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Reflectio n A l o n e C a n Increas e C o n s i s t e n c y o f  Belief s 

A my M .  Masnic k (animl3@cornell.edu ) 

Barbar a Kuslowsk i  (bmk2@cornell.edu ) 
Departmen t  o f  Human Developmen t 

M VR Hall ,  Cornel l  Universit y 
Ithaca ,  N Y 1485 3 U S A 

When aske d t o relat e informatio n tha t  previousl y ha s onl y 
been considere d separately ,  wha t  d o peopl e do ? D o w e 
integrat e th e information ,  suddenl y removin g barrier s an d 
creatin g ne w connections ? O r  d o w e continue ,  a s Be m 
(1970 )  suggests ,  t o vie w th e idea s a s separate ,  internall y 
consisten t  "belie f  bubbles "  tha t  hav e n o nee d t o b e related ? 
Koslowsk i  (1996 )  ha s suggeste d tha t  peopl e m a y respon d 
differentl y t o apparen t  psychologica l  (a s oppose d t o logical ) 
inconsistencie s i n thei r  o w n belie f  system s tha n t o new , 
factua l  informatio n tha t  disconfirm s a  belie f 

To explor e thes e questions ,  w e examine d people' s belief s 
abou t  th e comple x issu e o f  affirmativ e action .  Fift y under -
graduat e student s wer e interviewe d twic e abou t  thei r  opin -
ion s abou t  man y aspect s o f  affirmativ e action .  The y wer e 
aske d a  basi c questio n t o asses s thei r  opinio n o f  affirmativ e 
actio n i n general ,  followe d b y m a n y specifi c  question s 
abou t  relate d issue s suc h th e rol e o f  government ,  th e valu e 
of  racia l  diversity ,  an d th e consequence s o f  suc h polices .  A t 
th e en d o f  th e fu-s t  interview ,  som e o f  th e participant s wer e 
challenge d o n belief s tha t  the y mentioned .  Tha t  is ,  the y 
wer e aske d t o respon d t o a  statemen t  suggestin g tha t  tw o 
response s the y ha d give n coul d b e see n a s conflicting .  The y 
wer e no t  provide d wit h an y additiona l  factua l  information , 
but  wer e simpl y aske d t o reflec t  o n th e opinion s the y ha d 
stated .  Fo r  example ,  som e participant s wer e told ,  " Y o u 
mentione d tha t  yo u generall y suppor t  affirmativ e actio n 
policies .  I n anothe r  section ,  yo u note d tha t  yo u believ e tha t 
peopl e shoul d no t  b e evaluate d base d o n thei r  race .  S o m e 
peopl e hav e argue d tha t  thes e tw o point s ar e incompatibl e 
becaus e affirmativ e actio n policie s requir e makin g som e 
decision s base d o n race .  Coul d yo u giv e som e though t  t o 
that? " 

T wo week s later ,  participant s wer e interviewe d again , 
aske d th e sam e serie s o f  question s a s i n th e initia l  interview . 
For  eac h question ,  participant s gav e bot h open-ende d re -
sponses ,  an d rating s o f  opinion s o n a  7-poin t  scale .  Here , 
we explor e th e ratings .  W e measure d th e chang e i n rating s 
on eac h question . 

Ther e wa s n o differenc e i n magnitud e o f  chang e o n th e 
basi c opinio n questio n abou t  affirmativ e actio n ("Wha t  ar e 
you r  view s an d belief s abou t  affirmativ e action?" )  betwee n 
thos e confronte d wit h inconsistencie s an d thos e w h o wer e 
not  challenge d (p=.86) . 

However ,  o n th e individua l  questions ,  thos e w h o receive d 
a challeng e aime d a t  a  particula r  belie f  wer e ofte n mor e 
likel y t o chang e thei r  belief s mor e tha n thos e w h o di d no t 

receiv e th e challenge .  Whil e m a n y o f  thes e difference s di d 
not  reac h significance ,  i n mos t  case s thos e w h o wer e chal -
lenge d change d thei r  rating s mor e tha n thos e w h o wer e no t 
challenged .  W e use d a  binomia l  probabilit y t o tes t  h o w 
likel y i t  wa s fo r  1 9 o f  2 3 response s woul d b e i n thi s direc -
tion ,  an d foun d thi s t o b e a  significan t  differenc e (p<.01) . 
I n addition ,  w e looke d a t  whethe r  th e directio n o f  change s 
indicate d tha t  peopl e wer e becomin g mor e consisten t  i n 
thei r  thinking .  Again ,  examinin g a  binomia l  distributio n w e 
foun d tha t  thos e w h o wer e aske d t o conside r  inconsistencie s 
became mor e consisten t  (p<.01) . 

Thes e result s sugges t  tha t  reflectin g o n apparen t  incon -
sistencie s i n one' s o w n thinkin g ca n lea d t o chang e i n re -
sponse s t o particula r  questions ,  eve n whe n i t  doe s no t  affec t 
a response s t o a  broader ,  relate d question .  Thes e finding s 
furthe r  provid e evidenc e tha t  informatio n i s  organize d i n 
separat e "belie f  bubbles "  tha t  ar e no t  usuall y considere d 
together .  W h e n considerin g issues ,  peopl e ca n compart -
mentalize ;  the y hav e separat e "bubbles "  o f  internall y con -
sisten t  information ,  tha t  m a y b e inconsisten t  wit h othe r  in -
ternall y consisten t  bubbles .  W h e n aske d t o reflec t  o n idea s 
previousl y considere d unrelated ,  peopl e m a y chang e on e 
belie f  whil e retainin g relate d genera l  beliefs . 
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