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Figure J . Top panel: Attitude changes on capital punishment relative to start of experiment as
reported across time by subjects who received prodeterrence study first. Bottom panel: Attitude
changes on capital punishment relative to start of experiment as reported across time by subjects
who received antideterrence study first.

suggested by correlational analyses. Subjects'
decisions about whether to accept a study's
findings at face value or to search for flaws
and entertain alternative interpretations
seemed to depend far less on the particular
procedure employed than on whether the
study's results coincided with their existing
beliefs.

The Normative Issue

It is worth commenting explicitly about the
normative status of our subjects' apparent
biases. First, there can be no real quarrel with
a willingness to infer that studies supporting
one's theory-based expectations are more
probative than, or methodologically superior
to, studies that contradict one's expectations.
When an "objective truth" is known or

strongly assumed, then studies whose out-
comes reflect that truth may reasonably be
given greater credence than studies whose
outcomes fail to reflect that truth. Hence the
physicist would be "biased," but appropri-
ately so, if a new procedure for evaluating the
speed of light were accepted if it gave the
"right answer" but rejected if it gave the
"wrong answer." The same bias leads most
of us to be skeptical about reports of mirac-
ulous virgin births or herbal cures for cancer,
and despite the risk that such theory-based
and experience-based skepticism may render
us unable to recognize a miraculous event
when it occurs, overall we are surely well
served by our bias. Our subjects' willingness
to impugn or defend findings as a function of
their conformity to expectations can, in part,
be similarly defended. Only the strength of


