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Disconfirmin g Ev idenc e a n d Belief s abou t  Capita l  P u n i s h m e n t 

Melani e Swidere k (iMRSUfuXornkll.EDL )  Human Developmen t 
Barbar a Koslowsk i  (BMK2r«)CORNELL.EDU) ,  Human Developmen t 

Dary l  J .  Ber n (D.BE1V1@C0RNELL.EDU) ,  Psycholog y 
Cornel l  Universit y 

Ithaca ,  N Y 1485 3 US A 

I n th e Uteratur e o n disconfirmin g evidence ,  researcher s 
typicall y find  tha t  peopl e ar e imperviou s t o dat a tha t  cal l  int o 
questio n thei r  belief s an d attitude s (e.g. .  Lord ,  Ross ,  &  Lepper , 
1979 )  However ,  on e ca n argu e tha t  a  particula r  circumscribe d 
belie f  (i.e. ,  capita l  punishmen t  i s goo d o r  bad )  i s imbedde d i n a 
broade r  networ k o f  belief s (i.e. ,  capita l  punishmen t  i s o r  i s  no t  a 
deterrent ;  coita l  punishmen t  i s  o r  i s  no t  biase d agains t 
members o f  particula r  groups ,  etc. )  Th e usua l  disconfirmin g 
evidenc e deal s onl y wit h th e circumscribe d belie f  i n question , 
leavin g tfie  broade r  networ k relativel y intac t  Disconfirmin g 
evidenc e migh t  affec t  people' s belief s differentl y i f  i t  call s int o 
questio n bot h th e broade r  networ k o f  belief s an d th e 
circumscribe d belie f  (Koslowski ,  1996) .  I n ou r  study ,  w e 
provid e participant s wit h evidenc e tha t  disconfirm s bot h th e 
broade r  networ k o f  belief s an d th e circumscribe d belie f  W e ar e 
askin g tw o questions .  On e i s whethe r  Abelson' s categorie s 
(1959 )  provid e a n exhaustiv e descriptio n o f  th e reasonin g 
strategie s peopl e us e whe n confronte d wit h disconfirmin g 
evidence .  Th e othe r  i s whethe r  evidenc e tha t  disconfirm s bot h 
th e broade r  networ k o f  behef s an d th e circumscribe d belie f  i s 
more likel y t o produc e belie f  chang e tha n contro l  information . 

Participant s include d colleg e student s wit h a  rang e o f  behef s 
about  capita l  punishment .  Durin g a n initia l  interview , 
participant s wer e aske d question s tha t  dra w out ,  an d wer e aske d 
t o rate ,  the u behef s abou t  si x aspect s o f  capita l  punishmen t 
(e.g. ,  whethe r  i t  i s a  deterrent ,  whethe r  i t  i s  biased ,  etc. ) 
Participant s wer e the n presente d wit h evidenc e tha t  disconfirm s 
eac h o f  thei r  state d behef s (whethe r  pr o o r  con )  an d wer e aske d 
t o reconcil e eac h piec e o f  evidenc e wit h tiieir  state d belief s 
(participant s i n th e contro l  grou p wer e simpl y aske d t o thin k 
fiirthe r  abou t  th e issues) .  Durin g a  secon d intervie w tw o week s 
later ,  participant s wer e aske d question s probin g an y gap s o r 
apparen t  inconsistencie s foun d i n di e first  intervie w (e.g. ,  "Yo u 
sai d tha t  capita l  punishmen t  i s a  deterren t  becaus e i t  scare s 
people .  Yo u als o sai d tha t  crimmal s d o no t  car e abou t  losin g 
thei r  lives .  H o w woul d yo u reconcil e thos e tw o statements?) . 
Participant s wer e aske d agai n t o describ e an d t o rat e tfieir 
behef s abou t  capita l  punishment .  Interview s wer e audiotape d 
fo r  late r  coding .  Participants '  response s t o disconfirmin g 
evidenc e wer e code d i n term s o f  th e reasonin g strateg y use d i n 
eac h instance . 

Our  first  questio n i s v̂ diethe r  Abelson' s categorie s (denial , 
differenhation ,  bolstering ,  an d transcendence )  exhaustivel y 
describ e tiie  reasonin g strategie s use d i n respons e t o 
disconfirmin g evidenc e Th e 6 0 participant s interviewe d mak e 
i t  clea r  tha t  Abelson' s categorie s ar e no t  exhaustiv e I n fact , 
nearl y ever y participan t  use d a t  leas t  on e respons e tha t  doe s no t 
fit  wel l  int o Abelson' s categorie s Categorie s no t  descnbe d b y 
Abelso n include :  neglec t  (ignorin g rathe r  tha n activel y denyin g 
th e disconfirmin g evidence) ;  differentiatio n wit h explanatio n 
("We'r e talkin g abou t  tw o differen t  things ,  an d th e differenc e 
is...") ,  offerin g alternativ e hypothese s t o accoun t  fo r  th e 
disconfirmm g evidence ;  an d interjectin g methodologica l 
concern s ("I' d hk e t o kno w mor e abou t  th e sampl e an d whethe r 
the y controlle d fo r  confoundin g variables") .  Th e las t  tw o 
categorie s ar e particularl y interesting ,  suggestin g tha t 
participant s ar e reasonin g mor e hk e scientist s tha n migh t  b e 
expecte d base d o n prio r  research . 

Our  secon d questio n i s  w îethe r  Aer e ar e categorizabl e 
difference s betwee n participant s wh o ar e swaye d b y 
disconfirmin g evidenc e an d thos e w h o ar e not .  Interestingly , 
participant s wh o ar e "o n th e fence "  wit h regar d t o capita l 
punishmen t  see m t o respon d t o disconfirmin g evidenc e b y 
sohdifyin g thei r  belief s i n th e directio n the y wer e originall y 
leaning ,  rathe r  tha n i n th e directio n o f  th e disconfirmin g 
evidence .  Also ,  althoug h participant s wh o initiall y  expres s 
extrem e belief s ten d no t  t o b e swaye d b y th e disconfirmin g 
evidence ,  i t  appear s tha t  thi s i s no t  du e t o lac k o f  consideratio n 
of  th e evidenc e 
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