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We used two experiments to examine the influence of one's own attitude on the perception of group 
attitudes. In the first experiment, subjects viewed opinion statements, supposedly made by residents 
of two towns, on the issue of building a local nuclear power station. One town was large and had 
frequently occurring statements and the other was small with infrequently occurring statements; 
there was an equal proportion of pro and anti statements in both towns. The prediction that subjects 
would perceive an illusory correlation between attitude positions similar to their own (self-relevance) 
and the infrequently cited (distinctive) town was supported for anti subjects only. Subsequent investi- 
gation indicated that this was due to the confounding effect of a prior expectation associating small 
towns with more antinuclear attitudes. Experiment 2 eliminated the variable of town size by inform- 
ing subjects that towns of equal size had been more heavily or lightly sampled. Consistent with the 
hypotheses, both pro and anti subjects perceived an illusory correlation between their own attitude 
and the town providing the smaller sample, this effect increasing with attitude extremity. The conse- 
quences of these findings for the generalizability of illusory correlation explanations of stereotyping 
are discussed. 

In an important study of cognitive processes involved in ste- 
reotype formation, Hamilton and Gifford (1976) demonstrated 
a tendency for people to overattribute infrequent behaviors to 
a minority group. Following Chapman (1967), they referred to 
this bias as illusory correlation and suggested that distinctive co- 
occurrences are overestimated because they receive more atten- 
tion, are better encoded, and are therefore more available in 
memory than other events. 

In a study by Spears, van der Pligt, and Eiser (1985), attitude 
statements were substituted for the behavioral instances used 
by Hamilton and Gifford (1976) to introduce involvement, a 
factor missing from Hamilton and Gifford's paradigm and from 
the cognitive approach to stereotyping in general. Specifically, it 
was predicted that attitude positions congruent with one's own 
attitude would appear more salient than other positions because 
of  their self-relevance I and thus receive enhanced attention and 
encoding. This prediction is based on substantial literature in- 
dicating that self-relevant information receives enriched encod- 
ing and is relatively available in memory (e.g., Rogers, 1981; 
Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977). Evidence suggests that the self 
can operate like cognitive schemata or prototypes (e.g., Kuiper, 
1981; Kuiper & Derry, 1981; Markus, 1977; Markus & Smith, 
1981) and implicates evaluative and affective processes (e.g., 
Ferguson, Rule, & Carlson, 1983; Keenan & Baillet, 1980; Lew- 

icki, 1984; Rogers, 198 l ) - - two  factors that have been shown to 
enhance the encoding and accessibility of  information. More- 
over, these findings are related to the robust false-consensus 
effect (Ross, Greene, & House, 1977), namely people's tendency 
to overestimate the extent to which others share their own char- 
acteristics (cf. Markus & Smith, 1981). Again, this effect may 
have informational (e.g., Ross, 1977) and motivational determi- 
nants (e.g., Goethals & Darley, 1977; van der Pligt, 1984). Over- 
all, the contention that self-relevant material appears salient 
and is cognitively overrepresented is supported by a variety of  
research findings. There is also specific evidence that attitude- 
congruent material appears salient and is preferentially recalled 
(e.g., Malpass, 1969). 

In sum, we maintain that self-relevant stimuli should appear 
salient or distinctive and therefore have an impact similar to 
that of infrequency on the encoding of  information. (Salience 
and distinctiveness are similar in terms of their consequences 
for information processing; however, in the stereotyping and 
illusory correlation literatures, distinctiveness has typically 
corresponded to infrequency, and salience refers to any stimuli 
receiving enhanced attention and processing.) In terms of  the 
illusory correlation paradigm, therefore, it was argued that co- 
occurrences that were self-relevant and infrequent would be op- 
timally encoded. Insofar as illusory correlations may result 
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Self-relevance is used here to refer to characteristics used by a per- 
son to describe him- or herself. This is important because it may be 
that alternative characteristics that are attributed to the self on a certain 
dimension (by others, for example) may also appear highly salient de- 
spite or perhaps because of their discrepancy with one's own self-per- 
ception. However, such circumstances do not arise in this research; it is 
assumed that the self is implicated by attitudes congruent with one's 
own, rather than attitude-incongruent stimuli, in the same way that self- 
schemata may be implicated by schema-consistent material. 
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from the enhanced encoding of  salient or distinctive stimuli 
(Hamil ton  & Gifford, 1976), 2 this leads to the prediction o f  in- 
creased illusory correlations for minori ty-congruent  attitude 
holders but  not  for majori ty-congruent  subjects. The findings 
o f  Spears et al. (1985) confirm this prediction. 

The purpose of  this study is to define the boundary condi- 
tions governing the influence o f  self-relevance as a mediator  o f  
illusory correlations. In the study by Spears et al., given that 
illusory correlations occurred overall only for the group whose 
attitudes were congruent  with the minor i ty  positions, it is possi- 
ble that  distinctiveness due to infrequency is a necessary pre- 
condit ion for illusory correlation. Indeed, some research de- 
fines infrequency as intrinsic to the salience or distinctiveness 
o f  self-relevant information (e.g., McGuire ,  McGuire ,  Child, & 
Fujioka, 1978; McGui re  & Padawer-Singer, 1976; Mullen, 
1983). Given such findings, it is theoretically important  to es- 
tablish whether distinctiveness or salience defined as self-rele- 
vance can operate independently of  distinctiveness due to infre- 
quency. The first experiment  was designed to investigate the 
effect of  self-relevance on illusory correlation, independent o f  
the (in)frequency manipulation.  

A further prediction concerns the effect o f  attitude extremity 
on illusory correlation. We propose that salience due to self- 
relevance should increase as a function o f  attitude extremity. 
This is because the attitude's importance or  centrality to the 
self increases with involvement  on an issue (Judd & Krosnick, 
1982), and involvement  increases with attitude extremity (e.g., 
Cantril,  1946). Spears et al. (1985) predicted and found that 
illusory correlation increases as a function o f  attitude extremity 
for minori ty-congruent  attitude holders, but  not  for majority- 
congruent  subjects (where self-relevance and infrequency are 
opposed). In our  study, the lack o f  an infrequency manipulat ion 
on the attitude dimension leads to the simple prediction o f  in- 
creased illusory correlation as a function o f  attitude extremity. 

To summarize,  the first experiment  in this study replicates 
that of  Spears et al. (1985), except that in this case there were 
equal proportions o f  pro- and antinuclear attitude positions for 
both groups (towns), el iminating distinctiveness due to infre- 
quency on the attribute dimension. The main prediction is that  
co-occurrences that  combine  self-relevance on one dimension 
(atti tude-congruent positions) and infrequency on the other 
(small town) will receive the most  attention and enhanced en- 
coding and thus produce an illusory correlation. Moreover, as 
in Spears et al. (1985), the degree o f  illusory correlation pro- 
duced should be a positive function o f  attitude extremity. 

E x p e r i m e n t  1 

Method 

Subjects 
Subjects were students at the University of Exeter, United Kingdom 

(N = 86). They were run in groups of up to 7 persons and were randomly 
assigned to experimental conditions. 

Stimulus Materials 

A subsample of opinion statements on nuclear power used in Spears 
et al. (1985) functioned as stimuli. Specifically, 18 pro- and 18 antinu- 
clear statements were selected to represent a wide range of attitudes 
(1.37 to 10.73 on an 11-point scale); the range of standard deviations 

obtained from pretest ratings was 0.63 to 1.14. Two stimulus sets were 
constructed, each consisting of a series of 36 exposures of opinion state- 
ments on videotape. In the stimulus sets twice as many statements were 
attributed to Town A, but there was an equal proportion of pro and anti 
statements for both towns. Specifically, the distribution of items was as 
follows, making 36 items in all: Town A, pro = 12, anti = 12; Town B, 
pro = 6, anti = 6. Thus, Town B is more distinctive because it occurs less 
frequently than Town A, although both attitude positions are equally 
distinctive in terms of frequency. Extremity and the content of the items 
were balanced as much as possible across towns. The stimulus sets were 
also counterbalanced so that items attributed to Town A in one set alter- 
nated with those attributed to Town B in the other. 

Procedure 

The procedure was identical to that followed in Spears et al. (1985). 
To summarize, subjects were told that the experiment was about peo- 
pie's attitudes to nuclear power; after rating some attitude statements, 
they read a written introduction to the study. This described the experi- 
ment as an investigation of"how people perceive and retain other peo- 
ple's views on a certain subject" and stated that they would be presented 
with a series of slides concerning people's opinions toward the building 
of a new nuclear power station in their area. The people were described 
as residents of two towns, A and B, Town A being bigger than Town B. 
Subjects were told, "In collecting opinions on this issue, we drew ran- 
dom samples that were representative of each town. However, because 
Town A is bigger than Town B, opinions of people from Town B occur 
less frequently as you will see." Subjects then viewed items in this form: 
"Mrs. Jones, a resident of Town A, is generally in favor of nuclear power 
because . . .  'I think nuclear power will mean cheaper electricity bills"" 
After watching the video, subjects filled out a questionnaire containing 
the dependent measures. 

Independent  and  Dependent  Measures  

Attitude measure. Prior to the experiment, subjects rated eight atti- 
tude statements concerning the issue of nuclear power on Likert-type 
scales ranging from very strongly disagree (1) to very strongly agree (7). 

Attribution of statements to town. This section asked the subject to 
attribute each opinion statement to Town A or Town B. All the opinions 
were listed without names, and subjects were asked to fill in a letter for 
each, corresponding to the resident's town. 

Percentage estimates of positions. On this measure subjects indicated 
what percentages of pro- and antinuclear residents they estimated there 
were in each town. (The pro and anti categories were actually further 
subdivided into moderate and extreme residents, although this division 
will not concern us here). 3 

2 Following Hamilton and Gifford (1976), the specific mechanism of 
illusory correlation is assumed to be the preferential encoding and con- 
sequent availability of distinctive or salient stimuli in memory. This in- 
terpretation is consistent with findings in the literature on self-sche- 
mata. Nevertheless, there has been some debate in the illusory correla- 
tion literature concerned with novel or infrequent stimuli as to whether 
illusory correlations occur during the registration Of information (e.g., 
Fiedler, Hemmeter, & Hofmann, 1984; McArthur, 1980) rather than 
during memory (Crocker, 1981; Hamilton, Dugan, & Trolier, 1985). 
However, the precise level of mechanism is not our main concern; the 
concepts of distinctiveness and salience are applicable at both these 
stages. Our main interest here is the consequence of such effects in terms 
of psychological products; other research is more concerned with the 
impact of self-relevance on information processing in terms of specific 
mechanisms. 

3 Subjects also made trait ratings of the two towns (cf. Spears, van der 
Pligt, & Eiser, 1985), but due to space limitations these data are not 
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Table 1 
Experiment 1: Overall Attribution of Statements to Town 

Same attitude Opposite attitude 

Number of Number of 
Town statements Proportion statements Proportion Total 

Town A 
M 10.15 .56(.67) 11.40 .64(.67) 21.55 
SD 3.23 3.08 

Town B 
M 7.85 .44 (.33) 6.60 .36 (.33) 14.45 
SD 3.23 3.08 

Total 18.00 (1.00) 18.00 (1.00) 36.00 

Note. n = 72. Correct proportions are in parentheses. 

Single scale attitude measure. Subjects indicated their own attitudes 
to nuclear power on a single 7-point scale (extremely opposed, moder- 
ately opposed, slightly opposed, neutral/don't know, to extremely in 
favor). 

As in Hamilton and Gifford (1976) and Spears et al. (1985), the basic 
distinctiveness manipulation requires that residents in Town B are per- 
ceived to occur less frequently than those in Town A. Following the pro- 
cedure of these two studies, data where Town B entries were in a major- 
ity on the attribution measure were eliminated from the following anal- 
yses. Nine subjects were thereby excluded, leaving 77 in all. 

Results 

Independent Variables and Manipulations 

A reliability check on the eight-statement attitude scale 
yielded a Cronbach's alpha of .87 (n = 77), p < .0001. Scores 
on this scale were highly correlated with responses on the single 
7-point measure of  attitude toward nuclear power (Pearson's 
r = .91, p < .0001). This suggests that the single measure may 
be used as a general indicator of  attitude on this issue. Because 
the predictions concerning illusory correlation involve a rela- 
tion between the distinctive town and self-relevant attitude posi- 
tions, the 5 subjects describing themselves as neutral on the 7- 
point attitude scale were eliminated. This left 72 subjects in all. 

Test for Overall Illusory Correlation Effect 

Attribution of statements to town. A 2 • 2 contingency table 
was computed for each subject, representing the number of pro 
or anti statements attributed to the two towns. Table 1, which 
presents the attribution-of-statements means across all sub- 
jects, suggests a trend toward illusory correlation in the pre- 
dicted direction. That is, the ratio of  attributed to actual occur- 
rences of  statements is greatest in the small town/same attitude 
cell (0.44, compared with an actual probability of 0.33). 

To test for illusory correlation, a phi coefficient was corn- 

reported here. However, in the following studies, in line with Spears et 
al 's predictions, evaluative differences that occurred on this measure 
were always in line with illusory correlation effects. That is, subjects 
tended to evaluate relatively more positively the town with which they 
associated their own attitude. (Significant main effects were obtained in 
both studies reported here.) 

puted from each subject's 2 • 2 contingency table, and these 
data were transformed following Winer (1971).4 Comparing the 
mean transformed phi score with zero resulted in a difference 
just short of  significance: M = 0.217, t(71) = 1.60, p < .06 (one- 
tailed). 

Percentage estimates of attitude positions within towns. 
Again, a 2 • 2 contingency table was computed for each subject, 
representing the percentage of  pro- and antinuclear residents 
attributed to each town. Table 2 presents these mean scores. 
These data suggest a trend toward illusory correlation in the 
predicted direction; the ratio of  estimated to actual percentages 
is greatest in the small town/same attitude cell (54.86%, com- 
pared with 50%). Comparing subjects' mean transformed phi 
score with zero resulted in a significant difference: M = 0.293, 
t(71) -- 2.65, p < .01 (one-tailed). 

To summarize, these findings suggest that illusory correlation 
does occur on both indices, although the effect is stronger on 
the percentage estimates measure.  

Effect o f  Attitude 

In this experiment, differences in illusory correlation be- 
tween pro and anti subjects were not anticipated. However, one- 
way analyses of variance comparing the degree of  illusory corre- 
lation produced by the two attitude groups on respective indices 
of illusory correlation (statement attribution measure, percent- 
age estimates measure) revealed a significant difference; antinu- 
clear subjects displayed greater illusory correlation than did 
pronuclear subjects. Specifically, on the statement attribution 
measure the mean of transformed phi scores for anti subjects 
was 0.796, compared with -0 .246 for pro subjects. This differ- 
ence was highly significant: F(1, 70) = 18.08, p < .0001. Sim- 
ilarly, on the percentage estimates measure, the mean trans- 
formed phi score for anti subjects (M = 0.654) significantly ex- 
ceeded the value for pro subjects (M = 0.004), F ( I ,  70) = 9.53, 
p < .005. 

These unpredicted differences are confirmed by inspecting 
the breakdown of data for the two attitude groups. On the state- 
ment attribution measure, antinuclear subjects considerably 
overestimated the proportion for the small town/same attitude 
cell (.53, compared with an actual value of  .33), whereas the 
pronuclear subjects were much closer to the actual value (.36). 
Moreover, the mean of transformed phi scores significantly ex- 
ceeded zero for the anti subjects, t(31) = 4.52, p < .001, but 
did not for pro subjects, t(39) = -1 .46,  ns. Similarly, on the 
percentage estimates measure, anti subjects relatively overesti- 
mated the small town/same attitude cell (61.44%, compared 
with an actual value of 50%), although the corresponding esti- 
mate for the pros was only 49.60%. Again, the mean trans- 
formed phi value significantly exceeded zero for the anti sub- 
jects, t(31) = 4.29, p < .001, but did not for the pros, t(39) = 
0.03, ns. 

To summarize, it appears that the predicted illusory correla- 
tion effect is confined to the antinuclear subjects on both mea- 
sures. It follows that they account largely for the overall effect. 

4 Transformed phi = 2 arcsine p l y .  All analyses reported here were 
also performed on the raw phi coefficients and phi scores transformed 
to Fisher's Z scores. These analyses produced equivalent results in terms 
of significance to those described in the text. 
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Table 2 
Experiment 1: Overall Percentage Estimates 

Same attitude Opposite attitude 

Town Perceived % Actual % Perceived % Actual % Total 

Town A 
M 47.53 50.00 52.47 
SD 16.41 16.41 

Town B 
M 54.86 50.00 45.14 
SD 14.87 14.87 

Total 102.39 97.61 

50.00 

50.00 

100.00 

100.00 

200.00 

Note. n = 72. 

Effects of  Attitude Extremity 

Attitude extremity (slight, moderate, extreme) was defined 
by responses on the 7-point attitude measure. Examining atti- 
tude extremity effects separately for pro and anti subjects re- 
vealed no significant trends in illusory correlation for either 
group. 

Discussion 

Clearly, the findings of  this experiment only partially support 
our hypotheses. Although there was a significant overall illusory 
correlation effect in the predicted direction, this was accounted 
for by the responses of  antinuclear subjects on ly- -pro  subjects 
showed no illusory correlation effect. Two explanations suggest 
themselves: 

1. There is a difference between anti and pro attitude holders 
that makes the former more susceptible to illusory correlations 
in this context. However, Spears et al. (1985) found no signifi- 
cant differences in illusory correlation between pro and anti 
subjects. 

2. Subjects may share a prior expectation that the small town 
will be relatively more antinuclear than the large town. (This 
post hoc explanation occurred to us in the course of  a study of 
community attitudes to proposals for new nuclear power sta- 
tions in southwest England: Eiser, Spears, & van der Pligt, 
1985.) It is well known that prior expectations may bias covaria- 
tion estimates in the expected direction (e.g., see Alloy & Ta- 
bachnik, 1984; Crocker, 1981). If so, this would work to exacer- 
bate illusory correlations for anti subjects, but counteract them 
for pro subjects. That is, the tendency to overassociate attitude- 
congruent positions with the small and distinctive town would 
be enhanced for the antis and diminished for the pros. Although 
no such effect was observed by Spears et al. (1985), the distinc- 
tiveness manipulation in that experiment may have been so 
strong as to dwarf any effects due to prior expectation. 

Two further studies provided strong support for the second 
hypothesis (see Spears, 1985). First, it was shown that subjects 
(Exeter University students, N = 294) have a strong prior expec- 
tation associating antinuclear attitudes with increasingly 
smaller towns, and pro and neutral attitudes with increasingly 
larger towns. The second study (recruiting a subsample of  the 
first; n = 37) applied this finding to the illusory correlation par- 
adigm by demonstrating that subjects would perceive an illu- 

sory correlation consistent with their expectation in the absence 
of the infrequency (and self-relevance) manipulation. Specifi- 
cally, subjects were presented with slides as before, but, whereas 
Town A was again described as larger than Town B, there were 
equal numbers of  statements from both towns (Town B was sup- 
posedly more heavily sampled) and equal numbers of  pro- and 
antinuclear attitude positions. In this study, relatively large 
transformed phi values were obtained (Ms = 0.741 and 0.704 
for attribution and percentage estimates measures, respec- 
tively), indicating a strong illusory correlation effect (see Spears, 
1985, for complete details). Overall, the effect of  prior expecta- 
tion in producing illusory correlations is consistent with a series 
of  other studies (e.g., Chapman & Chapman, 1967; Hamilton 
& Rose, 1980). 

Although differences between pros and antis were not pre- 
dicted, we had predicted an effect of  attitude extremity. It is 
not immediately obvious why we failed to find such an effect. 
However, this too may be due to the interference of  prior expec- 
tations. The following experiment tests the original hypotheses 
of  Experiment 1 in a context where town size and self-relevance 
are unconfounded and hence where the effect of  prior expecta- 
tion is eliminated. 

E x p e r i m e n t  2 

Method 

Subjects 

Subjects were students at the University of Exeter (N = 105) who were 
randomly selected and paid s for taking part. 

Procedure 

The stimulus materials used were identical to those in Experiment 1, 
the one important difference being that subjects were now told that 
Town A and Town B were of equal size. Specifically, the new part of the 
introduction read: "In fact Town A and Town B are of equal size, and 
in collecting opinions we drew random samples that were representative 
of each town. However, we drew a larger sample from Town A than from 
Town B so that the opinions of people from Town B occur less frequently 
in the slides that you will see, even though the two towns are really the 
same size" 

Independent and Dependent Measures 

These were identical to those used in Experiment 1. As in Experiment 
1, subjects who reported more Bs than As in the statement attribution 
measure were excluded because these subjects could not have perceived 
Town B as being more distinctive. Seven subjects were thereby excluded, 
leaving 98 in all. 

Results 

Independent Variables and Manipulations 

A reliability check on the eight-statement attitude scale 
yielded a Cronbach's alpha of  .87 (n = 98), p < .0001. Scores 
on this scale were highly correlated with responses on the single 
7-point measure of  attitude toward nuclear power (r = .90, p < 
.0001). Seven neutral subjects, as defined on the single attitude 
measure, were excluded from analyses, as attitudinal position 
(pro/anti) was used to make predictions concerning illusory 
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Table 3 
Experiment 2: Overall Attribution of Statements to Town 

Same attitude Opposite attitude 

Number of Number of 
Town statements Proportion statements Proportion Total 

Town A 
M 10.20 .57 (.67) 11.62 .65 (.67) 21.82 
SD 3.05 2.93 

Town B 
M 7.80 .43 (.33) 6.38 .35 (.33) 14.18 
SD 3.05 2.93 

Total 18.00 ( 1.00) 18.00 ( 1.00) 36.00 

Note. n = 91. Correct proportions are in parentheses. 

correlation. This left 91 subjects; of these, 2 were excluded on 
the percentage estimates measure because estimates did not 
sum to 100 (n = 89 for this measure). 

Test for Overall Illusory Correlation Effect 

As before, a 2 • 2 contingency table was computed for each 
subject on both measures of  illusory correlation. As in Experi- 
ment 1, positive illusory correlation was defined as an overas- 
sociation of  one's own preferred attitude position with the dis- 
tinctive town (Town B). 

Attribution of statements to town. Table 3 presents the mean 
number of statements attributed to the towns. These data sug- 
gest a trend toward illusory correlation in the predicted direc- 
tion; the proportion of  statements attributed to the distinctive 
town/same position cell (.43) is somewhat larger than its dis- 
tinctive town/opposite position counterpart (.35). The overall 
mean transformed phi value derived from these data (M --- 
0.279) is significantly greater than zero; t(90) = 2.52, p < .01 
(one-tailed). 

Percentage estimates of attitude position within towns. Table 
4 presents a breakdown of the percentage estimates means. 
Again, these data indicate a trend toward the predicted effect: 
The estimate for the distinctive town/same position cell 
(55.95%) is higher than the actual value (50%), which in turn 
is higher than the mean of  distinctive town/opposite position 
estimates (44.05%). By comparison, the mean percentage esti- 
mates for the nondistinctive town (Town A) serve only to aug- 
ment this pattern of illusory correlation (47.45% and 52.55% 
for same and opposite positions, respectively). As on the previ- 
ous measure, subjects' mean transformed phi score (0.316) sig- 
nificantly exceeded zero: t(88) = 3.31, p < .001 (one-tailed). 

To summarize, data on both these measures provide clear 
support for an overall illusory correlation effect in the predicted 
direction. 

Effect o f  Attitude 

A critical finding of  Experiment 1 was that, overall, anti atti- 
tude subjects displayed illusory correlation whereas pro sub- 
jects did not. Therefore, it is important to cheek for any such 
differences in this study. 

One-way ANOVAS were performed comparing the levels ofil-  

lusory correlation between anti and pro subjects for the two de- 
pendent measures. Neither produced a significant difference. 
Specifically, on the statement attribution measure, the mean 
transformed phi values were 0.253 (n = 53) and 0.317 (n = 38) 
for anti and pro subjects, respectively: F(1,  89) < 1, ns. On the 
percentage estimates measure, the analogous means were 0.343 
and 0.277 (n --- 36), respectively: F(1, 87) < 1, ns. 

Effect o f  Attitude Extremity 

As before, attitude extremity was defined according to the 
single attitude measure (slight, moderate, extreme). We pre- 
dicted a positive relation between attitude extremity and degree 
ofiUusory correlation. Figure 1 depicts illusory correlation as a 
function of  attitude extremity for the two indices. A clear trend 
supporting our prediction can be seen on both statement attri- 
bution and percentage estimates measures. On the statement 
attribution measure, mean transformed phi scores of  0.025 
(n -- 28, SD = 1.05), 0.222 (n = 42, SD = 1.06), and 0.733 (n -- 
21, SD = 0.95) associated with slight-, moderate-, and extreme- 
attitude holders, respectively, resulted in a significant trend, 
Funo~(l, 88) = 5.35, p < .05, as did analogous values on the 
percentage estimates measure (0.150, 0.227, and 0.704; ns = 
27, 41, and 21; SDs = 0.94, 0.91, and 0.70, respectively), 
F ~ ( I ,  86) = 4.27, p < .05. 

To summarize, these data support the prediction that sub- 
jects will perceive greater illusory correlations the more ex- 
treme their own attitude. 

Discussion 

The original hypothesis was that the self-relevance of  attitude 
positions congruent with one's own would render these posi- 
tions more salient, such that they are elaborately encoded and 
represented in memory. Positions coming from Town B also 
receive enhanced encoding due to their infrequency. Combin- 
ing these two factors, it follows that attitude-congruent posi- 
tions coming from Town B should be represented best of  all 
(self-relevance plus infrequency). The results of  this experiment 
are wholly consistent with this interpretation. As predicted, 
there was a significant illusory correlation effect, and this in- 
creased with attitude extremity. 

In summary, the findings of  these studies clarify and extend 
the findings of  a previous experiment (el. Spears et al., 1985). 

Table 4 
Experiment 2: Overall Percentage Estimates 

Same attitude Opposite attitude 

Town Perceived % Actual % Perceived % Actual % Total 

Town A 
M 47.45 50.00 52.55 
SD 16.44 16.44 

Town B 
M 55.95 50.00 44.05 
SD 15.40 15.40 

Total 103.40 96.60 

50.00 

50.00 

100.00 

100.00 

200.00 

Note. n -- 89. 
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ATTITUDE 

Figure 1. Illusory correlation as a function of attitude extremity. (Illusory 
correlation corresponds to mean transformed phi values.) 

In that study it was shown that involvement and self-relevance 
could systematically influence the level of illusory correlation 
produced in the shared-infrequency paradigm developed by 
Hamilton and Gifford (1976). The aim of  the first experiment 
here was to test whether self-relevance could mediate illusory 
correlations in the absence of  distinctiveness due to the infre- 
quency of  attitudes. In short, this formed a test of  whether such 
involvement factors were sufficient to mediate illusory corre- 
lations when pro and anti attitudes did not differ in their fre- 
quency. Although results provided only partial support for these 
predictions, subsequent investigations revealed this to be due 
to the confounding factor of  prior expectations concerning the 
relation between town size and attitude. 

In Experiment 2, the confounding variable of  town size was 
eliminated and support was obtained for the original predic- 
tions. That is, people tended to associate personally acceptable 
attitude positions with the less frequently occurring (and there- 
fore more distinctive) town. Moreover, as predicted, the 
strength of  this effect was a function of  attitude extremity. This 
finding supports the conclusion that salience due to self-rele- 
vance can mediate illusory correlations in the absence ofinfre- 
quency on that dimension. 

In terms of  theoretical generalizations, this study provides an 
important advance on Spears et al. (1985). In the earlier study, 
overall, only people whose attitude was congruent with a minor- 

ity position perceived an illusory correlation. The present study 
demonstrates that attitude holders may perceive an illusory cor- 
relation between a distinctive (infrequent) group and their atti- 
tude position, independent oftbe majority/minority manipula- 
tion on this dimension. 

Although we are concerned primarily with social stereotyp- 
ing phenomena, it is perhaps important first to consider these 
findings in terms of  at least two other relevant areas of  social 
cognition touched on by this research. An immediate compari- 
son concerns the false-consensus literature (e.g., Ross, 1977). 
In contradistinction to the false-consensus effect, our findings 
suggest a differentiation in prevalence estimates of  own/oppo- 
site attitude positions across different target groups. This could 
be due to two important differences between our studies and 
the typical false-consensus study. First, false-consensus effects 
typically derive from free-response, self-generated percentages 
(Mullen et al,, 1985). Our studies are founded on sample-based 
estimates prompted by recall instructions. Second, the focus on 
intergroup differences makes it rather difficult to interpret the 
findings in terms of the false-consensus effect. In sum, the con- 
sensus estimates described here do not conform to criteria laid 
down for the measurement of  the false-consensus effect (Mullen 
et al., 1985), and it is difficult even to see what an approximate 
indicator would be. Having said this, it seems likely that the 
mechanisms that may play a role in producing the false-consen- 
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sus effect (e.g., availability, salience) contribute to the illusory 
correlation mechanism discussed here. 

A second issue concerns the current debate within the 
schema literature over the differential processing of  incongru- 
ent versus congruent stimuli. Because this study implicates the 
notion of  congruence--relating one's own attitude to similar 
pos i t ionsI the  relevance of  this issue should be addressed. 

There is evidence for the enhanced recall both of  schema- 
incongruent information (e.g., Hastie & Kumar, 1979) and 
schema-congruent information (e.g., Rothbart, Evans, & Ful- 
ero, 1979). Stern, Marrs, Millar, and Cole (1984) have at- 
tempted to reconcile this contradiction by demonstrating the 
importance of  whether schemata refer to groups or individuals. 
Whereas schema-incongruent information concerning the per- 
son may be better recalled than schema-congruent information, 
the opposite may be true when information relates to group 
members. However, it is not clear what kind of  schema, if any, 
would be operating in our experiments. On the one hand, sub- 
jects may form schemata of  the two towns; on the other hand, 
people's own attitudes may operate as some sort of  schema. 

Another major difference between schema studies and covari- 
ation assessment studies such as this relates to the kind of  infor- 
mation that can be defined as congruent or incongruent with an 
established schema or hypothesis. Where incongruence is inter- 
preted as infrequency, and the distribution of  a 2 X 2 contin- 
gency table follows that of  Hamilton and Gifford (1976), the 
fullest and smallest cells can be defined as congruent and incon- 
gruent, respectively. However, in terms of  illusory correlations, 
the overestimation of  either of  these cells will lead to similar 
results (cf. Hamilton, Dugan, & Trolier, 1985; Rothbart, 1981). 
Studies that manipulate cell size have shown that both of  these 
types of  bias do occur (e.g., Arkes & Harkness, 1983). 

To summarize, then, in the present study there is no neces- 
sary contradiction between the enhanced processing of  infre- 
quent stimuli and attitude-congruent information. Rather, this 
demonstrates the variety of  factors that may impinge on infor- 
mation processing and social cognition. Second, covariation 
tasks differ from schema studies in ways that make direct com- 
parisons difficult. 

It is now important to extrapolate our findings to real-life 
social stereotyping contexts. In particular, it is possible that the 
present bias is especially functional where it occurs among 
members of  distinctive minority groups (for whom group mem- 
bership is most salient in any case, cf. Mullen, 1983). That is, 
minority group members may prefer to perceive their views as 
relatively representative of  their group because this may provide 
consensual support and increase the perceived solidarity or co- 
hesiveness of  the group (cf. Spears et al., 1985). Thus, the mech- 
anism described here may have wider social and functional im- 
plications than the mere description of  biased perception. 

At a more general level, this cognitive bias need not be con- 
fined to the realm of  attitude perception. If self-relevance is a 
critical determinant of  salience, this account should apply to 
any self-relevant characteristics (e.g., traits, behaviors, and so 
on). Moreover, this phenomenon provides the beginnings of a 
data-driven explanation of  intergroup polarization processes. 
That is, this cognitive mechanism defines a process whereby 
people tend to perceive erroneous differences between two 
groups. Self-relevant attributes are relatively overrepresented in 
a distinctive group, with the result that groups are perceptually 

differentiated in the absence of  any actual underlying differ- 
ences. It can be seen that this account holds an advantage over 
the dominant categorization explanation of  stereotyping. Such 
explanations are premised on an accentuation principle 
whereby intergroup differences and intragroup similarities are 
exaggerated (cf. Taj fel, 1969; Taylor, 1981). This account would 
seem to require some perceived kernel-of-truth differences or 
similarities in the first place for it to operate (Brigham, 1971). 
In common with Hamilton and Gifford (1976), the illusory cor- 
relation mechanism described here does not. 

A final step in extending this line of  research would be the 
explicit manipulation of  subjects' identification with either 
group. The factor of self-relevance is likely to enhance the pro- 
cessing of  group-based information also (Kanungo & Das, 
1960). Indeed, insofar as attitude positions define social catego- 
ries (pro and anti attitude groups) as well as psychological attri- 
butes, our studies provide some support for this idea. The pre- 
diction then would be that perceivers should tend to overassoci- 
ate self-relevant attributes with self-relevant groups (the in- 
group). Moreover, this need not be due to any egocentric bias 
but could be explicable purely in terms of  the data-driven cog- 
nitive mechanism described above. To the extent that illusory 
correlations can underpin differential evaluation of  groups 
(Hamilton & Gifford, 1976; Hamilton et al., 1985; Spears et al., 
1985), such mechanisms may also help to explain ethnocen- 
trism. Our research therefore argues for one cognitive reinter- 
pretation of the relation between involvement, stereotyping, 
and prejudice, without necessarily having recourse to global 
motivational dynamics. 

To summarize the conclusions broadly, these studies reveal 
further evidence for the impact of involvement factors on the 
illusory correlation bias in addition to those due to prior expec- 
tation or shared infrequency. Furthermore, whereas distinctive- 
ness due to infrequency is contingent on a specific social con- 
text, involvement factors are likely to be relatively stable and 
pervasive features of such contexts. For such reasons, our find- 
ings help to emphasize the relevance of  the illusory correlation 
concept to the broader literature on social attitudes and inter- 
group relations. 

References 

Alloy, L. B., & Tabachnik, N. (1984) Assessment of covariation by hu- 
mans and animals: The joint influence of prior expectations and cur- 
rent situational information. Psychological Review, 91, 112-149. 

Arkes, H. R., & Harkness, A. R. (1983). Estimates of contingency be- 
tween two dichotomous variables. Journal of Experimental Psychol- 
ogy.'General, 112, 117-135. 

Brigham, J. C. (1971). Ethnic stereotypes. Psychological Bulletin, 76, 
15-38. 

Cantril, H. (1946). The intensity of an attitude. Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, 41, 129-135. 

Chapman, L. J. (1967). Illusory correlation in observational report. 
Journal of  Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 6, 15 l-  155. 

Chapman, L. J., & Chapman, J. P. (1967). Genesis of popular but erro- 
neous psychodiagnostic observations. Journal of Abnormal and So- 
cial Psychology, 72, 193-204. 

Crocker, J. (1981). Judgment of covariation by social perceivers. Psy- 
chological Bulletin, 90, 272-292. 

Eiser, J. R., Spears, R., & van der Pligt, J. ( 1985, January). Community 
attitudes to proposals for new nuclear power stations. Paper presented 



1134 R. SPEARS, J. VAN DER PLIGT, AND J. EISER 

at the Annual Conference of the Institute of British Geographers, 
Leeds, United Kingdom. 

Ferguson, T. J., Rule, B. G., & Carlson, D. (1983). Memory for person- 
ally relevant information. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol- 
ogy, 44, 251-261. 

Fiedler, K., Hemmeter, V., & Hofmann, C. (1984). On the origin of 
illusory correlations. European Journal of Social Psychology, 14, 
191-201. 

Goethals, G. R., & Dadey, J. M. (1977). Social comparison theory: An 
attributional approach. In J. M. Suls & R. Miller (Eds.), Social com- 
parison processes: Theoretical and empirical perspectives (pp. 259- 
278). Washington, DC: Hemisphere. 

Hamilton, D. L., Dugan, P. M., & Trolier, T. K. (1985). The formation 
of stereotypic beliefs: Further evidence for distinctiveness-based illu- 
sory correlations. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 48, 
5-17. 

Hamilton, D. L., & Gifford, R. K. (1976). Illusory correlation in inter- 
personal perception: A cognitive basis of stereotype judgments. Jour- 
nal of Experimental Social Psychology, 12, 392-407. 

Hamilton, D. L., & Rose, T. (1980). Illusory correlation and the mainte- 
nance of stereotypic beliefs. Journal of Personality and Social Psy- 
chology, 39, 832-845. 

Hastie, R., & Kumar, P. A. (1979). Person memory: Personality traits as 
organizing principles in memory for behaviors. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 37, 25-38. 

Judd, C. M., & Krosnick, J. A. (1982). Attitude centrality, organization 
and measurement. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 42, 
436-447. 

Kanungo, R. N., & Das, J. P. (1960). Differential learning and forgetting 
as a function of the social frame of reference. Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, 61, 82-86. 

Keenan, J. M., & Baillet, S. D. (1980). Memory for personally and so- 
cially significant events. In R. S. Niekerson (Ed.), Attention andper- 
formance VIII (pp. 651-669). Hillsdale, N J: Erlbaum. 

Kuiper, N. A. (1981). Convergent evidence for the self as a prototype: 
The "Inverted-URT effect" for self and other judgments. Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 7, 438-443. 

Kuiper, N. A., & Derry, P. A. (1981). The self as a cognitive prototype: 
An application to person perception and depression. In N. Cantor & 
J. E Kihlstrom (Eds.), Personality, cognition and social interaction 
(pp. 215-232). Hillsdale, N J: Erlbaum. 

Lewicki, P. (1984). Self-schema and social information processing. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 47, 1177-1190. 

Malpass, R. S. (1969). Effect of attitude on learning and memory: The 
influence of instruction induced sets. Journal of Experimental Social 
Psychology, 5, 441-453. 

Markus, H. (1977). Self-schemata and processing information about 
the self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 35, 63-78. 

Markus, H., & Smith, J. (1981). The influence of self-schemata on the 
perception of others. In N. Cantor & J. E Kihlstrom (Eds.), Personal- 
ity, cognition andsocial interaction, (pp. 233-263). Hillsdale, NJ: Erl- 
baum. 

McArthur, L. Z. (1980). Illusory causation and illusory correlation: 
Two epistemological accounts. Personality and Social Psychology 
Bulletin, 6, 507-519. 

McGuire, W. J., McGuire, C. V., Child, P., & Fujioka, T. (1978). Sa- 

lience of ethnicity in the spontaneous self-concept as a function of 
one's ethnic distinctiveness in the social environment. Journal of Per- 
sonality and Social Psychology, 36, 511-520. 

McGuire, W. J., & Padawer-Singer, A. (1976). Trait salience in the spon- 
taneous self-concept. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
33, 743-754. 

Mullen, B. (1983). Operationalizing the effect of the group on the indi- 
vidual: A self-attention perspective. Journal of Experimental Social 
Psychology, 19, 295-322. 

Mullen, B., Atkins, J. L., Champion, D. S., Edwards, C., Hardy, D., 
Story, J. E., & Vanderklok, M. (1985). The false consensus effect: A 
meta-analysis of I 15 hypothesis tests. Journal of Experimental Social 
Psychology, 21, 262-283. 

Rogers, T. B. (1981). A model of the self as an aspect of the human 
information processing system. In N. Cantor & J. E Kihlstrom 
(Eds.), Personality, cognition and social interaction (pp. 193-214). 
HiUsdale, N J: Erlbaum. 

Rogers, T. B., Kuiper, N. A., & Kirker, W. S. (1977). Self-reference and 
the encoding of personal information. Journal of Personality and So- 
cial Psychology, 35, 677-682. 

Ross, L. (1977). The intuitive psychologist and his shortcomings: Dis- 
tortion in the attribution process. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in 
experimental social psychology (Vol. 10, pp. 173-220). New York: 
Academic Press. 

Ross, L., Greene, D., & House, P. (1977). The "false consensus effect": 
An egocentric bias in social perception and attribution processes. 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 13, 279-301. 

Rothbart, M. (1981). Memory processes and social beliefs. In D. L. 
Hamilton (Ed.), Cognitive processes and intergroup behavior (pp. 
145-181). Hillsdale, N J: Erlbaum. 

Rothbart, M., Evans, M., & Fulero, S. (1979). Recall for confirming 
events: Memory processes and the maintenance of social stereotypes. 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 15, 343-355. 

Spears, R. (1985). Attitudes to nuclear power: Structure and stereotyping 
processes. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Exeter, 
Exeter, United Kingdom. 

Spears, R., van der Pligt, J., & Eiser, J. R. (1985). Illusory correlation 
in the perception of group attitudes. Journal of Personality andSocial 
Psychology, 48, 863-875. 

Stem, L. D., Marrs, S., Millar, M. G., & Cole, E. (1984). Processing 
time and the recall of inconsistent and consistent behaviors of individ- 
uals and groups. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 47, 
253-262. 

Tajfel, H. (1969). Cognitive aspects of prejudice. Journal of Social Is- 
sues, 25, 79-97. 

Taylor, S. E. (1981). A categorization approach to stereotyping. In 
D. L. Hamilton (Ed.), Cognitive processes in stereotyping and inter- 
group behavior (pp. 83-114). Hillsdale, N J: Erlbaum. 

van der Pligt, J. (1984). Attributions, false consensus, and valence: Two 
field studies. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 46, 57- 
68. 

Winer, B. J. (1971). Statistical principles in experimental design. New 
York: McGraw-Hill. 

Received March 22, 1985 
Revision received May 14, 1986 �9 


