Year 12 Psychology: The Social Approach - AJW

Hamilton and Gifford (1976): The illusory correlation
The extract in this handout was retrieved from http://opl.apa.org/Experiments/About/AboutFirstImpressions.aspx  

Introduction 
Research has demonstrated that people pay special attention to distinctive or rare events and recall such events with relative ease (Hamilton & Gifford, 1976 Hamilton & Sherman, 1996). 

When two distinctive or rare events co-occur, people tend to 
· notice that relationship more readily

· recall such relations with greater ease

Consequently, people often subjectively overestimate how often two distinctive events occur together. This tendency has been dubbed the illusory correlation because it involves perceiving a relationship or association that does not exist or is weaker in reality than perceived (Garcia-Marques & Hamilton, 1996). 
This cognitive process can influence the content of stereotypes. For example, it partly explains why many White Americans overestimate the rate at which African Americans engage in criminal activity (both are distinct or rare events).
The computer-based version allows participants to experience the formation of initial impressions and the roles minority/majority status and positive/negative attributes play in that process. 
The Method

The computer-based version of this experiment is faithful to the original (Hamilton & Gifford, 1976) in its primary details. Participants read about people who belong to either a majority or minority group, with twice the number of majority members (n = 26) as minority members (n = 13). 
The information conveyed about each of the people describes a desirable or an undesirable behavior. The ratio of desirable to undesirable behaviors is 9:4 in both groups; so for every nine desirable statements, there are four undesirable statements.
As minority members and undesirable behaviors are rarer, research participants should form illusory correlations and judge the minority members less favorably than majority group members. 

The stimulus materials are 39 pictures of male and female adult faces differing in age and race. The faces were selected from a clip art collection of prominent people, though the ones used in this 39-person set are highly unlikely to be recognizable to participants. 
Sample faces are shown in Figure 1. 
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	Figure 1 


The task for participants is to learn something about the people whose faces make up the task stimuli. They do so by clicking on each face in the 39-face set. When a face is clicked, a text balloon pops up with information about the person. 
The information indicates whether the person is an Alpha or a Beta and describes a positive or a negative act or attribute about that person. There are always 26 faces labeled as Alphas and 13 labeled as Betas. Also, there are always 18 positive and 8 negative acts by Alphas and 9 positive and 4 negative acts by Betas. Each time the program runs the faces are presented in a different order so with differing statements paired with different faces. 
The information produced by a mouse click remains on the screen until the mouse is released. This permits people to read and process the information at their own pace. Once the mouse in released, the goes grey and the information about the face cannot be re-displayed. 
Once all 39 faces are clicked, a set of 7 point Likert scales appear on the screen. Participants indicate their impressions of Alphas and Betas using these rating scales. The ratings are made for the three positive attributes (popular, honest, and helpful) and three negative attributes (lazy, unhappy, and irresponsible). 
