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Overconfident behavioral predictions and trait inferences may occur because people make inade-
quate allowance for the uncertainties of situational construal. In Studies 1-3, Ss estimated how
much time or money they would spend in various hypothetical, incompletely specified situations.
Ss then offered associated “confidence limits” under different “construal conditions”. In Study 4,
Ss made trait inferences about someone they believed had responded “deviantly”—again with
situational details unspecified and construal conditions manipulated. In all 4 studies, Ss who made
predictions or trait inferences without being able to assume the accuracy of their situational con-
struals offered confidence limits no broader than those of Ss who made their responses contingent
on such accuracy. Only in conditions where Ss were obliged to offer alternative construals did they
appropriately broaden their confidence limits or weaken their trait inferences.

To understand, predict, and control the events in their social
experience, people are often obliged, as Bruner (1957) noted
three decades ago, to go “beyond the information given.” One
important way in which people go beyond immediately avail-
able data in the social realm is to make inferences about situa-
tional content and context, that is, to infer the nature of various
indiscernible or unspecified details about the situation and to
anticipate its subjective meaning to the actor.

Consider the information that Mrs. Vandergelt, a well-
known socialite, has recently donated $100,000 to the Hunger
Project. How likely is she to allow her own home to be used for
the project’s next large fund raiser? And what does her donation
indicate about her underlying attitudes and personal disposi-
tions? Thoughtful answers to such questions require one to “fill
in” some important details: Did she come forward to make the
contribution on her own, or did she respond to a specific re-
quest from a respected peer? What were the tax consequences
of her generosity, and was she thinking about them at the time
she decided to make her gift? What experiences, good or bad,
has she had on any past occasions when she allowed her home
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to be used for various “causes™? More generally, does she have
the type of house, furnishings, household staff, and neighbors,
or the type of past experiences, expectations, and associations,
that would make it relatively easy and pleasant or relatively
difficult and unpleasant for her (or anyone else) to lend her
residence for the fund raiser. To the extent that we make the
wrong guesses and inferences in answering such questions, that
is, to the extent that we misconstrue the relevant situational
context or fail to appreciate Mrs. Vandergelt’s subjective repre-
sentation of it, erroneous predictions and attributions become
highly likely. And to the extent that we fail to make allowance
for the possibility that our guesses may be far off the mark, we
are apt to be insufficiently cautious and conservative in the
judgments and predictions we make about Mrs. Vandergelt.
The insight that social perceivers must construe or even con-
struct the data on which they rely, and that psychologists there-
fore must seek to understand the nature not only of the actors’
objective situation but also of their subjective interpretation of
that situation, is hardly a new one (see Ross, 1987, 1989; Ross &
Nisbett, 1991). Asch’s (1954) textbook left little doubt that this
insight is a cornerstone of social psychology. Indeed, the rele-
vance of subjective construal has been acknowledged by re-
searchers within virtually every subdiscipline in psychology.
Lewin (1935, 1936) recognized it in emphasizing that the indi-
vidual’s life space must be characterized in a way that captures
its subjective reality and personal significance, and the gestalt
psychologists (e.g., Koffka, 1935), as well as many early “cogni-
tivists” (€.g., Brunswik, 1956), consistently gave heavy emphasis
to the same objective-subjective distinction. The need to focus
on subjective representation in understanding the behavior of
the individual has also been echoed by successive generations
of personality theorists, from Murray’s (1938) discussion of
“beta press,” through Kelly’s (1955) account of personal con-
structs and Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) reference to personal situa-
tions, to more recent discussions by theorists pursuing ques-
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tions of cross-situational “consistency” and person-situation
interaction (e.g., Bem & Funder, 1978; Endler, 1983; Magnusson
& Endler, 1977; Mischel, 1973; Pervin, 1978).

The research to be reported in this article proceeds from the
simple assumption that in making social predictions and attri-
butions, people not only venture beyond the information given
to construe details of the situation, they do so without recogniz-
ing, or making adequate inferential allowance for, the uncer-
tainty, variability, and likelihood of error in such a venture. We
seek to demonstrate that behavioral predictions and trait attri-
butions are accompanied by expressions of confidence that
make little if any allowance for the inherent uncertainty of situa-
tional construal. More specifically, we attempt to show that
expressions of confidence offered by individuals who have no
reason to believe that their situational construals are accurate
(or that such construals are shared by actors whom they are
assessing) will prove to be no more conservative than those
offered by the same individuals under circumstances in which
they can assume their construals to be precisely correct.

Speculations by investigators in many fields of psychology
seem consistent with our general contention. Several recent in-
vestigations of human judgment and decision making have
concluded that people tend to consider only one possible repre-
sentation of a problem before making predictions and infer-
ences {e.g., Arkes, Faust, Guilmette, & Hart, 1988; Fischhoff,
Slovic, & Lichtenstein, 1978; Hoch, 1985; Shaklee & Fischhoff,
1982), thereby neglecting to make allowance for the possible
incompleteness or inaccuracy of their mental representation
(Trope, 1978). Thus, even expert mechanics are overly disposed
to consider only a subset of possible ways that “things can go
wrong” with a car and, as a result, underestimate the likelihood
of a breakdown (Fischhoff et al., 1978). Similarly, the failure to
consider all sides of an issue seems linked to unwarranted belief
perseverance (Anderson, 1982) and to assimilation and confir-
mation biases that may underlie such perseverance (Lord, Lep-
per, & Preston, 1984). .

Our main argument, we should note, is not that people are
unable to appreciate the logical implications of misrepresent-
ing or misconstruing a pertinent stimulus situation. On the
contrary, we believe (and think it important to demonstrate)
that people can, with explicit enough prompting, be induced to
do what they generally do not do on their own, that is, to recog-
nize (a) that ambiguous, incompletely specified, or as yet unex-
perienced stimulus situations can differ in vitally important
respects and (b) that these differences may matter a great deal
in determining how a given actor will behave and hence how
one should interpret such behavior. We should note in this con-
text that “debiasing” procedures can be used to reduce or elimi-
nate judgmental biases related to those under discussion in this
article. In particular, several investigators have shown that
when people are explicitly asked to think of evidence support-
ing a nonfavored hypothesis, their inappropriate confidence in
the favored hypothesis is reduced (e.g., Arkes et al., 1988; Hoch,
1985; Koriat, Lichtenstein, & Fischhoff, 1980). In the present
research we hope to show that when (but only when) subjects
are forced to explicitly consider alternative, contrasting con-
struals they do begin to make allowance for the inherent uncer-
tainty and possibility of error in the process of situational con-
strual.
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Although consideration of construal problems and inade-
quate allowance for misconstrua) have a rather long history in
psychology, two previous lines of research provide the immedi-
ate stimulus for the demonstrations we shall report. The first is
our own recent research on overconfident prediction. The sec-
ond line of relevant research concerns lay dispositionism and
the misattribution of social actions and outcomes.

The Overconfidence Effect in Personal
and Social Prediction

Research reported in two earlier articles (Dunning, Griffin,
Milojkovic, & Ross, 1990; Vallone, Griffin, Lin, & Ross, 1990)
explored the pervasive tendency for subjects to express un-
warranted subjective certainty in their personal and social pre-
dictions. In an initial set of studies, Dunning et al. (1990) dem-
onstrated that subjects’ confidence greatly exceeded their ob-
Jective accuracy regardless of the targets of their predictions
(ie., roommates or strangers interviewed in anticipation of the
prediction test) and regardless of the types of prediction items
used (ie., responses to hypothetical dilemmas, inventories of
personal habits and past behaviors, or specific responses exhib-
ited in the laboratory). In a second set of studies, Vallone et al.
(1990) documented similar overconfidence effects for subjects’
predictions about academic, social, and recreational choices for
the year to come—their own choices as well as their room-
mates. Both sets of studies, furthermore, demonstrated the
overconfidence effect to be most pronounced for cases in
which subjects knowingly or unknowingly made predictions
that went against the relevant response base rates, that is, when
they predicted that given actors (themselves included) would
respond in 2 manner that deviated from the consensus re-
sponse of their peers, and thus deviated from the dictates of
whatever situational pressures and constraints governed that
consensus.

Although overconfidence effects of the sort demonstrated in
these studies can reflect the whole range of inferential short-
comings and biases investigated so actively over the past decade
(see Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982; Nisbett & Ross, 1980),
our present contention is simply that problems of situational
construal may have played a particularly significant role. We
suggest that no matter how well one knows the particular indi-
vidual—even if the individual to be predicted is the self~—one
will often be guilty of erroneous predictions if one fails to antici-
pate correctly what the details of the “situation” in question will
actually be like and how the situation will be subjectively experi-
enced. One will be guilty of overconfidence, furthermore, if
one fails to recognize that such objective details and subjective
representations matter a great deal (enough, frequently, to over-
come whatever traits or dispositions the actor might possess) or
fails to lower the subjective confidence of one’s predictions in
light of one’s uncertainty about such details.

Lay Dispositionism and the Fundamental
Attribution Error

The second line of research relevant to our present concerns
deals with inappropriate trait inferences. We contend that a
failure to recognize or make allowance for the uncertainties of
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situational construal can be a key ingredient in lay disposition-
ism or the so-called “fundamental attribution error” (Nisbett &
Ross, 1980; Ross, 1977,1978). When an actor’s responses seem
extreme or surprising, that is, when they seem unwarranted by
and inexplicable in terms of the situation as we perceive it, we
essentially have two attribution alternatives: We can infer that
the actor has thereby manifested his or her own distinctive
dispositions, or we can assume that we have erred in our assess-
ment of the relevant situation (or, at least, in our assumptions
about the way the situation was perceived or experienced by the
actor).! Insensitivity to the uncertainty and variability of situa-
tional construal promotes dispositional inferences and attribu-
tions; conversely, sensitivity to and recognition of the need to
make allowance for that uncertainty and variability discour-
ages such inferences and attributions. Our present contention is
that social perceivers characteristically leap to unwarranted
dispositional inferences, that they fail to use the seeming ex-
tremity, inappropriateness, perversity, or even the simple dis-
tinctiveness of the actor’s behavior as a cue that they (the ob-
servers) have somehow misconstrued the situation (i.e., that
they either have erred in their assumptions about objective con-
textual details or have failed to appreciate how such details
might be construed or experienced by the actor).

The two main studies to be reported here seek to demon-
strate that in predicting their own future behavior (Study 1) and
in making attributions about other people on the basis of their
past behavior (Study 4), people characteristically are guilty of
failing to make the necessary allowance for the uncertainties of
situational construal. Both studies attempt to show that sub-
jects remain equally confident in their assessments (ie., that
they bracket their predictions and trait inferences with equally
narrow confidence limits) under the following three, very dif-
ferent “construal” conditions: (a) control conditions in which no
explicit mention is made of the uncertainty of the construal
process or the problem it presents for the subjects’ assessments,
(b) uncertain construal conditions in which this uncertainty is
made explicit and subjects are required to specify their guesses
or working assumptions about relevant situational details be-
fore offering any assessments, and (¢) certain construal condi-
tions in which subjects are first told to specify their guesses
about the relevant situational details and then told to make
their subsequent assessments assuming their construals to be
completely accurate—in other words, to offer their predictions
or attributions (and associated confidence intervals) contingent
on the complete accuracy of their situational construals. Again,
this null hypothesis prediction is based on our assumption that
subjects generally will proceed as if their situational construals
are precisely correct, even in the two conditions where, logi-
cally, they have no license to do so.

In both of these studies a fourth construal condition is intro-
duced, one that we anticipate will force subjects to recognize,
and at last make allowance for, the uncertainty and variability
of situational construal. In this multiple construal condition,
subjects will be invited to stipulate alternative construals and
will be reminded, before undertaking the relevant prediction
or attribution task, that they have no way of knowing how accu-
rate either of their alternative construals (or any others) might
prove to be. If, as we hypothesize, subjects do broaden their
confidence intervals and make more conservative trait infer-
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ences in this multiple construal condition, it will serve to dem-
onstrate that subjects are not completely oblivious to the infer-
ential implications of misconstrual and that they can make
appropriate inferential allowance for the uncertainties of con-
strual—a result that would make their failure to do so in the
control and uncertain construal conditions all the more infor-
mative.

Study |

Study 1 examined the role of situational construal in predic-
tions about the self. All subjects made a series of such predic-
tions on two occasions, the first of which served as a “baseline”
for assessing the impact of subsequent construal manipula-
tions. Control condition subjects were simply given the relevant
prediction task a second time, with no attempt to influence
construal processes or to heighten their salience to the subjects.
Uncertain construal condition subjects were asked, before of-
fering their second set of predictions and associated confidence
intervals, to describe their own construal of unspecified or am-
biguous features of each situational context specified. Certain
construal condition subjects were similarly asked to describe
their assumptions about the situation before offering the sec-
ond set of predictions; however, in contrast to the uncertain
construal subjects, they were asked to make their second pre-
dictions and confidence limits assuming that their situational
construals were precisely correct (i.e., to make their predictions
contingent, or conditional, on the absolute accuracy of their
construals). In the final, multiple construal condition, subjects
were similarly asked to stipulate their situational construals
after making their first set of predictions. Before proceeding to
their second set of predictions, however, they were obliged to
offer alternative, contrasting situational construals. Our pri-
mary hypothesis was that subjects in the certain construal con-
dition would be no more confident in their predictions than
those in the uncertain or control conditions. Only subjects in-
duced to recognize the possibility of alternate construals and
misconstruals (i.e., those in the multiple construal condition),
we hypothesized, would express less confidence in their judg-
ments than subjects in the other three conditions.

Method

Subjects. A total of 64 undergraduate students furnished data in
Study 1. They participated in small groups of 2 to § individuals and
received course credit for their efforts. One subject’s data were subse-
quently eliminated because he failed to complete several response
measures,

Procedure. Upon their arrival, subjects were seated in a small labo-
ratory room and given a brief introduction to the prediction task they
would be undertaking. They were told that they would be presented

! There are actually two other alternatives that become relevant in at
least some inference contexts. We can refuse to believe that the re-
sponse in question actually occurred or, in exceptional cases, we can
reassess whatever theories or beliefs about human nature and human
behavior gave rise to the expectations that were seemingly discon-
firmed. However, our procedure and choices of stimulus materials in
the present studies essentially made these alternatives both unlikely
and irrelevant.
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with a series of hypothetical situations and asked to estimate how
much time or money they would spend in each. They were also told
that they would provide a range or “confidence interval” around each
estimate. Included in the introduction was a chalkboard lesson on the
meaning and use of confidence intervals around a numerical predic-
tion, with special emphasis on the 50% confidence intervals to be used
in the task at hand. Subjects were told that they would be required to
give their “best-guess” estimate for each prediction, and then to
bracket that prediction with a range of lower and higher values that
they believed had precisely a 50% chance of including the “correct
answer.” They were told specifically that the range of values stipulated
in their 50% confidence interval should be as wide (and as narrow) as
necessary for them to feel that the correct answer was just as likely to
fall inside the interval as outside it. These introductory instructions
were read aloud by the experimenter, who also answered any questions
raised by subjects about the prediction task or measures.

To help prepare subjects for their subsequent task, a practice item
was presented that invited subjects to imagine themselves waiting to
meet a professor who failed to arrive at the appointed time. The sub-
jects were asked to estimate how long they would wait before leaving.
They were asked to give their best guess (in minutes) for the length of
time they would wait before leaving, and to give the upper and lower
bounds (in minutes) for their 50% confidence interval for the length of
time they would wait. The order of best-guess and confidence-interval
judgments for this practice item was counterbalanced, so that half of
the subjects gave their best guess first and half gave their confidence
interval first.

When the practice item had been completed, and all questions or
difficulties experienced by the subjects had been addressed, the sub-
jects were then asked to make judgments about their own behavior in
four new situations using the same rating scales that they had explored
in the practice task. The scenarios, described verbatim below, were all
quite brief, deliberately leaving many contextual details unspecified
and thereby giving subjects ample opportunity to fill in those details
for themselves:

1. The Group Discussion: You have agreed to participate in a dis-
cussion on the topic of abortion with four other people you have
not yet met. The discussion is scheduled to last one hour.
Problem: Out of that hour, how many minutes will you be the one
talking?

2. Dinner in San Francisco: You drive up to San Francisco with
friends in order to celebrate the end of the quarter. The plans
include dinner and then some entertainment afterward.
Problem: How much money will you personally spend on the
dinner?

3. A Birthday Gift: You are invited to a friend’s birthday party at
his or her family home near Stanford.

Problem: How much money would you spend on a gift for your
friend?

4. The Telephone Survey: You receive a telephone call from a tele-
phone survey firm. You initially agree to answer some questions.
There is a long series of questions.

Problem: How many minutes will you spend answering questions
before ending the call?

After reading each story, subjects gave their best-guess estimates and
offered whatever confidence intervals they deemed an appropriate re-
flection of their uncertainty. (As in the case of the practice item, the
order of prediction versus confidence interval was counterbalanced).?
When these estimates had been completed, subjects were invited to
reread the four scenarios and make a second set of estimates. The
written instructions they received regarding this second set of esti-
mates constituted the primary experimental manipulation in our
study.

Control condition subjects simply were told that they would be given
another chance to make their estimates. They were told that they could

1131

give the same or different estimates and confidence intervals, as they
saw fit, but that they were not to look back at their original estimates.
Uncertain construal condition subjects were told that we were inter-
ested in their view of each situation about which they had made predic-
tions. They were presented again with the description of the first sce-
nario (the group discussion) and asked to use a blank page on which to
write “the way you imagined the situation would look, that is, the
people involved, the setting, the events, the background details, etc.”
They were then asked to give a new set of estimates and confidence
intervals for the amount of time they would talk in the group discus-
sion, changing or not changing their earlier estimates as they saw fit.
The procedure was repeated, in turn, for the other three scenarios.

Certain construal condition subjects, like subjects in the uncertain
construal condition, were asked to give their construals for each sce-
nario before completing a second set of estimates. In this condition,
however, they were instructed to make their estimates and confidence
intervals as if their construals were exactly correct (ie., to make their
judgments contingent or conditional on the accuracy of their con-
struals). They were asked explicitly to give their judgments “assuming
now that the situation did, in fact, possess the exact characteristics you
have just described.” Multiple construal subjects received the same
initial construal instructions as did those in the uncertain and certain
construal conditions. After writing their descriptions of each situa-
tion, however, the subjects in this condition were asked to describe
alternative, very different ways that the situation may have occurred.
Then they were asked to offer their second set of estimates and confi-
dence intervals “bearing in mind now that the exact details of the
actual situation are unknown, that is, it could happen the first way you
described it, or any one of the additional ways you just wrote about, or
even somehow different from that.”

Results

Subjects’ initial predictions. Subjects in Study 1 showed con-
siderable within-group variability in their initial estimates of
their hypothetical expenditures of time and money in the
various situations. Item 1 (minutes the subject would talk in a
1-hr discussion session), for example, yielded a range from 5
min to 25 min, with a mean of roughly 12 min and a standard
deviation of more than 4 min. The other items showed even
greater variability Item 2 (money spent on dinner) yielded a
range from $5 to $50, with a mean of $14 and a standard devia-
tion of $8. Item 3 (money spent on a birthday gift) produced a
range from $5 to $25, with a mean of roughly $12 and a stan-
dard deviation of almost $6. Item 4 (minutes the subject would
continue to participate in a telephone survey) produced a range
from 30 s to 25 min, with a mean of 8 min and a standard
deviation of about 5 min. This variability in initial estimates is
consistent with our assumption that the true nature of the situa-
tions in question was necessarily somewhat uncertain and that
different subjects would resolve that uncertainty in different
ways. But it obviously cannot speak to our primary hypothesis
about the subjects’ failure to make adequate allowance for the
uncertainty of such construals. To address this question, we
must examine the changes in confidence intervals that oc-
curred as a function of the construal instructions the subjects
received prior to making their second set of estimates.

2 Because this order manipulation did not affect any of the depen-
dent variable measures of primary interest in the present study, it will
not be discussed further in this article.
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Table 1
Mean Change in Confidence Intervals as a Function of Construal Manipulation: Study 1
Individual scenario Control Uncertain Certain Multiple F(contrast 1) F(contrast 2)
Discussion 7% —1% ~18% +29% 1.68 6.33*
Dinner ~2% +25% +2% +17% 0.24 0.09
Party —-1% -3% +9% +52% 0.51 12.74%%*
Survey —9% -10% -5% +54% 0.05 10.29%**>
Overall —5% +3% -3% +38% 0.04 9,82%%»
t (difference) <1 <1 <l 3,23

Note. Contrast 1: certain versus uncertain and control. Contrast 2: multiple versus uncertain and control.

*p<.05. **p<.01. **p<.005.

Changes in confidence intervals. In order to determine sub-
jects’ sensitivity to differences in the relevant construal condi-
tions, percentage change scores for confidence intervals were
computed in a two-step process. First, a simple difference score
for each item was calculated for each subject by subtracting the
width of the initial confidence interval (i.c., the interval offered
under no construal instruction conditions) from the width of
the second confidence interval, which was offered under the
relevant control, uncertain construal, certain construal, or mul-
tiple construal condition instructions. Positive scores thus re-
flected decreases in certainty or, in other words, increases in
the allowance subjects made for their uncertainty. Negative
scores, by contrast, reflected increases in certainty and corre-
sponding decreases in allowance for uncertainty. Each positive
or negative difference score was then divided by the width of
the subjects’ initial confidence interval, allowing the item in
question to be expressed in percentage terms. This percentage
measure facilitated comparisons across different items and, of
course, reduced the variability that would otherwise have been
introduced because of premanipulation differences in subjects’
estimates.

Table 1 presents the percentage change scores for each expen-
diture item or scenario in Study 1. An examination of overall
means offers clear support for our primary hypothesis. First,
subjects in the certain and uncertain construal conditions were
similarly uninfluenced by the very different construal manipu-
lations that intervened between their two sets of estimates. Like
subjects in the control condition (who showed a 5% decrease in
their confidence intervals when they were simply asked to fur-
nish a second set of assessments), subjects in both of these con-
ditions offered confidence intervals after receiving their spe-
cific construal instructions that were, on average, virtually
identical to the ones they had offered before receiving the rele-
vant construal instructions. In other words, an explicit invita-
tion to specify construals did not lead to any significant widen-
ing of confidence intervals among subjects who knew that their
predictions were predicated on construals of uncertain accu-
racy (M increase = 3%). Nor, remarkably, did the invitation to
specify construals and then make subsequent estimates contin-
gent on the certainty and accuracy of these construals lead to
any significant narrowing of confidence intervals (M de-
crease = 3%). Indeed, this negligible decrease in the certain
construal condition did not differ significantly from the negligi-
ble changes found in the control and uncertain construal con-
ditions, F(l1, 44) < . In a sense, the subjects in all three condi-

tions had responded as if they had all been in the certain con-
strual condition from the outset, and as if no narrowing of
confidence intervals were called for when the otherwise highly
dubious assumption of perfect correspondence between con-
strual and reality suddenly became justified (in fact, de-
manded) by the instructions provided.

The results for multiple construal subjects, summarized in
Table 1, add weight to this interpretation and demonstrate that
our secondary hypothesis was also supported. Subjects invited
to offer multiple construals, in contrast to their peers in other
experimental conditions, did subsequently increase the width
of their confidence intervals (by a mean of 38.0%), #(15) = 3.23,
p < .01. The planned comparison pitting the mean change
score for the multiple construal group against the mean change
scores for the uncertain construal group and the control group
was similarly significant, F(l, 45) = 9.82, p < .01. Finally, an
overall contrast pitting the multiple construal group against the
other three groups (a contrast that essentially combines our two
hypotheses) accounted for almost 94% of the between-group
variance, indicating that it was a very good summary of the
group differences.’

Nonparametric analyses of data from the four conditions of
the study offered additional evidence supporting the two experi-
mental hypotheses. Certain construal subjects were no more
likely to narrow their confidence intervals than were subjects in
the control or uncertain construal condition. Nine of the 15
subjects (60%) in the certain construal condition showed a
narrowing of their mean confidence intervals, a proportion
indistinguishable from the 19 of the 32 subjects (59%) in the
control and uncertain construal conditions who showed a simi-
lar narrowing. By contrast, 11 of the 16 subjects (69%) in the
multiple construal condition showed the predicted widening of
mean confidence intervals, whereas only 17 of the 47 subjects
(36% overall, ranging from 31% of the subjects in the uncertain
construal condition to 44% of the subjects in the control condi-
tion) showed such increases in the other three conditions. This
difference in the proportion of widened confidence intervals

3 The increase in uncertainty shown by subjects in the multiple con-
strual condition also serves to cast doubt on an alternative possibility
—that subjects in the other three conditions had, from the outset,
already chosen confidence intervals that made allowance for construal
errors (and that certain construal condition subjects had simply disre-
garded their instructions).
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for multiple construal subjects versus the other three conditions
proved to be statistically significant, z = 2.27, p < .03.

Examination of the four individual scenarios used in Study 1
shows that the basic result described so far (i.e., relatively large
widening of confidence intervals for the multiple construal
condition and small increases or decreases for the other three
conditions) proved to be quite consistent across the four differ-
ent types of predictions. For three of the four items, the overall
planned contrasts (multiple construal versus the other three
conditions) yielded highly significant F ratios (p < .005 in each
instance). The only exception was provided by the second item
(dinner in San Francisco), in which one single subject re-
sponded to the uncertain construal condition instructions with
a whopping increase in his best guess (from $20 to $75) and,
perhaps partly as a consequence, a parallel increase in his asso-
ciated 50% confidence intervals (from $10 to $50). This single
observation was sufficiently extreme in its impact on both the
relevant cell mean and standard deviation to reduce the Fratio
for the planned comparison to a trivial level (F < 1).

Taken as a whole, the data from Study 1 suggest that in pre-
dicting their own future responses, subjects made little allow-
ance for the uncertainty of their construals unless they were
specifically required to offer multiple construals of pertinent
situational details. Before extending these findings to the prob-
lem of dispositional inference, we will examine evidence from
two follow-up studies designed to strengthen the interpreta-
tions we have offered and to rule out, as best we can, possible
procedural objections and alternative interpretations. The first
of these follow-up studies focuses more directly on the contrast
between certain and uncertain construal conditions. The sec-
ond focuses on the impact of multiple construal instructions
and attempts to link the relevant widening of confidence inter-
vals more directly to subjects’ generation of divergent situa-
tional construals.

Study 2

In Study 2, subjects made self-predictions under differing
construal conditions in a within-subjects design intended to
heighten the salience of the certain versus uncertain status of
the relevant situational construals. Thus, in one condition, the
increased certainty of construal condition, subjects initially
made predictions (accompanied by the same 50% confidence
intervals used as the dependent measure in Study 1) under in-
structions that explicitly emphasized the uncertain nature of
their construals, and then were asked to make the same predic-
tions a second time, this time conditional upon the accuracy of
those initial construals. In a second condition, the decreased
certainty of construal condition, subjects made initial predic-
tions that were conditional upon the accuracy of their con-
struals, and then were asked to offer a second set of predictions
that explicitly were not made conditional upon such accuracy.
In a control condition, subjects’ initial predictions were made
in the absence of any mention of construals, and subsequent
predictions were made after subjects had received an explicit
reminder of the uncertain status of their construals.

Method

Subjects. A total of 60 undergraduate students furnished data in
Study 2. They participated in small groups of 2 to 4 subjects and were
paid for their participation.
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Procedure. Subjects made their first set of predictions under either
control, certain construal, or uncertain construal instructions. The
control instructions simply asked subjects to make their predictions
and give associated confidence intervals without any mention of con-
struals. The certain construal instructions asked subjects to furnish
their construals of each situation and then to make predictions “assum-
ing that the situation is, in fact, exactly the way that you imagined it to
be” The uncertain construal instructions asked subjects to furnish
construals for each situation and then to make predictions “bearing in
mind that the situation may or may not be exactly the way that you
imagined it to be™* After giving these initial predictions and asso-
ciated confidence intervals, all subjects were asked to reread the sce-
narios and give a second set of predictions and confidence intervals
under new and different construal instructions. Control condition
subjects followed up their initial predictions, made in the absence of
any particular construal instructions, with predictions made under
uncertain construal instructions. Decreased certainty of construal
subjects followed up initial predictions made under certain construal
instructions with predictions made under uncertain construal in-
structions. Increased certainty of construal subjects followed up initial
predictions made under uncertain construal instructions with new
predictions made under certain construal instructions.

Results

As in Study 1, percentage change scores for confidence inter-
vals were computed for each item, and composite means were
tested to determine whether subjects in any of the construal
conditions showed any statistically significant change in the
certainty they associated with their self-predictions. Again, pos-
itive scores indicate a widened confidence interval (or de-
creased certainty of prediction) and negative scores indicate a
narrowed confidence interval (or increased certainty of predic-
tion). Essentially, this study sought to determine whether the
null hypothesis outcome, that is, unchanging confidence inter-
vals in the face of changed construal instructions, would be
supported when a within-subjects design was used that seem-
ingly heightened the salience of the relevant change in con-
strual status.

The results of Study 2 were clear-cut. Overall, the change
from certain to uncertain construal conditions (ic., decreased
certainty of construal) led subjects to widen their confidence
intervals by 7%—a change associated with a # value of less than
1.0. The change from uncertain to certain construal conditions
(ie, increased certainty of construal) led to a change that was
roughly equal in absolute magnitude (1 1%) and statistical signifi-
cance, £(19) = 1.30, p> .20, and, in fact, in the direction oppo-
site to the one normatively demanded. (That is, subjects, on
average, widened their confidence intervals in the face of in-
structions to make their second set of predictions, unlike the
first, contingent on the accuracy of their prior construal) These
two changes in mean confidence intervals, of course, did not
differ from each other or from the 4% increase in confidence
intervals obtained in the control condition (all #s < 1).

Nonparametric analyses, and examination of the two individ-

* Note that this explicit reminder of the inherent uncertainty of con-
strual has been added to the uncertain construal instructions of Study
1 and serves to control for the possibility that the significant changes
found in the multiple construal condition of Study 1 resulted merely
from such reminders.
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ual scenarios, provided further evidence of this failure on the
part of subjects to make consistent, normative adjustments in
the confidence intervals associated with their predictions
under the various construal conditions. Under conditions of
both increased and decreased certainty of construal, slightly
(but only slightly) more subjects narrowed their confidence in-
tervals than widened them. And in neither scenario did any of
the between-condition or within-condition differences ap-
proach significance.

Study 3

Our next follow-up study attempted to clarify the role that
multiple construal instructions play in inducing subjects to wi-
den their confidence limits. We have assumed that in formulat-
ing divergent construals of the same scenarios, subjects are
prompted to recognize (a) that differences in the unspecified or
unanticipatable details of situational content and context would
play a determining role in their responses and (b) that their
confidence limits ought to make allowance for this source of
uncertainty. If this interpretation is correct, then it should fol-
low that the degree to which subjects are prompted to widen
their confidence intervals ought to be a function of the degree
to which their multiple construals (or at least their predictions
for their responses to the various, differently construed situa-
tions) are, in fact, divergent.

Method

Subjects. A total of 32 undergraduate students participated in
Study 3. They participated in small groups of 2 to 5 subjects and re-
ceived course credit for their participation.

Procedure. The scenario used to examine predictions and confi-
dence intervals in Study 3 was the telephone survey scenario used in
Studies 1 and 2. All subjects offered their first set of predictions and
confidence limits under “control” instructions (i.e., with no mention of
situational ambiguity or construal). Subjects were next asked first to
describe the way they imagined the situation would look and then to
write a second, different description of the imagined situation. At this
point, subjects were asked to reconsider their judgments in light of
their multiple construals. As in Study 1, they were told to furnish new
best-guess estimates and confidence intervals without looking back at
their original answers and bearing in mind that “the exact details of the
actual situation are unknown.” Following these judgments, each sub-
ject was asked to furnish two separate sets of best guesses and confi-
dence intervals—one set contingent on the accuracy of the subject’s
first construal and one set contingent on the accuracy of the subject’s
second construal.

Results

The first result to be noted is the replication of the basic
finding from Study 1, that is, the widening of subjects’ confi-
dence intervals following the multiple construal condition in-
structions. The mean change in Study 3 was 54%, #(30) = 2.96,
p < .01, roughly the same change found for the relevant (tele-
phone survey) scenario in Study 1.5 Further examination of
these data revealed that 17 subjects increased their confidence
intervals after the multiple construal instructions, whereas 7
decreased them and 7 showed no change. Thus, it is clear that
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most, but by no means all, of the subjects in Study 3 showed the
anticipated impact of the relevant construal manipulation.

The main question of interest in Study 3, however, was not
the magnitude or frequency of these increases in confidence
intervals. Rather, it was the degree to which such differences
were associated with the divergence of the subjects’ two sepa-
rate situational construals. Two types of analyses were under-
taken, both examining the divergence between the construals
offered by our subjects. To index this divergence, we calculated
the absolute difference between a subject’s best guess contin-
gent on the accuracy of his or her first situational construal and
the best guess contingent on the accuracy of his or her second
situational construal. We then divided this difference score by
the width of the subject’s first best guess to yield a percentage
difference score (this corrected for the fact that subjects who
gave larger best-guess estimates also tended to vary more in
their estimates).® Our first analysis simply examined the corre-
lation between the change in the relevant confidence intervals
and the (subsequently measured) discrepancy between the sub-
jects’ best-guess estimates for the two separate construals. As
predicted, subjects’ changes in confidence intervals were di-
rectly related to the divergence of their best-guess estimates,
r(29) = .54, p < .01. Our second analysis compared the 17 sub-
jects who increased their confidence intervals with the 14 who
decreased or showed no change. Those subjects who increased
their confidence intervals reported much more divergent con-
struals and associated best-guess estimates (on average, the dif-
ferences were more than twice as large for the “increasers” than
for the “nonincreasers”), #(29) = 2.26, p < .05.

Both sets of analyses thus supported the interpretation
placed on our earlier findings. Multiple construal conditions
led subjects to broaden their confidence intervals, at least in
part, because of, and only to the extent that, these conditions
forced subjects to generate construals of the relevant situation
to which different responses would be likely to occur. The ef-
fect was not the result of some kind of very general experimen-
tal demand that obliged subjects to merely increase their confi-
dence interval because it would be deemed wiser (or more ap-
propriate or more welcome) by the experimenter.

The results of Study 3 provide additional evidence that is
consistent with our more general hypothesis, that is, that peo-
ple characteristically fail to make adequate allowance for the
inherent uncertainty of their situational construals. If our sub-
jects made their initial judgments after considering one and

3 One extreme outlier was dropped from this analysis. Even though
this subject’s 18-fold increase in the width of his confidence interval
would have contributed mightily to the mean change score, his extreme
standing made subsequent correlational analyses difficult to perform
and interpret. However, all relevant tests remain significant even when
this subject is included.

¢ We used this measure, rather than a subjective rating of the “diver-
gence” of the content of the construals, because two construals very
different in content might still give rise to the same best guess. In such
a circumstance, the multiple construals would not serve to prompt the
subject to consider the relevance of situational uncertainty to his or her
confidence interval. In fact, a subject might well become more certain
if different construals led to the same best guess.
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only one construal of the situation, then judgments subse-
quently made contingent on the accuracy of these initial con-
struals should deviate little, if at all, from the subjects’ original,
spontaneous judgments. This proved to be the case. The mean
absolute difference between subjects’ initial best-guess esti-
mates of the number of minutes they would stay on the phone
and their best-guess estimates conditional on the accuracy of
their initial construal was relatively small (M = 2.65). By con-
trast, if subjects made their initial estimates without consider-
ing more than one construal, judgments made contingent on
an alternative, second construal should be distinctly different
from their initial estimates. Again, this prediction was sup-
ported by the data. The mean absolute difference between sub-
jects’ initial best-guess estimates and their best-guess estimates
conditional on the accuracy of their second construal was rela-
tively large (M = 7.98). The difference between these two mean
discrepancy scores was statistically significant, #30) = 3.03,
p< .0l

The same logic can also be applied to a final set of correla-
tional analyses. If, contrary to our assumptions, subjects’ confi-
dence intervals took into account at least two different con-
struals of the specified situation, then the width of their initial
confidence intervals should have been a function of the discrep-
ancy between the best guesses they subsequently made contin-
gent on those two differing construals. But if subjects’ original
confidence intervals were the product of single construals, then
the width of these confidence intervals should not have been a
function of the discrepancy between such contingent best
guesses, Consistent with the single construal hypothesis, the
relevant correlation’ proved to be quite low, Spearman r(29) =
.174, ns. Similarly, if the discrepancies between subjects’ initial
noncontingent best-guess estimates and the first of their two
contingent best-guess estimates were essentially the product of
random error, then such discrepancies should not have pre-
dicted the degree to which subjects widened their confidence
intervals after the multiple construal manipulation. Once
again, the relevant correlation proved to be very modest, Spear-
man r(29) = .179, ns. By contrast, the deviations between the
subjects’ initial (noncontingent) best guesses and their best
guesses contingent on their second construals (presumably a
reflection, at least in part, of the degree of difference between
the subjects’ two construals) should have predicted the widen-
ing of the subjects’ confidence intervals. This correlation, in
contrast to the two previously described, did reach conven-
tional significance levels, Spearman r(29) = .386, p < .05, al-
though the relevance differences in magnitudes of those corre-
lations would not reach conventional significance limits.

The results of Study 3 thus did more than merely provide
support for our contention that multiple construal instructions
were effective because they caused subjects to become aware of
the uncertain nature of their construals. They also added
weight to our more basic argument that people make spontane-
ous judgments as if their initial construals of the situation are
precisely correct.

Study 4

In Study 4, we turned our attention from predictions to trait
inferences. Otherwise, its design and rationale were closely re-
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lated to those of Study 1.8 Thus, instead of predicting their own
behavior in some unspecified situation, subjects were asked to
make trait assessments about another person who had behaved
in a seemingly extreme and distinctive fashion in such a situa-
tion. Confidence intervals associated with the relevant trait as-
sessments, as well as the simple extremity of such assessments,
provided the dependent variable measures of interest. As in
Study 1, judgments were made on two consecutive occasions,
with the first occasion serving to provide a basis for assessing
the effect of subsequent construal manipulations. Subjects in
the control condition were simply given the judgment tasks on
two successive occasions with no intervening construal task or
additional instructions. Subjects in the uncertain construal
condition again were asked to describe their guesses or assump-
tions about the unspecified details of the situation before they
gave their second set of judgments. Subjects in the certain con-
strual condition again were asked to offer their construals and
then to make their second set of judgments conditional upon
the total accuracy of these construals. Finally, subjects in the
multiple construal co