio n ratings  i n th e tw o conditions .  Subject s i n th e 
Actua l  conditio n gav e a  mea n familiarit y rating  o f  3.8 2 (S D 

Table 2. Frequency of evidence types by sub-category 

(Experimen t  1) . 

fiENllINK  K Y I D K I N C K ACTUAL IPRA L 
Correlatio n 
Covariatio n 
Correlate d Chang e 
Analog y 
Discountin g 
T O T AL 

F S E U D O E V I P E N CE 
Generalize d Script s 
Specialize d Script s 
T O T AL 

O T H ER 
Authorit y 
Non-evidenc e 
No Respons e 
T O T AL 

24 
13 

2 
1 

46 

75 
1 1 
86 

6 
6 

H 
28 

43 
18 

5 
0 
2 

68 

41 
9 

50 

35 
4 
4 

43 
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= 1.19) .  an d a  satisfactio n ratin g o f  3.4 6 (S D =  1.25) .  I n 
th e Idea l  condition ,  subject s gav e a  mea n familiarit y ratin g 
of  3.6 1 (S D =  1.00) ,  an d a  satisfactio n ratin g o f  3.9 0 (S D = 
1.06) .  T-test s showe d tha t  th e difference s betwee n 
condition s wer e no t  significan t  (Familiarity :  t  (18 )  =  0.44 , 
p >  .10 ;  SaUsfacUon :  t  (18 )  =  0.85 ,  p  >  .10) . 

Discussion 

The results of Experiment 1 suggest that subjects' inability 
t o provid e appropriat e evidenc e i s a t  leas t  i n par t  du e t o a 
lac k o f  relevant  facts .  Th e topic s addresse d i n bot h Kuhn' s 
studie s an d thi s experimen t  ar e matter s o f  popula r  interest , 
but  the y ar e comple x issues ,  an d providin g a  soun d analysi s 
involve s a  considerabl e amoun t  o f  dat a an d effort .  Unles s 
subject s rely  o n hypothetica l  data ,  the y ar e no t  likel y t o 
succee d a t  th e task .  Subject s i n th e Actua l  conditio n fel t 
constraine d t o rel y onl y o n thei r  o w n curren t  knowledge , 
whic h wa s generall y to o meage r  t o suppor t  genuin e 
evidence .  Subject s i n th e Idea l  condition ,  however ,  wer e 
abl e t o inven t  stronge r  evidenc e o r  see k a n appropriat e 
sourc e o f  information .  Thi s implie s tha t  man y subject s 
hav e a n understandin g o f  wha t  make s goo d evidenc e an d ar e 
abl e t o mak e a  stron g cas e unde r  favorabl e circumstances . 

Althoug h subject s performe d considerabl y bette r  i n th e 
Idea l  condition ,  3 1 % o f  responses  wer e scripts ,  an d 8 2 % o f 
thes e wer e generalize d scripts ,  whic h provid e n o evidenc e 
whatsoeve r  tha t  th e propose d caus e exists .  Also ,  subjects ' 
satisfactio n wit h thes e generalize d script s wa s roughl y th e 
same i n bot h condition s (Actua l  condition ,  3.81 ;  Idea l 
condition ,  3.79) .  Thi s suggest s that ,  rathe r  tha n bein g 
awar e o f  producin g inferio r  evidence ,  subject s i n th e Actua l 
conditio n wer e a s conten t  wit h thei r  resul t  a s subject s i n th e 
Idea l  condition .  I t  ma y b e tha t  subject s ar e draw n t o script s 
eve n whe n the y ar e no t  limite d b y thei r  persona l  resources. 
We wishe d t o determin e whethe r  subject s woul d stil l 
conside r  script s goo d evidenc e whe n the y di d no t  produc e th e 
evidenc e themselves . 

Experiment 2: Can people evaluate 

evidenc e accurately ? 

Experiment 2 was conducted to determine whether the 
subject s woul d perfor m th e sam e whe n presente d wit h 
evidenc e a s di d th e subject s i n Experimen t  1 ,  wh o produce d 
thei r  o w n evidence .  I f  th e earlie r  subject s produce d script s 
simpl y becaus e the y wer e unabl e t o com e u p wit h bette r 
evidence ,  the y shoul d nevertheles s b e abl e t o recogniz e 
genuin e evidence . 

Method 

Stimuli consisted of 16 sets of stories. The issues were 
th e sam e a s thos e i n Experimen t  1 .  Fo r  eac h issue ,  w e 
generate d a n opinio n an d evidenc e supportin g tha t  opinion . 
Ther e wer e eigh t  type s o f  evidence :  generalize d script , 
specialize d script ,  discounting ,  covariatio n n  =  1  (singl e 
instance) ,  covariatio n n  >  1  (multipl e instances) ,  correlate d 
chang e n  =  1 .  correlate d chang e n  >  1 ,  an d field  stud y (se e 
Tabl e 1) .  Th e type s o f  evidenc e ar e distinguishe d b y th e 
same criteri a use d i n Experimen t  1 ,  excep t  fo r  field  studies , 
whic h wer e no t  produce d i n Experimen t  1 .  Fiel d studie s ar e 

define d a s havin g a n authoritativ e source ,  rando m 
assignment ,  an d statisticall y significan t  results. 

Additionally ,  1 6 filler  item s wer e included .  Eac h filler 
ite m consiste d o f  a n opinio n an d a  piec e o f  evidenc e 
concernin g som e issue ,  an d tw o filler  item s wer e generate d 
fo r  eac h o f  th e eigh t  level s o f  evidence .  Filler s wer e 
indistinguishabl e fro m th e tes t  items . 

Subject s wer e presente d wit h th e 1 6 tes t  item s an d 1 6 
filler  items .  Fo r  eac h issue ,  subject s sa w onl y on e piec e o f 
evidence ,  an d al l  item s wer e presente d o n a  separat e page . 
Subject s wer e aske d t o rat e th e strengt h o f  eac h piec e o f 
evidenc e o n a  7-poin t  scale ,  7  indicatin g th e stronges t 
evidence .  Afte r  a  1 5 minut e interval ,  subject s complete d a 
recal l  tas k involvin g th e rate d items .  Th e recall  tad c i s no t 
relevant  t o thi s stud y an d wil l  no t  b e discusse d further . 

Twenty-fou r  Northwester n undergraduate s receive d clas s 
credi t  fo r  thei r  participation .  Al l  wer e nativ e speaker s o f 
English . 

Results 

The mean strength ratings are presented in Table 3. There 
was a  significan t  differenc e betwee n subcategorie s i n bot h a 
by-ite m analysi s (F(7,105 )  =  5.46 ,  p  <  .01 )  an d a  by-subjec t 
analysi s (F(7,154 )  =  7.59 .  p  <  .01 )  Th e mea n ratin g fo r 
genuin e evidenc e (3.86 )  wa s lowe r  tha n fo r  pseudoevidenc e 
(4.13) .  A  planne d compariso n contrastin g script s wit h 
genuin e evidenc e showe d a  marginall y significan t  differenc e 
(b y subjects :  F(l ,  154 )  =  2.85 ,  p  <  .10 ;  b y item :  F(l,105 ) 
= 3.38 ,  p < .10) . 

Discussion 

Subjects showed a trend toward preferring scripts over 
genuin e evidence .  Thi s i s consisten t  wit h Kuhn' s finding; 
subject s see m willin g t o accep t  script s a s goo d evidence . 
One reaso n subject s ma y no t  hav e distinguishe d betwee n 
explanation s an d evidenc e i s tha t  the y sa w onl y on e piec e o f 
evidenc e fo r  eac h question ,  an d wer e unabl e fo r  thi s reaso n t o 
pic k ou t  wha t  i s  mos t  importan t  abou t  th e supportin g 
evidence .  Comparin g tw o item s ca n highligh t  differences , 
allowin g subject s t o reflec t  o n whic h element s ar e 
significan t  (Gentne r  &  Markman ,  1994) .  I n essence , 
subject s wer e bein g place d i n a n impoverishe d conditio n b y 
seein g onl y on e piec e o f  evidenc e supportin g eac h opinion . 
Subject s wh o hav e insufficien t  informatio n ma y plac e a 
highe r  valu e o n scripts . 

Experiment 3: Does context help 

subject s recogn iz e g e n u i n e ev idence ? 

The stimuli were the same as those in Experiment 2, with 
th e omissio n o f  th e filler  items .  Subject s sa w al l  1 6 
question/opinio n pair s an d al l  eigh t  level s o f  evidenc e fo r 
eac h question .  Th e evidenc e supportin g a n opinio n wa s 
presente d togethe r  o n a  singl e page ,  an d subject s rate d th e 
strengt h o f  eac h piec e o f  evidenc e o n a  0  t o 7  scal e ( 7 = 
stronges t  evidence) .  W e encourage d subject s t o compar e al l 
th e evidenc e associate d wit h a n opinio n befor e makin g thei r 
ratings . 

Twent y Northwester n undergraduate s participated , 
receiving  clas s credit .  Al l  wer e nativ e speaker s o f  English . 
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Tabl e 3 .  M e a n rating s from  2  an d 3 .  i n whic h subject s rate d th e strengt h o f  presente d evidenc e o n a  0  t o 7  scal e 

(7=strongest) . 

PSEIIDOEVIDENr K 

Generalize d Script s 
Specialize d Script s 

fiENUINE  EVIDENC E 

Discountin g 
Correlation ,  N  =  1 
Covariation ,  N  =  1 
Correlation ,  N  >  1 
Covariation ,  N  >  1 
Fiel d Stud y 

KXPF.RIMENT 2 

4.0 9 
4.2 5 

2.5 8 
3.6 5 
4.0 0 
4.0 0 
4.2 3 
4.3 5 

FXPF.RIMKNT 3 

3.2 4 
2.9 6 

2.6 6 
3.4 4 
3.9 0 
3.5 1 
4.1 1 
4.6 6 

Result s 

The mean strength ratings appear in Table 3. As in 
Experimen t  2 ,  th e evidenc e subcategorie s differe d i n 
perceive d strengt h (F(7,133 )  =  7.90 ,  p  <  .0 1 b y subjects , 
F(7,105 )  =  33.67 ,  p  <  .0 1 b y item) .  Thi s time ,  rating s 
forgenuin e evidenc e wer e higher ,  o n average ,  tha n rating s fo r 
script s (3.7 2 vs .  3.12) .  A  planne d contras t  o f  script s vs . 
genuin e evidenc e showe d a  significan t  differenc e 
(F(l,133)=14.9 0 p<.0 1 b y subjects ,  F(l ,  105)=44.47 , 
p<.01 ,  b y item) . 

We shoul d not e tha t  th e strengt h o f  genuin e evidenc e i n 
Experiment s 2  an d 3  m a y b e reduce d b y th e inclusio n o f 
discountin g evidenc e (se e Tabl e 1  fo r  a n exampl e o f 
discounting) .  I n bot h experiments ,  subject s gav e unusuall y 
lo w rating s t o discounting ,  a s show n i n Tabl e 2 .  K u h n 
classifie s discountin g a s genuin e evidence .  However ,  whil e 
discountin g argue s agains t  riva l  causes ,  i t  fail s  t o sho w tha t 
th e p-opose d caus e actuall y occurs .  I n thi s way ,  discountin g 
i s no t  unlik e scripts .  I f  w e remov e discountin g from  ou r 
analysis ,  th e differenc e betwee n script s an d evidenc e i n 
Experimen t  2  decrease s (Scripts :  4.1 3 vs .  Evidence :  4.04) , 
whil e i n Experimen t  3  th e differenc e increase s (Scripts : 
3.1 2 vs .  Evidence :  3.92) .  Therefore ,  providin g subject s 
wit h a  variet y o f  evidenc e m a y hav e a  greate r  beneficia l 
effec t  tha n wa s initiall y  suggesteid . 

Disciission 

In contrast to the results of Experiment 2, the results of 
Experimen t  3  sugges t  tha t  subject s ca n distinguis h betwee n 
evidenc e an d scripts .  Thi s experimen t  differe d fro m 
Experimen t  2  i n tha t  subject s sa w mor e supportin g evidenc e 
fo r  eac h opinion ,  an d the y wer e explicitl y  encourage d t o 
compar e differen t  type s o f  evidence .  Subject s m a y hav e ha d 
difficult y generatin g alternativ e evidenc e i n Experimen t  2 
and therefor e faile d t o conside r  tha t  bette r  argument s coul d b e 
made.  W h e n tha t  evidenc e wa s provide d fo r  the m i n 
Experimen t  3 ,  thei r  accurac y increased . 

G e n e r a l  D i s c u s s i o n 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether subjects 
distinguis h betwee n explanation s an d evidence .  Take n 
together ,  th e result s sugges t  tha t  subject s d o understan d th e 
difference ,  bu t  tha t  thi s distinctio n blur s whe n resource s ar e 
limited .  I f  subject s hav e stron g evidenc e a t  thei r  disposal , 
the y wil l  ten d t o recogniz e tha t  explanation s mak e fo r  a 
fairl y wea k argument .  W h e n evidenc e i s  unavailable , 
subject s plac e mor e weigh t  o n explanations . 

Availabl e informatio n m a y affec t  subject s i n mor e tha n 
one way .  I n Experimen t  1 ,  w e showe d tha t  subject s wer e 
capabl e o f  inventin g evidenc e whe n encourage d t o d o so .  I n 
Experimen t  2 ,  however ,  subject s apparentl y faile d t o 
conside r  tha t  ther e coul d b e othe r  argument s beside s th e on e 
presente d t o them .  W h e n w e gav e the m example s o f  thes e 
alternative s i n Experimen t  3 ,  the y m a y hav e recognize d th e 
merit s o f  eac h an d wer e therefor e abl e t o giv e a  mor e 
accurat e appraisal . 

Th e abilit y t o conceiv e o f  alternative s m a y pla y a n 
importan t  rol e i n evaluatin g arguments ,  an d encouragin g 
subject s t o generat e alternative s m a y improv e thei r 
argumentatio n skills .  Th e importanc e o f  alternativ e 
hypothese s ha s bee n argue d b y Kuh n (1991) .  Subject s w h o 
di d no t  generat e alternativ e hypothese s wer e mor e confiden t 
and les s realisti c i n evaluatin g thei r  argument s tha n subject s 
w ho wer e abl e t o imagin e othe r  possibilities . 

Th e patter n tha t  emerge s fro m ou r  dat a i s  tha t  whe n 
subject s ar e face d wit h limite d resources ,  the y wil l  ten d t o 
rel y mor e heavil y o n explanation s a s suppor t  fo r  a  particula r 
position .  I t  i s  importan t  t o poin t  ou t  tha t  this ,  i n itself ,  i s 
not  necessaril y a n irrationa l  o r  problemati c strategy .  A 
number  o f  author s hav e pxjinte d ou t  tha t  presumptiv e 
reasoning ,  tha t  is ,  reasonin g base d o n suppositio n an d 
unsubstantiate d claims ,  play s a  vita l  rol e i n informa l 
reasoning ,  (e.g. ,  Walton ,  1992) .  Ther e ar e man y decision s 
t o b e mad e an d debate s t o b e resolve d i n environment s i n 
whic h th e concret e example s an d statistic s ar e no t  available , 
and m a y neve r  b e available .  I n thos e cases ,  rathe r  tha n 
shuttin g dow n altogether ,  peopl e sho w grea t  flexibilit y an d 
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ingenuit y b y askin g "Wha t  if... "  an d followin g tha t  lin e o f 
reasoning ,  wit h al l  o f  it s  assumptions ,  t o it s conclusion . 

Presumptiv e reasonin g ha s a  numbe r  o f  valuabl e aspects : 
i t  ca n uncove r  interna l  inconsistencie s i n reasoning ;  i t  ca n 
make cleare r  wha t  issue s an d question s ar e involve d i n a 
particula r  debat e o r  decisio n (Walton ,  1992) ;  i t  ma y sugges t 
ne w experiment s o r  source s o f  information .  Alon g simila r 
lines ,  causa l  script s ca n mak e a  hypothesi s mor e plausibl e 
by illustratin g a  logicall y possibl e rout e fro m th e propose d 
caus e t o it s effect .  Although ,  a s Kuh n (1991 )  point s out , 
relyin g heavil y o n unsupporte d explanation s ca n b e a  poo r 
strategy ,  sinc e plausibilit y  doe s no t  ensur e correctness , 
plausibilit y  m a y b e a  goo d heuristic .  Problem s suc h a s 
teache r  apath y d o no t  hav e a  simpl e answer ;  w e ma y neve r 
identif y al l  th e factor s involved .  An d thes e issue s ar e no t 
onl y intellectua l  puzzles ,  bu t  rea l  problems ,  ofte n requirin g 
a quick ,  decisiv e response .  Th e plausibilit y  heuristi c ma y 
narro w dow n th e possibilitie s t o a  manageabl e number . 

Penningto n an d Hasti e (1986 ,  1992 )  hav e pu t  fort h a 
relate d argument ,  claimin g tha t  creatin g plausibl e storie s i s a 
spontaneou s an d importan t  precurso r  t o formin g a n opinion . 
The y sho w tha t  juror s organiz e evidenc e int o a  stor y befor e 
renderin g a  verdic t  Thei r  mode l  posit s tha t  contructin g a 
stor y help s subject s i n a  numbe r  o f  ways ,  includin g 
determinin g th e significanc e o f  an d flnding  th e hole s i n thei r 
interpretatio n o f  a  case .  Althoug h ou r  subject s ma y no t  us e 
evidenc e explicitl y  i n constructin g thei r  stories ,  organizin g 
thei r  thought s i n thi s wa y m a y hel p the m t o determin e th e 
significanc e o f  possibl e factor s an d t o maintai n consistency . 

Severa l  othe r  line s o f  researc h hav e suggeste d additiona l 
reason s w h y a  relianc e o n explanatio n m a y b e a  productiv e 
strategy .  Fo r  example ,  i n th e domai n o f  electricity , 
Schauble ,  Glaser ,  Raghavan ,  an d Reine r  (1992 )  foun d tha t 
subjects '  gras p o f  domain-genera l  principle s o f  evidenc e 
generatio n depende d o n thei r  understandin g o f  electricity . 
Withou t  a  soli d theor y o f  h o w circuit s woiic ,  subject s coul d 
not  determin e wha t  constitute d a  goo d experiment . 
Likewise ,  i n everyda y reasoning ,  i f  subject s d o no t  hav e a 
goo d theor y o f  a  phenomenon ,  the y m a y hav e difficult y 
identifyin g stron g evidence .  I n suc h a  situation ,  usin g 
script s m a y see m lik e a  goo d idea ,  i n tha t  the y layou t  a 
causa l  model . 

Also ,  subjects '  interes t  i n explanation s seem s quit e 
sensibl e i f  sensitivit y t o causa l  mechanism s i s judge d 
importan t  i n causa l  attribution .  W e ma y b e uncomfortabl e 
wit h unsubstantiate d explanation s o f  a n event ,  bu t  w e als o 
find  observation s withou t  explanation s unsatisfying .  Ahn , 
Medin ,  Kalish ,  an d Gelma n (1995 )  found  tha t  subject s w h o 
wer e aske d t o determin e th e reaso n fo r  a  particula r  even t 
focuse d m u c h mor e heavil y o n dat a relatin g t o possibl e 
causa l  mechanism s tha n t o covariationa l  data .  Subject s 
apparentl y d o no t  simpl y wan t  t o kno w tha t  ther e i s a 
statistica l  relationshi p betwee n a  caus e an d event ,  bu t  the y 
als o wan t  t o kno w why . 

Th e dange r  i n presumptiv e reasonin g i s failin g t o 
recogniz e tha t  on e i s reasonin g fro m assumption s an d 
unsubstantiate d claims .  I f  th e worl d fail s  t o behav e a s w e 
predict ,  thes e ar e th e link s i n ou r  theor y tha t  shoul d receiv e 
th e larges t  shar e o f  ou r  initia l  suspicion s an d com e unde r  th e 
closes t  scrutiny .  T o th e exten t  tha t  unsubstantiate d 

explanation s ar e vulnerabl e i n thi s way ,  i t  seem s reasonabl e 
t o vie w the m a s somewha t  weake r  tha n claim s supporte d 
wit h evidence ,  an d i t  i s  importan t  i s tha t  w e remembe r  tha t 
thes e ar e merel y assumption s whe n thing s g o awry .  A n 
interestin g follow-u p t o th e studie s describe d her e woul d b e 
t o determin e whethe r  subject s d o maintai n a n awarenes s o f 
whic h claim s ar e supporte d an d whic h ar e not . 
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