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E x t r e m e Belief s D o R e s p o n d t o E v i d e n c e 

Melani e R .  Swidere k (mrsl3̂ cornell.edu ) 
Departmen t  o f  Human Development ,  Marth a Va n Rensselae r  HaJ l 

Cornel l  University ,  Ithaca ,  N Y 1485 3 US A 

Barbara Koslowski (bmk2(^conieil.edu) 
Departmen t  o f  Human Development ;  Marth a Va n Rensselae r  Hal l 

Cornel l  University ,  Ithaca .  Nf Y 1485 3 U S A 

I n th e literatur e o n disconfinnin 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 ,  &  Lep -
per ,  1979) .  Give n thi s literature ,  on e migh t  expec t  thos e 
wdt h th e mos t  extrem e belief s an d attitudes ,  tha t  is ,  thos e 
who hav e th e stronges t  prio r  theories ,  woul d b e eve n les s 
likel y t o revis e thei r  belief s tha n thos e wit h les s stron g prio r 
theories .  However ,  Swiderek ,  Koslowski ,  an d Ber n (1997 ) 
hav e foun d tha t  peopl e ar e no t  a s imperviou s t o dat a a s ha s 
been previousl y thought ,  an d tha t  th e presentatio n o f  discon -
finning  evidenc e ca n indee d swa y beliefs .  I n ou r  study ,  w e 
examin e pattern s o f  belie f  revisio n amon g group s o f  varyin g 
extremenes s o n th e issu e o f  capita l  punishment .  W e ar e 
askin g whethe r  peopl e wit h mor e extrem e belief s ar e indee d 
les s likel y t o revis e thei r  belief s tha n thos e wit h les s extrem e 
beliefs . 

Participant s include d colleg e student s wit h a  rang e o f  be -
lief s abou t  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 ,  thei r  belief s abou t  si x aspect s o f  capita l  pun -
ishmen t  (e.g. ,  whethe r  i t  i s a  deterrent ,  whethe r  i t  i s applie d 
i n a  biase d way ,  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 belief s 
(whethe r  pr o o r  con )  an d wer e aske d t o reconcil e eac h piec e 
of  evidenc e wit h thei r  state d beliefs .  Durin g a  secon d inter -
vie 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 th 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  crimi -
nal 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 thei r  belief s abou t  capita l  pun -
ishment .  Interview s wer e audiotape d fo r  late r  coding .  Par -
ticipant s wer e code d fo r  extremenes s o f  belie f  b y examinin g 
pattern s o f  response s durin g th e first  interview . 

Our  questio n i s whethe r  peopl e wit h mor e extrem e belief s 
ar e les s likel y t o revis e thei r  belief s tha n thos e wit h les s ex -
trem e beliefs .  Th e 5 8 participant s interviewe d mak e i t  clea r 
that ,  fo r  th e mos t  part ,  thi s  i s no t  th e case .  Rather ,  i n term s 
of  aspect s relatin g t o capita l  punishment ,  participant s wit h 
extrem e beliefs ,  eithe r  pr o o r  con ,  ar e a s likel y t o revis e thei r 
belief s a s ar e thos e wit h initiall y  les s extrem e beliefs .  O n 
fourtee n differen t  rating s scales ,  th e amoun t  o f  chang e fi-om 
th e first  intervie w t o th e secon d intervie w di d no t  diffe r  sig -
nificantl y betwee n thos e wit h extrem e belief s an d thos e wit h 
les s extrem e belief s (p-value s rangin g fi-om  .16 1 t o .889) . 
On onl y thre e o f  th e rating s scales ,  chang e wa s a t  leas t  mar -
ginall y relate d t o extremenes s (p-value s o f  .010 ,  .050 ,  an d 
.016) ;  thes e thre e scale s relate d t o question s o f  capita l  pun -
ishment' s impac t  o n particula r  groups .  Thus ,  overal l  i t  doe s 
not  appea r  tha t  th e consideratio n an d evaluatio n o f  discon -
firming  evidenc e i s an y mor e biase d fo r  thos e holdin g stron g 
prio r  theorie s abou t  capita l  punishmen t  tha n fo r  thos e wh o 
do no t  hol d stron g prio r  theorie s 
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