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An experiment examined the attention allocation strategies that
perceivers employ when they are confronted with expectancy-
relevant information and the mediating roles that these strat-
egies play in impression formation. A dichotic listening task was
used to measure subjects’ attention allocation strategies. Subjects
monitored a control child in one ear, while in the other ear they
heard a target child perform in a manner that was either initially
consistent or inconsistent with their expectations. They then
evaluated the target on a number of dimensions. Subjects who
received initially inconsistent information from the target allo-
cated more attention to him and became more cognitively complex
in their final evaluations than subjects who received initially
consistent information. Furthermore, the greater attention paid
by these subjects led them to become more moderate in their
evaluations of the target. The results are discussed in light of the
person perception literature.

Many perception theorists assume that people allo-
cate their attention according to the consistency be-
tween their expectations and the events they observe.
Bruner (1957), for example, proposed that when per-
ceivers first encounter a target, they make an initial
categorization based on the fit between the target cues
and the specifications of the category. Following this
initial categorization, perceivers engage in a cue search
in which they are open torelevant information (i.e., they
allocate attention to the target). Once a sufficient amount
of consistent information is encountered, perceivers per-
form a confirmation check in which they become in-
creasingly less open to relevant information. At some
point, confirmation is completed and irrelevant or in-
congruent information is “gated out” (i.e., attention is
allocated elsewhere). Similarly, Neisser (1976) has ar-
gued that perception consists of an interaction between
a perceiver’s schemata and the information available in
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the environment. According to Neisser’s view, schemata
are both plans for collecting information and cognitive
structures that respond to the information once it has
been collected. As such, they first determine where at-
tention will be directed and then accommodate to the
information once it has been encoded.

More recently, Fiske and Neuberg (1990) have pro-
posed a continuum model of impression formation in
which attention allocation plays a central role. Accord-
ing to their model, impression formation begins when
perceivers assign the target to an initial category (e.g.,
athlete, woman). Assuming that the target is of at least
minimal interest, perceivers then allocate attention to
the target and examine the consistency between their
category-based expectations and the attribute informa-
tion that is available from the target. If the target infor-
mation is consistent with their expectations, perceivers
then allocate attention elsewhere, and the impressions
that they subsequently form of the target reflect their
knowledge of the target’s category rather than their
knowledge of the target’s specific characteristics. If, how-
ever, the target information is inconsistent with their
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category-based expectations, they continue to attend to
the target in an attempt to recategorize the target. If they
are successful in recategorizing the target, they will then
allocate attention elsewhere, and the impressions that
they subsequently form will reflect their knowledge of
the target’s new category. If they are unsuccessful in
recategorizing the target, however, they will continue to
attend to the target and will begin to form impressions
of the target on a piecemeal basis.

Evidence consistent with the assumption that perceiv-
ers allocate their attention according to the consistency
between their expectations and the information that is
available about the target has emerged in a variety of forms.
In the attribution literature, for example, Pyszczynski
and Greenberg (1981) have shown that when perceivers
receive expectancy-consistent information, they engage
in relatively little attributional processing. When they
receive expectancy-inconsistent information, however,
they engage in relatively elaborate attributional process-
ing. Similarly, in the person memory literature, a variety
of investigators have shown that expectancy-inconsistent
information is better recalled than expectancy-consistent
information (e.g., Belmore & Hubbard, 1987; Hastie &
Kumar, 1979; Hastie, Park, & Weber, 1984; Srull, 1981), pos-
sibly indicating that inconsistent information receives
more elaborate processing (for reviews see Hastie, 1980;
Srull & Wyer, 1989). And in the impression formation liter-
ature, a number of investigators have shown that perceiv-
ers spend more time examining expectancy-inconsistent
information than expectancy-consistent information (e.g.,
Bargh & Thein, 1985; Belmore, 1987; Erber & Fiske,
1984; Hemsley & Marmurek, 1982; White & Carlston,
1983).

Although the strategy of allocating attention accord-
ing to the consistency between expectations and observa-
tions is often a reasonable response to the pragmatics of
situations that heavily tax attentional resources (White &
Carlston, 1983), it may also lead to an asymmetry that
favors expectancy confirmation over expectancy dis-
confirmation. Consider the following example. Imagine
that you are on a graduate admissions committee and
that you have dedicated part of a busy afternoon to
interviewing two students who have applied to your
program. Having reviewed their academic records, you
expect the first student to be intelligent and well pre-
pared and the second student to be dull and academi-
cally lacking. Consistent with your expectations, the first
student begins by saying something bright and witty
whereas the second begins with something foolish and
wrong. Given these responses, you quickly conclude the

interview on the assumption that your expectations were’

correct; you decide to admit the first student and reject
the second. But what if the interviews had begun differ-
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ently? What if the first student had begun the interview
with a foolish statement and the second student had
begun with an insightful observation? Under these cir-
cumstances, you might be hesitant to conclude that your
expectations were correct, and you might extend the
interviews in an attempt to learn more about the two
students. Moreover, depending on how the interviews
progress, you might even end up rejecting the first stu-
dent and accepting the second.

More formally, when perceivers receive information
that is initially consistent with their expectations, they
often assume that their expectations are correct and
quickly allocate their attention elsewhere. In allocating
their attention elsewhere, however, they should find
themselves poorly situated to detect subsequent infor-
mation that could disconfirm their original expecta-
tions. When perceivers receive information that is
initially inconsistent with their expectations, however,
they cannot assume that their expectations are correct,
and they do notallocate their attention elsewhere. Given
that they do not allocate their attention elsewhere, per-
ceivers who are confronted with initially inconsistent
information should be well situated to detect subsequent
information that could either confirm or disconfirm
their original expectations. Although confirmation
should be a relatively quick process, disconfirmation
should be a relatively slow process in which the accumu-
lation of individuating information pulls perceivers away
from their expectancy-based impressions. Consistent
with this logic, Darley, Fleming, Hilton, and Swann
(1988) found that perceivers required considerably
more evidence to disconfirm an expectation than to
confirm an expectation. Disconfirmation appeared to
occur in a stepwise fashion in which each additional
disconfirming response moved perceivers away from
their initial expectations. In contrast, confirmation ap-
peared to occur in a threshold fashion in which relatively
few confirming responses were sufficient to confirm the
expectation.

The current study was designed with two goals in
mind. The first goal was to examine, in a relatively direct
manner, the attention allocation strategies that perceiv-
ers employ when they are confronted with expectancy-
consistent and expectancy-inconsistent information.
The second goal was then to examine the roles that these
allocation strategies play in mediating expectancy con-
firmation and disconfirmation. To these ends, subjects
were led to believe that they were participating in a study
aimed at developing student evaluation forms for use in
the classroom. They were told that their task would be to
role-play the part of a teacher evaluating two children.
All subjects learned that one child (i.e., the control) was
from a middle-class background and had been an aver-
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age student during the previous year. To induce a nega-
tive expectation of intellectual performance, half the
subjects were told that the other child (i.e., the target)
was from a low-socioeconomic-status (SES) background
and had done poorly in school during the previous year.
To induce a positive expectation of intellectual perfor-
mance, the other half of the subjects were told that the
target was from a high-SES background and had done
well in school during the previous year. All subjects then
heard the control child and the target child perform
simultaneously on different oral exams. As the subjects
listened to the two children take the two exams, we
measured the extent to which they attended to each
child’s performance by asking them to indicate whether
each child answered each question correctly. By using a
dichotic listening task (Cherry, 1953) of this sort, we
were able to measure where the subjects were allocating
their attention on a moment-to-moment basis (cf. Moray,
1969; Neisser, 1976; Treisman, 1969).

Independentofthe expectancy manipulation, we also
manipulated the initial consistency between the expec-
tations that the subjects were given and the perfor-
mances that they subsequently heard. Although all sub-
jects heard the same overall performance, half the subjects
heard a performance in which the target child started
out doing well, and half heard a performance in which
he started out doing poorly. (For discussions of this
manipulation see Jones & Goethals, 1971, and Jones,
Rock, Shaver, Goethals, & Ward, 1968.) Thus, half the
subjects heard a performance that should have been ini-
tially consistent with their expectations, and half heard
a performance that should have been initially inconsis-
tent with their expectations. The performance of the
control child was constant across conditions. After the
exam, the subjects rated the target on a number of
expectancy-relevant and expectancy-irrelevant dimen-
sions. By manipulating the order of the target’s perfor-
mance, we were able to examine the subjects’ attention
allocation strategies as a function of the initial consis-
tency between their expectancies and the target’s behav-
iors while holding the target’s overall behavior constant.
We measured attention by calculating the proportion of
times the subjects indicated whether the target or con-
trol answered each question correctly.

Our predictions are based on the analysis presented
earlier and reflect an integration of much of the impres-
sion formation literature. Specifically, when perceivers
are confronted with expectancy-inconsistent information,
they should allocate more attentional resources to the
target than when they are confronted with expectancy-
consistent information. In the current study, this means
that when the positive-expectancy target initially does

poorly or when the negative-expectancy target initially
does well, subjects should pay greater attention to his
performance than when the positive-expectancy target
initially does well or when the negative-expectancy target
initially does poorly. Moreover, as subjects pay greater
attention to the target’s performance, their ratings of the
target should increasingly reflect this performance rather
than their initial expectations. Given that the overall
performance of the target is moderate, greater attention
to the target’s performance should lead both positive-
and negative-expectancy subjects to become less extreme
in their evaluations of the target. Finally, to the extent
that subjects who receive information that is initially
inconsistent with their expectations begin to think about
the target in a more individuated manner (Fiske &
Neuberg, 1990), their views of the target should become
increasingly differentiated and complex.

METHOD

Subjects

Seventy-one introductory psychology students partic-
ipated in the study in partial fulfillment of their course
requirements.

Procedure

Subjects were contacted by phone and scheduled to
arrive in the lab individually. Upon their arrival, they
were shown a letter, ostensibly from the National Educa-
tion Foundation (NEF), in which the goal of the study
was explained. According to the letter, the purpose of
the study was to develop student evaluation forms that
would be both easier for teachers to use and easier for
parents to understand than the forms currently in use.
The letter indicated that during the course of the study
the subjects would be asked to put themselves in the
position of a teacher and evaluate the performances of
several children who had been randomly selected in a
nationwide survey of school districts.

Subjects were then shown a letter that was ostensibly
from the Department of Educational Psychology. This
letter stated that the department would be conducting
the study for NEF. The letter explained that the main
goal in the experiment would be to simulate certain key
aspects of the classroom environment and to have the
subjects evaluate the performances of several students.
At this point the subjects were reminded that teachers
often find themselves in the position of having to re-
spond to simultaneous demands on their attention. The
letter then stated that in order to simulate this situation,
the subjects would be asked to put on a set of head-
phones and listen to two children simultaneously taking



two different oral exams. One child would be heard
taking one test in one ear, and another child would be
heard taking a different test in the other ear. As they
listened to the children take the two tests, they would be
asked to indicate whether they thought each child an-
swered each question correctly. The letter went on to
state that this task was designed to be quite difficult and
that they would probably find themselves having to switch
their attention between the two ears rather than trying
to follow both ears at once.

When subjects finished reading both letters, the ex-
perimenter highlighted the key points covered in each
of the letters and explained that the study was still in the
pilot phase. She told the subjects that they would be
receiving background information about two children
that she hoped would include a background information
sheet describing each child’s home environment, an end-
of-year evaluation from each child’s fifth-grade teacher,
a photograph of each child, and a short videotape of
each child in his or her home environment. She then
told the subjects that they would be evaluating a single
pair of sixth-grade children and asked them to pick a
number between 1 and 25 to determine which pair they
would hear. After the subjects chose a number, she rum-
maged through the filing cabinet, apparently searching
for the relevant folders. As she was searching for the
folders, she pointed out that the folders were some-
times incomplete because NEF had been particularly
slow in sending the photographs and videotapes. She
then pulled two folders out of the cabinet that she said
corresponded to the numbers the subjects had picked.
She then noted that although the folder for one child
(i.e., the target) was complete, the folder for the other
child (i.e., the control) lacked both the photograph and
the videotape. This was done in order to minimize the
chances that subjects would subsequently confuse the
target and the control during the evaluation phase of the
experiment. At this point, the expectancy manipulation
was introduced.

The information that was available about the target
(a.k.a. Brian) was designed to create either a positive or
a negative expectation of his pending performance and
consisted of a blend of category-based and target-based
information (Jones & McGillis, 1976). In the positive-
expectancy conditions the target was described as hav-
ing come from an upper-class background. His father
was said to be an attorney and his mother was described
as a free-lance writer. Together they were said to have an
annual income of $98,000, and the videotape showed the
target playing basketball next to a large suburban home
with two new cars parked in the driveway. The teacher
evaluation read, “Overall, Brian is an exceptional stu-

Hilton et al. / ATTENTION ALLOCATION 551

dent. He does well on exams and participates in class-
room activities. He is a model student. His social skills
continue to develop normally and he gets along very well
with his classmates.”

In the negative-expectancy conditions, the target was
described as having come from a lower-class background.
The background information indicated that he lived
with his mother, who was described as a divorced seam-
stress with an annual income of $9,800. The videotape
showed the target playing basketball in a gravel driveway
next to a dilapidated mobile home with a broken-down,
rusted truck parked in the driveway. The teacher evalu-
ation read, “Brian is not an exceptional student. He does
poorly on exams and in his participation in classroom
activities. This year he has had a hard time in most of his
subjects. His social skills continue to develop normally
and he gets along well with his classmates.”

The information about the other child was held con-
stant across all conditions. The control (a.k.a. Matt) was
always described as having come from a middle-class
background. His father was said to be a department
manager in a large retail store and his mother was
described as a medical records technician. Together they
were said to have an annual income of $36,000. His
teacher evaluation stated, “Matt fits in well with his peers
and his school work is exactly where you would expect a
fifth-grade graduate to be performing.”

Once subjects finished reviewing these materials, the
experimenter reminded them that they would be asked
to listen to the two children simultaneously perform on
two different tests. They then put on the headphones
and were given an opportunity to practice dichotic lis-
tening. After the practice session, subjects were told that
they would hear Brian answer questionsin their right ear
and Matt answer questions in the left ear. In order to
disguise the actual length of the tests, they were also
informed that each test would be approximately 40 ques-
tions in length. They were then seated in front of a
computer keyboard that had keys labeled correct and
incorrect on both the right and left sides. They were told
that they should indicate whether Brian and Matt had
answered each of their respective questions correctly by
pressing the appropriately labeled key on each side of
the keyboard. To help the subjects keep track of who was
speaking in which ear, Brian’s folder was placed on the
right side of the keyboard and Matt’s folder on the left
side. The experimenter then stated that the subjects
were not expected to respond to all the answers given by
both children. Instead, she stated that they would prob-
ably find themselves needing to switch between the two
performances. She then indicated that, for the sake of
convenience, they should start the session by attending
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to the child on the right and that once they felt they had
enough information about this child to make their eval-
uation, they should switch their attention to the child on
the left. She further indicated that once they felt com-
fortable in evaluating that child, they should feel free to
switch back and forth between the children as they
pleased. After answering any questions the subjects had,
the experimenter started the tape containing the two
children’s performances.

All subjects heard the target and control take separate
oral examinations that consisted of approximately 20
questions.' The questions that made up each exam were
drawn from the Otis-Lennon Mental Abilities Test and
ranged in difficulty from the fourth-grade through the
ninth-grade level. They consisted of analogies, mathe-
matical word problems, vocabulary questions, and ana-
lytical reasoning questions. Although the target’s overall
performance was the same across all conditions (60%
correct), the order in which he answered questions
varied by condition. In the conditions in which the target
initially performed well, the target answered 9 of the first
10 questions correctly but then missed 7 of the next 10
questions. In the conditions in which the target’s initial
performance was poor, the target missed 7 of the first 10
questions but then answered 9 of the next 10 questions
correctly. These differences in performance were ac-
complished by varying the order in which the individual
questions were presented rather than varying the an-
swers given to questions. Across all conditions the con-
trol answered 72% of his questions correctly.

When the dichotic listening task was completed, the
remaining dependent measures were collected by hav-
ing the subjects complete evaluation forms for each
child, first for the target and then for the control, that
were similar to the evaluation forms used by Darley and
Gross (1983). These forms required the subjects to rate
each child on his mental ability in nine curriculum areas:
reading comprehension, reading ability, verbal ability,
abstract reasoning, mathematical concepts, mathemati-
cal computation, science, general knowledge, and social
studies. Responses were given on a grade-level scale
ranging from 3rd grade—0 months to 8th grade—9
months. In addition, each child was evaluated on 19 skills
or traits representing five dimensions (i.e, work habits,
motivation, sociability, emotional maturity, and cognitive
skills). Responses to these items were given on 9-point
bipolar scales. Subjects were also asked to evaluate each
child’s test performance. More specifically, they were
asked how many questions each child answered correctly
and how many of the firstand last 10 questions each child
answered correctly. They were also asked how many of
the test questions that each child received were easy,

moderate, or difficult and how many of each of these
types of questions each child answered correctly. Finally,
subjects were asked to indicate the grade level of the
child, the grade level of the test, and the socioeconomic
status of the child. When both evaluation forms were com-
pleted, subjects were probed for suspicion, debriefed,
thanked, and dismissed.

RESULTS

Impressions of the Target

To examine subjects’ final impressions of the target,
we computed two indexes from the ratings they provided
on the evaluation form that was completed at the end of
the experiment.? The first index was designed to mea-
sure subjects’ impressions of the target’s general mental
ability. It was constructed by averaging across the 9 items
that assessed the subjects’ impressions of the target’s
mental ability (Cronbach’s alpha = .94). The second
index was designed to measure subjects’ impressions of
the target on the other five dimensions (i.e., work habits,
motivation, sociability, emotional maturity, and cognitive
skills). It was constructed by averaging across the 19
items that assessed the subjects’ impressions of the tar-
get’s supplementary skills and traits (Cronbach’s alpha =
.95). Once the two indexes had been created, they were
subjected to separate 2 (Expectancy) x 2 (Order) analy-
ses of variance (ANOVAs).

Given the strong manner in which the expectancy
was manipulated (i.e., subjects were given information
about family educational background, SES, and prior
academic performance) and the robustness of the primacy
effect (Anderson, 1965; Anderson & Norman, 1964), the
subjects’ ratings of the target on both of these indexes
are perhaps best conceived of as manipulation checks.
The means for the two indexes are presented in Figure 1.

Consistent with our expectations, both the mental
ability index and the supplementary skills and traits
index showed a main effect for the expectancy manipu-
lation, indicating that the target was evaluated more
positively when the expectation was positive than when
it was negative, F(1, 60) = 8.84, p < .01; F(1, 60) = 16.46,
p < .001, respectively. Similarly, both indexes showed a
main effect for the order manipulation, indicating that
the target was rated more positively when he performed
well initially than when he performed well later, F(1, 60) =
17.94, p < .001; F(1, 60) = 8.52, p < .01, respectively. An
unpredicted interaction emerged on the mental ability
index, F(1, 60) = 7.02, p < .02, indicating that the order
manipulation had a greater impact in the negative ex-
pectancy conditions than in the positive expectancy con-
ditions. This interaction did not emerge on the supple-
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Figurc 1 Mecan ratings of the target's mental abilities and supplementary
skills and traits as a function of the subject’s expectancy and the
target's initial performance.

mentary skills and traits index, F(1, 60) < 1, n.s. The
interaction for the ability items was unexpected but
makes sense in light of research suggesting that whereas
the cause of failure in an ability domain may be ambigu-
ous, success is probably due to true possession of ability
(Darley & Goethals, 1980; Heider, 1958; Skowronski &
Carlston, 1989). Thus, a child who initially performs well
on an exam is seen as high in mental ability.

Attention Allocation

To examine the attention allocation strategies that
subjects employed during the experiment, we calculated
the proportion of times that the subjectsindicated whether
the target answered each of the 20 questions correctly
and used this as our measure of attention. According to
our predictions, subjects should have spent more time

0.70 4
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0.60 4 ——e—— Positive Expectancy
0.55
0.50 4

0.45 4

% of Questions ldentified

0.40 T T
Good Bad

Initial Performance of Target

Figure2 Proportionof the target’s questions that were identified as a function
of the subject’s expectancy and the target’s initial performance.

attending to the target’s performance when they were
confronted with information that was initially incon-
sistent with their expectations. That is, we predicted
that subjects would pay greater attention in the positive
expectancy/poor initial performance condition and the
negative expectancy/good initial performance condi-
tion. To test this prediction, we submitted the attention
measure (i.e., the proportion of times that the subjects
responded to the target’s performance) to a 2 (Expec-
tancy) x 2 (Order) ANOVA. Consistent with predictions,
the two-way interaction emerged with all four means in
the predicted directions, F(1, 60) = 4.46, p < .05 (see
Figure 2).’ Subjects spent a larger proportion of time
attending to the target’s performance when they re-
ceived information that was initially inconsistent with
their expectations than when they received information
that was initially consistent with their expectations. Nei-
ther of the main effects emerged (both Fs < 1).

Effect of Attention on Evaluative Extremity

According to our analysis, as perceivers pay greater
attention to a target’s performance, their ratings of the
target should increasingly reflect the target’s actual per-
formance rather than their initial expectations. Given
the design of the current study, this means that greater
attention to the target’s mediocre performance should
have led both high- and low-expectancy subjects to be-
come less extreme in their evaluations of the target. To
test this prediction, we conducted a path analysis in
which we examined the effect that attention to the tar-
get’s performance had on the extremity of subjects’ eval-
uations of the target. In this analysis, a performance
index was formed by averaging across the subjects’ judg-
ments concerning the number of exam questions the
target answered correctly, the proportion of easy, mod-
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erate, and difficult questions answered correctly, the
number of questions correctly answered out of the first
10, and the number of questions correctly answered out
of the last 10 (Cronbach’s alpha = .81). The extremity of
the perceived performance was then computed by sub-
tracting the grand mean of thisindex from each subject’s
individual responses on the index and then taking the
absolute value of the resulting score. This score was then
used as an indicator of the extremity of the subjects’
impressions of the target’s performance, higher scores
indicating more extreme positive or negative percep-
tions of the performance. Similarly, to compute the
extremity of the subjects’ final impressions of the target,
we subtracted the grand mean of the mental ability index
combined with the skills and traits index from each
subject’s responses on these indexes and then took the
absolute value of the resulting score. This score was then
used as an indicator of the extremity of the subjects’ final
impressions of the target, higher scores again indicating
more extreme positive or negative evaluations. Finally,
the subjects’ responses concerning the correctness of
the target’s answers were used as indicators of attention.

Consistent with predictions, the path analysis (Figure 3)
revealed that the interaction between expectancy and
order had a positive effect on attention, which, in turn,
had a negative effect on the extremity of subjects’ evalu-
ations of the target’s performance and their final impres-
sions of him. Moreover, there was no direct effect of the
interaction on the extremity of their evaluations of his
performance or their final impressions. In other words,
the more subjects attended to the target, the less extreme
were their evaluations of his performance and their final
impressions. Interestingly, although attention had an
effect on both the extremity of subjects’ evaluations of
the target’s performance and their final impressions of

him, there was no direct relationship between perfor-
mance and final impressions.

Effect of Consistency on Complexity of Impressions

Consistent with the notion that disconfirmation is a
process in which perceivers reevaluate their initial expec-
tations, subjects who were exposed to initially discon-
firming evidence should have come to realize that some
elements of their expectation were accurate and some
elements needed revision. Consequently, these subjects
should have added new elements of information to their
impressions. In contrast, subjects who encountered ini-
tially confirming information should have continued to
evaluate the target on the one or two dimensions that
their initial expectancy included. The final result of this
process should have been that subjects who encountered
initially disconfirming information became more cogni-
tively complex in their evaluations of the target than
subjects who were exposed to information that was ini-
tially consistent with their expectations.

To examine the complexity of the subjects’ impres-
sions, we examined the intercorrelations between the
subjects’ ratings of the target on all 28 of the evaluative
dimensions (cf. Scott, Osgood, & Peterson, 1979). Spe-
cifically, a correlation matrix was calculated for subjects
in the two conditions where the manipulations resulted
in the subjects’ receiving information that was initially
consistent with their expectations, and another was cal-
culated for subjects in the two conditions where the
manipulations resulted in information that was initially
inconsistent. To the extent that subjects in the initially
consistent conditions formed impressions of the target
that were based primarily on the positive or negative
expectancy information they had received, the correla-
tions between the traits included in the matrix should be
relatively high. Conversely, to the extent that subjects in
the initially inconsistent conditions formed more com-
plex impressions of the target that reflected an integra-
tion of their expectations and the individuating infor-
mation they received, the correlations in the matrix
should be relatively low.

To determine whether the two correlation matrices
were significantly different from each other, they were
subjected to a multigroup LISREL analysis. Poor good-
ness of fitin this analysis would indicate that the matrices
are unlikely to have arisen from the same population and
that there are significant differences between the two
matrices. Consistent with our predictions, all three mea-
sures of goodness of fit indicated that a model treating
the two matrices as sampling variations from a single
population matrix provides a poor fit with the data, ¥
(406) = 1244.8, p<.001, GFI= .67, and root mean square
residual = .128.
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Although the LISREL analysis reveals that the two
matrices differ significantly from one another, it does not
indicate the direction of this difference. In fact, this
analysis could result in a significant difference if the
average correlations in the two matrices were identical
but the patterns within the matrices were different. To
test the prediction that the correlations in the initially
consistent conditions were consistently larger than the
correlations in the initially inconsistent conditions, a
sign test was conducted. In the sign test we compared the
number of times that a correlation was larger in the
consistent conditions than in the inconsistent conditions
with the number of times that a correlation was larger in
the inconsistent conditions than in the consistent condi-
tions. Because the correlation matrices were based on
the subjects’ ratings of the target across 28 dimensions,
this allowed for a total of 378 comparisons. Consistent
with our predictions, the correlations were larger in the
initially consistent conditions on 313 of the comparisons
and larger in the initially inconsistent conditions on only
65 of the comparisons, z=12.6, p < .001.

Decision Latencies

Finally, although we had no a priori predictions con-
cerning the latencies that would be associated with sub-
jects’ decisions concerning the correctness of the tar-
get’s and control’s answers on the oral exam, when these
latencies were submitted to a 2 (Expectancy) x 2 (Order) x
2 (Student) mixed-model ANOVA,® an interesting effect
emerged (see Figure 4). When we calculated the average
time that it took each subject to make a decision about

the correctness of the target’s or control’s answer and
examined only those instances in which the subject ac-
tually made such a decision, a three-way interaction
emerged, F(1, 58) = 4.52, p < .04. No other effects
emerged (all other Fs < 1 except for the Expectancy x
Order interaction, F[1, 58] = 1.59, n.s.).°

Simple effects analyses revealed that in those in-
stances in which subjects were attending to the target’s
performance, there were no effects for the manipula-
tions, all 5 < 1, n.s. In those instances in which they were
attending to the control’s performance, however, the
manipulations had an interactive effect, F(1, 58) = 5.16,
p < .03, indicating that when subjects received informa-
tion about the target that was initially inconsistent with
their expectations, they were slower to respond to the
control than when they received information about the
target that wasinitially consistent with their expectations.
To the extent that longer latencies on this measure can
be taken as an indicator of cognitive load, this analysis
suggests that subjects in the initially inconsistent condi-
tions continued to operate under a relatively heavy cog-
nitive load even after they shifted their attention to the
control.

DISCUSSION

Taken together, the results of the current study pro-
vide support for the notion that when perceivers’ atten-
tional resources are heavily taxed, they allocate attention
according to the fit between their expectations and the
target’s initial behaviors and that these allocation strate-
gies, in turn, play an important role in determining the
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impressions that perceivers subsequently form. Subjects
who received information that was initially consistent
with their expectations devoted relatively little attention
to the target. In contrast, subjects who received informa-
tion that was initially inconsistent with their expectations
continued to devote attentional resources to the target.
Moreover, this asymmetry appears to have played a crit-
ical role in the impressions that subjects subsequently
formed. Subjects who received information that was
initially consistent with their expectations tended to
form relatively extreme impressions that were based
primarily on the expectations they had been given rather
than on the target’s behavior. Conversely, subjects who
received information that was initially inconsistent with
their expectations tended to form more moderate im-
pressions of the target that reflected a more complicated
integration of their expectations and the target’s behav-
ior. In the paragraphs that follow, we discuss some of the
broader implications that these results have for our
understanding of the processes underlying the confir-
mation bias in particular and person perception more
generally.

Expectancy Confirmation and Disconfirmation

Previous investigations of the confirmation bias have
made it clear that the confirmation bias is a multiply
mediated phenomenon. Sometimes the bias emerges
because the evidence that perceivers encounter is ambig-
uous and perceivers use their expectations to make the
meaning of this evidence less ambiguous. The expecta-
tion that someone is happy, for example, will lead per-
ceivers to see crying as evidence of extreme joy, while
the expectation that someone is sad will lead perceivers
to see crying as evidence of extreme sorrow (Trope,
1986). At other times, the bias emerges because perceiv-
ers rely on flawed hypothesis-testing strategies. Both
Wason (1960) and Snyder and Swann (1978), for exam-
ple, have shown that when perceivers engage in hypoth-
esis testing, they tend to examine cases that could con-
firm the hypothesis and fail to examine cases that could
disconfirm it. At still other times, the bias emerges because
perceivers overlook in- consistent information when they
search their memories for relevant evidence (e.g., Cohen,
1981; Fischoff & Beyth, 1975; Snyder & Cantor, 1979) or be-
cause they discount information that is inconsistent with
their expectations (Kulik, 1983; Pyszczynski & Greenberg,
1981).

In addition to these factors, the current research
suggests that the confirmation bias also emerges because
perceivers resort to a kind of attentional triage when
confronted with situations that tax their attentional re-
sources. When the information that perceivers first re-
ceive confirms their expectations, they shift their at-

tention away from the target and are less likely to notice
subsequent expectancy-relevant information. When the
information that perceivers first receive disconfirms their
expectations, however, they continue to allocate atten-
tion to the target and continue to notice expectancy-
relevant information. This asymmetry leads to a general
bias toward confirmation, because perceivers who re-
ceive initially confirming information quit attending to
the target and thus can no longer notice subsequent
information that could disconfirm the expectation.

Although the results of the current study suggest that
the confirmation bias emerges in part as a function of
perceivers’ pragmatic attempts to deal with situations
that swamp their attentional resources, several issues
remain to be investigated. First, it is possible that before
perceivers will attend to expectancy-inconsistent infor-
mation, they must be motivated to form accurate impres-
sions. Neuberg (1989) and Neuberg and Fiske (1987),
for example, have demonstrated that in the absence of
a motivation to be accurate, perceivers tend to ignore
expectancy-inconsistent information. In light of their
work, it is important to recognize that the evaluative
context created by our cover story may have helped
motivate the subjects to be accurate, and this may have
encouraged them to attend to expectancy-inconsistent
information.

Second, it remains to be seen whether attention over-
load is necessary to trigger a strategy of attention alloca-
tion that relies on the consistency between target infor-
mation and the perceivers’ expectations. It is possible
that this strategy emerges only in response to attention
overload. If so, then greater attentional loads should
lead to a greater likelihood that the confirmation bias
will emerge. The alternative possibility, consistent with
the idea that attentional resources are frequently ex-
ceeded (Fiske & Taylor, 1984), is that perceivers habitu-
ally rely on this strategy. That is, perceivers may allocate
their attention according to the consistency between
their expectations and the behaviors they observe, even
when the situation does not place a heavy demand on
their attentional resources. If this second possibility is
correct, then one explanation for the success that ma-
nipulations of perceiver accountability (Tetlock, 1983),
impression formation goals (Neuberg, 1989; Neuberg &
Fiske, 1987), and interaction goals (Darley et al., 1988;
Shapiro & Hilton, 1988) have had at reducing the con-
firmation bias is that they place the perceiver in a more
deliberative mind set (Gollwitzer & Kinney, 1989) in
which he or she attends more carefully to all information.

Impression Formation

One of the important results to emerge from the path
analysis was the finding that attention to the target led



to more moderate ratings of the target. This finding
stands in apparent contradiction to a variety of findings
indicating that attention to the stimulus will lead to
extremitization (e.g., Darley & Gross, 1983; Lord, Ross, &
Lepper, 1979; Tesser & Leone, 1977). But it is important
to examine the nature of the information that subjects
in these studies receive. In both the Darley and Gross
study and the Lord etal. study, for example, the evidence
that subjects received was ambiguous. In the current
study, the evidence that subjects heard was relatively
unambiguous. The questions themselves were selected
to be highly diagnostic of the target’s ability, in that they
were all close to the target’s reported grade level in terms
of difficulty (for a discussion of diagnosticity see Trope,
1986), and subjects were able to identify successfully the
accuracy of the child’s response 84% of the time.

As noted previously, when subjects are confronted
with ambiguous evidence, they frequently use their ex-
pectations to disambiguate the evidence and then in-
corporate the disambiguated evidence into their final
impressions. This suggests that when the behavioral evi-
dence confronting subjects is ambiguous, greater atten-
tion to the evidence should lead perceivers with different
expectations to form increasingly divergent impressions
of the target. When the evidence is unambiguous, in
contrast, greater attention should lead perceivers with
different expectations to form increasingly convergent
impressions of the target. It is important to note, how-
ever, that even when the nature of the evidence is held
constant, itis unlikely that a simple relationship between
attention and impression formation will emerge. Al-
though our results suggest that attention to inconsis-
tent information will lead perceivers to modify their
expectancy-based impressions of a target, it is easy to
imagine a case in which a perceiver who is committed to
a certain impression will engage in an elaborate con-
struction of excuses to explain away any expectancy-
inconsistent information. Under such circumstances,
initial impressions are unlikely to be modified. Stated
more generally, to the extent that a perceiver is moti-
vated to explain away inconsistent information, the rela-
tionship between attention to inconsistent information
and the final impressions that are formed will weaken.

Cognitive Complexity

Another important set of findings to emerge were
those concerning cognitive complexity. Previous re-
search on cognitive complexity (e.g., Mayo & Crockett,
1964; Nidorff & Crockett, 1965; Rosenkrantz & Crockett,
1965) suggests that individuals who are cognitively com-
plex are better able to accommodate to new information
than individuals who are not. Our results extend this
research in that they provide evidence that causality can
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flow in the opposite direction. Attention to inconsistent
information can drive accommodative changes that re-
sult in greater cognitive differentiation. Recall that sub-
jects who were exposed to information that was initially
inconsistent with their expectations became more cog-
nitively complex in their evaluations of the target than
subjects who were exposed to information that was ini-
tially consistent with their expectations. Itis worth noting
in this regard that these subjects were also less extreme
in their final evaluations of the target—a finding that is
consistent with the notion that cognitive complexity
leads perceivers to greater moderation in their evalua-
tions (Linville, 1982; Linville & Jones, 1980).

The cognitive complexity results that emerged are
also consistent with recent research on person memory.
In their review of the literature, Srull and Wyer (1989)
suggest that the presence of inconsistent information
results in several processing effects. Among these effects,
Srull and Wyer note thatinconsistentinformation causes
perceivers to engage in greater processing than consis-
tent information does. This processing is thought to
occur as perceivers attempt to reconcile inconsistent
behaviors with their expectancies. One possibility is that
the process of reconciliation forces perceivers to become
more complex as they attempt to form a coherent im-
pression. Srull and Wyer go on to argue that, to the
extent thatinconsistent information leads to uncertainty
in impression formation, perceivers tend to review con-
sistent information in an attempt to bolster the validity
of their initial impressions. Some evidence for this pos-
sibility can be found in the reaction time data from the
current study. Recall that subjects were slower in their
decision latencies in their evaluations of the control
when the target behaved in a way that was initially incon-
sistent with their expectations. It is possible that these
subjects were slowed in their evaluations because, even
after they switched their attention away from the target,
they continued to review his behavior in an attempt to
resolve the inconsistencies.

Srull and Wyer also note that the presence of incon-
sistent information should lead to better memory for
both consistent and inconsistent information. This en-
hanced memory is a product of the increased processing
that subjects engage in when they are trying to resolve
inconsistencies in their impressions. The data from the
current study suggest an additional factor that could
lead to enhanced recall of consistent and inconsistent
information—namely, greater attention to all of the tar-
get’s behaviors following exposure to initially inconsis-
tent information. Subjects in the current experiment
paid more attention to the target and consequently
gathered more information about him when his behav-
iors were initially inconsistent with their expectancies
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than when his behaviors were initially consistent. Al-
though no memory measures were collected, subjects
who paid more attention to the target should have been
in a better position to recall his behaviors.

CONCLUSIONS

At the broadest levels, the current study demonstrates
some of the benefits that can accrue from the study of
expectancy disconfirmation. Too often, expectancy con-
firmation is treated as the psychologically interesting
outcome while expectancy disconfirmation is treated as
the obvious and uninteresting outcome. Yet, as a field,
we have a substantial understanding of the psychological
factors that lead to expectancy confirmation and cogni-
tive stability. What we lack is an understanding of the fac-
tors that lead to expectancy disconfirmation and cogni-
tive change. Research on expectancy disconfirmation may
go a considerable way toward rectifying this situation.

NOTES

1. The control’s test actually contained two extra questions in order
to equate the amount of time required to complete the two exams.

2. Throughout the analyses reported, the responses from five sub-
jects are missing because of equipment failure and the responses from
two subjects are missing because they confused the target and the control.

3. An alternative attention measure was also computed by counting
only the times that subjects were correct in their indication of whether
the target answered each of the 20 questions correctly. Analyses on this
alternative measure of attention revealed the same, significant cross-
over interaction.

4. The responses from five subjects are missing from this analysis
because these subjects failed to complete all the measures needed to
construct the perceived performance scale.

5. The reader may have noticed that it would also be possible to
submit the earlier-reported attention data to the same 2 (Expectancy)
x 2 (Order) x 2 (Student) mixed-model ANOVA. Because submitting
the attention data to this analysis would raise serious questions about
the dependency between attention to the target and attention to the
control that are not raised by the latency data, in the earlier analysis we
decided to report the results from a design that looked only at attention
to the target. It is worth noting, however, that when the attention data
were submitted to the three-way ANOVA, the three-way interaction was
significant, and more important, the two-way simple interaction involv-
ing attention to the target was identical to the interaction reported in
the text.

6. The latencies from two subjects are missing because of equipment
failure.
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