
explanation for the relationship they had been given. Subsequently, some participants
were told that the facts they had been given were manufactured and unreliable and
that the evidence did not really indicate that one type of firefighter was better than
the other; other participants (in a control condition) were not given discrediting infor-
mation. Finally, participants indicated whether they thought risk takers made better
or worse firefighters.

The critical question in this study was whether participants would abandon their
beliefs once they knew these beliefs were not based in fact. Figure 4.7 indicates that
they did not. Even though they knew the information they had been given was fabri-
cated, the participants continued to believe that the relationship they had explained
was valid. C. A. Anderson and colleagues concluded that once a causal explanation
has been generated, it survives evidential discrediting. This belief perseverance effect
explains why people cling to their beliefs even after they learn that the evidence under-
lying these beliefs is flawed.

Belief perseverance effects even occur when individuals explain their own behavior.
L. Ross, Lepper, and Hubbard (1975) led participants in one study to believe they were
high or low in empathic ability. Later, they debriefed the participants (see Chapter 1),
informing them that the feedback they had received was bogus and bore no relation-
ship to their true ability level. Despite receiving this information, participants who had
been given false success feedback continued to believe their ability was higher than
did those given false failure feedback (see also Lepper, Ross, & Lau, 1986). These
findings suggest that people’s judgments and impressions become functionally
autonomous from the evidence that created them. Once formed, these beliefs take on
a life of their own and are relatively unresponsive to new information.

Findings like these provide an interesting way to integrate material we have cov-
ered in this chapter. We started out noting that our impressions of others are often
influenced by a primacy effect. Once formed, these judgments affect the way we
process information, including the causal attributions we make for the behaviors we
observe. Once a causal explanation is reached, we continue to judge the person
according to it even if the basis for that explanation has been discredited (or, more
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FIGURE 4.7
Belief Perseverance
Effects.

Participants who explained
why two variables were
related continued to
believe the variables were
related even when the
basis of their beliefs had
been discredited.

Source: C. A. Anderson, Lepper,
and Ross (1980).
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