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Complete information about the features of people, objects, or issues that 
are being judged is not always present or available. Our study suggests that 
often perceivers do not recognize the absence of relevant information in form- 
ing attitudinal judgments. Experiment I demonstrates that the extremity and 
degree of confidence in judgment are not always affected by missing informa- 
tion. Experiment 2 demonstrates that the extremity of judgment is not always 
affected by the amount of information presented. The evaluations of individ- 
uals highly knowledgeable about the target object were much more likely to be 
influenced by omissions and by set size relative to the evaluations of less 
knowledgeable subjects. These findings suggest that sensitivity to missing in- 
formation increases with content-specific knowledge. B IW Academic PWS. I~C. 

People often judge an individual, object, or issue on the basis of their 
knowledge of the specific attributes of a target (cf., Anderson, 1981, 1982; 
Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Anderson (1981), for example, suggests that 
people assess a target along the relevant attribute dimensions, weigh the 
importance of the various attributes, and integrate this information into an 
overall target evaluation. However, our knowledge of the features of a 
particular object or issue is often limited. Only rarely do we have com- 
plete information about the individuals that we interact with, the candi- 
dates that we vote for, or the products that we purchase. The present 
study focuses upon the effect that missing information may have on eval- 
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uations. We suggest that frequently the absence of relevant information 
may have little impact on the valence of an evaluation and the confidence 
with which an evaluation is held. 

The recognition of the absence of relevant information generally leads 
to less extreme evaluations. (cf., Yates, Jagacinski, & Faber, 1978). One 
way that people deal with the uncertainty generated by incomplete infor- 
mation is by drawing inferences that go beyond the information given and 
that till gaps in knowledge (Huber & McCann, 1982; Jaccard & Wood, 
1988; Johnson & Levin, 1985; Meyer, 1981; Slavic & MacPhillamy, 1974; 
Yamagishi 8z Hill, 1981, 1983). Yamagishi and Hill (1983) suggest that 
more moderate evaluations tend to result when information is incomplete, 
because neutral values are often inferred for the missing attributes. In 
addition, when the absence of relevant information is recognized, overall 
judgments tend to be adjusted to compensate for the uncertainty created 
by incomplete information. This usually involves a shift toward a rela- 
tively neutral position because a moderate stance is easily justified and is 
readily altered as additional information becomes available (Cialdini, 
Levy, Herman, & Evenbeck, 1973; Jaccard & Wood, 1988). 

Often people may base a judgment upon the information that is salient 
in the judgmental context and fail to recognize the absence of relevant 
information in forming an overall evaluation or attitude. A car buyer, for 
example, may draw conclusions about a particular car model without 
realizing that the judgment is being made without knowledge of the war- 
ranty, safety record, and other features that the buyer considers impor- 
tant. The notion that missing information may not always be considered 
in information integration judgments is suggested by previous studies. 
Investigations have demonstrated that difficulty is often encountered in 
the processing of nonoccurrences or nonevents. People do not readily 
detect and identify the absence of important features (Agostinelli, Sher- 
man, Faxio, & Hearst, 1986). They also tend to neglect nonoccurrences in 
judgments of contingency (Jenkins & Ward, 1965; Ward & Jenkins, 1965). 
Finally, studies of the feature-positive effect indicate that both humans 
and animals have difficulty learning the signal value of the absence of a 
feature (Fazio, Sherman, & Herr, 1982; Jenkins & Sainsbury, 1969, 1970; 
Newman, Wolff, & Hearst, 1980). 

One consequence of the failure to recognize the absence of information 
is that people may not moderate their judgments as they tend to do when 
the incompleteness of knowledge is recognized. In addition, they may 
have more confidence in their judgments than would have been the case 
if the absence of important information had been detected. 

Under what conditions is the absence of important information likely to 
be detected and considered in judgment? One variable that may moderate 
sensitivity to omitted material is an individual’s level of knowledge of a 
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given object or issue. Experts have a more coherent organization of in- 
formation stored in memory than do novices, and, consequently, experts 
attend to greater amounts of information and they process this informa- 
tion more extensively (Anderson, 1983; Chase & Simon, 1973; Fiske, 
Kinder, & Latter, 1983). Moreover, relative to novices, experts are more 
aware of the relevance of information for performing a given cognitive 
task and are more likely to attend to all relevant information (Alba & 
Hutchinson, 1987; Johnson & Russo, 1984). Because of their greater sen- 
sitivity to relevant information, individuals high in knowledge may be 
more likely to detect the absence of relevant information than individuals 
low in knowledge. 

EXPERIMENT 1 

The first experiment had two general aims. First, we attempted to 
demonstrate that in some instances, individuals fail to adjust the extrem- 
ity of their judgments and the confidence with which judgments are held 
when relevant information is missing. These findings would suggest that 
individuals often fail to consider the absence of relevant information in 
judgment. In addition, we sought to demonstrate that persons high in 
target knowledge are more likely than persons lower in knowledge to 
moderate evaluations and lower their judgmental confidence when infor- 
mation is incomplete. These findings would imply that high knowledge 
individuals are much more likely than low knowledge individuals to rec- 
ognize the absence of relevant information in making a judgment. 

The reactions of subjects who were highly knowledgeable, moderately 
knowledgeable, or unknowledgeable about a target category to incom- 
plete information about an instance of that category were investigated. 
Half of the subjects received a prompt designed to draw attention to 
missing attribute information and half received no such prompt. We ex- 
amined the effects of the prompt on evaluative judgments and on the 
confidence with which these judgments were held. If subjects spontane- 
ously detect the absence of relevant attribute information, the prompt 
should have no effect on judgmental extremity or confidence. 

It was anticipated that the prompt would have little impact on the 
judgments of highly knowledgeable subjects. These subjects should spon- 
taneously recognize important omissions and form moderately extreme 
evaluations that are held with a moderate degree of confidence regardless 
of prompt condition. On the other hand, we expected the prompt manip- 
ulation to have a strong effect on the judgments of subjects with low or 
moderate knowledge. In the no-prompt conditions, these subjects should 
fail to detect the absence of important information and perceive the in- 
formation to be relatively complete. When incomplete information is 
treated as if it were complete, subjects are likely to form polarized and 
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confidently held judgments. By contrast, in prompt conditions, low and 
moderate knowledge subjects will be alerted to absences that otherwise 
would have been overlooked. Consequently, they should form less ex- 
treme and less confidently held evaluations. 

Method 

Subjects. Subjects were 131 male undergraduates who participated to 
partially fulfill an introductory psychology course requirement. Partici- 
pation was restricted to males because pretesting with a test of bicycle 
knowledge indicated that a greater proportion of males than females were 
likely to be highly knowledgeable of bicycles. Subjects participated in 
groups of 2 to 10 and were randomly assigned to prompt conditions. 

Stimulus materials. A description of a fictitious IO-speed bicycle, la- 
beled Brand A, was developed. The information conveyed in the descrip- 
tion was purportedly adapted from a popular magazine for bicycling en- 
thusiasts and based on a study comparing 12 models of lo-speed bicycles 
in the $200 to $250 price range. The target was described very favorably 
on six different attributes: braking, shifting, cornering, wheels, styling, 
and comfort (e.g., “The Brand A features quick release wheels with 
quality hubs and 32 spoke hard finished rims”). Information about two 
important attributes, the weight of the bicycle and the strength of the 
frame, was omitted. 

The prompt manipulation. Subjects were given 2 min to read the de- 
scription and form an impression of the product. No-prompt condition 
subjects were instructed to “consider attributes such as the brakes, cor- 
nering ability, styling, comfort, and shifting ability” in their evaluation of 
the bicycle. Prompt condition subjects were instructed to consider the 
weight of the bicycle and the strength of the frame in addition to the 
attributes suggested in the no-prompt condition. 

Judgment measures. After reading the product description, subjects 
received a questionnaire containing the judgment measures. Product eval- 
uations were assessed on three 9-point semantic differential scales an- 
chored at -4 and +4 (bad/good, unsatisfactory/satisfactory, and unfa- 
vorable/favorable). Because the intercorrelations among these measures 
were high (average r = .71, p < .OOl), the scores were averaged to 
provide a single attitude index. After evaluating the target product, sub- 
jects indicated their confidence in their evaluation on a scale ranging from 
1 (not at all confident) to 9 (highly confident). Finally, subjects received 
a second questionnaire containing the product knowledge measures. 

Knowledge measures. Two measures were taken to assess subjects’ 
knowledge of bicycles. The first measure taken was subjects’ self- 
reported knowledge of bicycles. Subjects were asked to indicate how 
much they knew about bicycles on a 7-point scale where 1 indicated “I 
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know absolutely nothing about bicycles and bicycle equipment” and 7 
indicated “I am an expert on bicycles and bicycle equipment.” The pri- 
mary measure was a test of bicycle knowledge consisting of 10 fill-in or 
multiple-choice questions (e.g., “What is a derailleur”). The questions on 
this measure pertained to bicycle components that were not mentioned in 
the instructions or stimulus descriptions. The test of bicycle knowledge 
correlated highly with self-reported knowledge (r = .63, p < .OOl). Sub- 
jects answering 0 to 3,4 to 6, and 7 to 10 questions correctly were labeled 
low, moderate, and high knowledge subjects, respectively. Some diffi- 
culty was encountered in obtaining subjects high in knowledge. After 
sufficient numbers of low and moderate knowledge subjects were ob- 
tained, only high knowledge individuals were recruited as subjects for the 
experiment in order to ensure comparable cell sizes across the knowledge 
conditions. 

Results 

Overall evaluations. Product evaluations as a function of prompting 
and prior knowledge are presented in Table 1. Evaluations of the target 
product were subjected to a 2 (prompt or no prompt) x 3 (low, moderate, 
or high knowledge) between-subjects analysis of variance, This analysis 
yielded a significant main effect for Knowledge, F(2,125) = 3.09, p < .05, 
and the expected significant Prompt x Knowledge interaction, F(2,125) 
= 3.24, p < .05. The main effect for Prompting was nonsignificant (F < 
1). As Table 1 indicates, moderately knowledgeable subjects formed more 
polarized attitudes in no-prompt than in prompt conditions (MS = 3.30 vs 
2.72), t(125) = 2.76, p < .Ol. 

The data suggest that highly knowledgeable subjects spontaneously 
detected the absence of the unmentioned attributes. Because they did not 
need prompting to recognize the absence of important information, there 
was little difference in the evaluations by these subjects in the prompt and 
no-prompt conditions (MS = 2.95 vs 2.74, t < 1). Evaluations by high 
knowledge subjects in the no-prompt condition did not differ from eval- 
uations by moderate knowledge subjects who were prompted to consider 
the missing information (t < l), but were less extreme than evaluations by 
moderate knowledge subjects who were not prompted (t = 2.33, p < .03), 

TABLE 1 
PRODUCT EVALUATIONS AS A FUNCTION OF PROMRING AND PRIOR KNOWLEDGE 

Low 

Prior knowledge 

Moderate High 

Prompt 3.32 2.72 2.95 
No prompt 3.21 3.30 2.74 
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TABLE 2 
CONFIDENCE RATINGS AS A FUNCTION OF PROMPTING AND PRIOR KNOWLEDGE 

Prior knowledge 

Low Moderate High 

Prompt 7.23 6.62 
No prompt 6.96 8.00 

- 
Nore. A higher score indicates greater confidence in judgment. 

6.79 
6.71 

thus further suggesting that high but not moderate knowledge subjects 
spontaneously considered the missing attributes in judgment. Contrary to 
predictions, the evaluations by low knowledge subjects were unaffected 
by the prompt (MS = 3.32 vs 3.21, r c 1). 

Confidence judgments. Confidence ratings as a function of prompting 
and prior knowledge are presented in Table 2.’ A 2 x 3 between-subjects 
analysis of variance performed on confidence ratings revealed no main 
effects for Prompting, F( 1,125) = 1.96, ns, or for Knowledge, F(2,125) = 
1.78, ns. However, the predicted Prompt x Knowledge interaction was 
significant, F(2,125) = 4.45, p < .Ol. As Table 2 indicates, moderately 
knowledgeable subjects were more confident about their evaluations in 
no-prompt than in prompt conditions (MS = 8.00 vs 6.62), t(125) = 3.63, 
p < .Ol, whereas high knowledge subjects were not influenced by the 
prompt (MS = 6.79 vs 6.71, t < 1). This pattern again suggests that high 
knowledge individuals recognized the absence of relevant information 
spontaneously, whereas moderate knowledge individuals recognized im- 
portant omissions only when prompted. The judgmental confidence of 
high knowledge subjects in the no-prompt condition did not differ from 
the confidence of moderate knowledge subjects who were prompted to 
consider the missing information (t < l), but was much less extreme than 
the judgmental confidence of moderate knowledge subjects who were not 
prompted (t = 2.93, p < .Ol), further suggesting that high but not mod- 
erate knowledge subjects spontaneously considered the absent informa- 
tion in judgment. The judgmental confidence of low knowledge subjects 
was unexpectedly unaffected by the prompt (MS = 7.23 vs 6.96, t < 1). 

Discussion 

The study demonstrates that perceivers often do not moderate evalu- 
ative extremity and the confidence with which judgments are held when 

’ Although confidence and evaluative judgments were related, r = S2, p < .001, the 
correlation coefficient is not as high as would be expected if the measures tapped the same 
construct (there is only a 27% overlap between the two measures). Moreover, the strength 
(confidence) and the content (evaluation) of a judgment are conceptually distinct. 
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information is incomplete, and that high knowledge individuals are much 
more likely than individuals moderate in knowledge to adjust their judg- 
ments when important information is missing. 

Considered together, the attitude extremity and attitude confidence 
data suggest that perceivers often overlook the absence of important in- 
formation in judgment and that sensitivity to omissions increases with 
expertise. Half of the subjects received a prompt designed to alert them to 
the fact that information about some important attributes was not avail- 
able. This prompt had a strong effect on judgments of moderately knowl- 
edgeable subjects, but no effect on judgments of high knowledge subjects. 
Highly knowledgeable subjects formed moderate judgments whether or 
not they received the prompt. This pattern implies that they did not need 
to be warned about the missing information because they sponraneously 
detected the omission. 

A very different pattern of results was observed for moderately knowl- 
edgeable individuals. These subjects formed more extreme and more con- 
fidently held judgments when no prompt was offered, which implies that 
they treated incomplete information as if it were complete. In contrast, 
when the prompt was presented, they recognized the danger of relying 
solely on the presented information and adjusted their judgments accord- 
ingly . 

Somewhat unexpected was the failure of the prompt condition to affect 
the judgmental extremity and confidence of low knowledge subjects. The 
prompt to consider the missing information may have failed to impact on 
their evaluations because frame strength and weight were not important 
attributes to these subjects. A postexperiment measurement of perceived 
importance confirmed that novices weigh these missing attributes sub- 
stantially lower than moderate and high knowledge subjects. Subjects 
varying in bicycle knowledge were asked to rate the importance of the 
two missing attributes and the six attributes that were presented in the 
bicycle description to the overall desirability of a bicycle on an g-point 
scale anchored at 0 and 8, with endpoints labeled “not at all important” 
and “extremely important.” The perceived importance of the two missing 
attributes were averaged as were the six presented attributes, and a 2 x 
3 (Perceived vs Missing Attributes x Expertise) mixed-subjects ANOVA 
was performed. As expected, the interaction was significant, F(2,30) = 
6.33, p < .Ol. Planned comparisons revealed that low knowledge individ- 
uals (M = 4.36) perceived the two missing attributes to be much less 
important than did moderate (M = 5.68) t(30) = 3.14, p < .Ol, and high 
knowledge individuals (M = 5.95), t(30) = 3.79, p < .Ol. Analyses also 
revealed that low (M = 5.05), moderate (M = 5.56), and high knowledge 
(M = 4.85) subjects did not differ in their weighting of the presented 
attributes. Thus, it appears that low knowledge individuals do not assign 
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substantial importance to frame strength and bicycle weight, and conse- 
quently, bringing to their attention the absence of information about these 
attributes did not influence their evaluations. 

EXPERIMENT 2 

One of the most important and intriguing phenomena investigated in 
information integration research is the “set-size effect” (Anderson, 1967, 
1981; Yamagishi & Hill, 1981, 1983). An overall evaluation of a person or 
object becomes more extreme as the number of attributes on which the 
evaluation is based increases, even if the values of the attributes remain 
constant. Thus, a judgment of a political candidate will be more favorable 
if 10 desirable attributes are known than if only 5 desirable attributes are 
known. 

Several possible processes may mediate the set-size effect. The most 
widely accepted explanation for the set-size effect if the initial neutral 
impression hypothesis (Anderson, 1967, 1981; Davidson, Yantis, Nor- 
wood, & Montano, 1985; Sloan & Ostrom, 1974). According to Anderson 
(1967, 1981), people begin with a neutral impression of a novel object. 
When individuals are exposed to information pertaining to some of the 
features of the object, the initial neutral impression is averaged with the 
values of these features. Consequently, each additional piece of informa- 
tion encountered increases the extremity of the overall judgment, even 
when the values of each piece of information are held constant. 

A very different explanation assumes that the set-size effect is mediated 
by the consideration of missing information. When a low number of at- 
tributes are known, knowledge of some relevant attributes is likely to be 
lacking. Yamagishi and Hill (1983) provide evidence to suggest that per- 
ceivers often infer neutral values for the unknown or missing attributes of 
a small set. These inferred neutral values are averaged with the values of 
known attributes to form an overall evaluation or attitude. More extreme 
evaluations are formed as the number of known attributes increases, as 
fewer inferred neutral values enter into the average. In addition, perceiv- 
ers who recognize that information is incomplete may adjust their overall 
judgment toward a relatively neutral position to compensate for the un- 
certainty created by incomplete information.* 

If the consideration of the absence of relevant attribution plays an 

2 Other processes may also mediate the set size effect. For example, set size may intlu- 
ence judgments via contextual effects. The context in which a specific attribute is consid- 
ered may influence the perceived extremity of that attribute. Set-size effects may occur 
because individual attributes may be perceived more extremely in the context of a large 
number as opposed to a small number of similarly valued attributes. See Anderson (1981) for 
additional explanations. 
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important role in the set-size effect as the latter explanation assumes, in 
some instances, set-size may have little impact on evaluations. The miss- 
ing information explanation of the set-size effect assumes that perceivers 
recognize that relevant information is missing when the number of de- 
scriptors is small. However, the findings in Experiment 1 imply that per- 
ceivers often overlook important omissions. Because perceivers some- 
times fail to recognize the absence of information, they may often fail to 
evaluate a target about which little is known differently than a target 
about which a great deal is known. The likelihood of the set size may 
ultimately depend on the knowledge of the perceiver. High knowledge 
perceivers are more likely to recognize the absence of relevant informa- 
tion when the number of descriptors is small and, therefore, may be more 
likely to moderate their evaluations and lower their confidence accord- 
ingl y . 

The second experiment had two aims. First, the experiment attempted 
to demonstrate that in some instances, set size has little impact on judg- 
ment. Second, the study attempted to demonstrate that the judgments of 
high knowledge perceivers are more likely to be affected by set size than 
the judgments of lower knowledge perceivers. In Experiment 2, subjects 
varying in camera knowledge read about a fictional camera. In the small 
set condition the camera was described by four favorable statements 
whereas in the large set condition the camera was described by eight 
favorable statements. It was predicted that the likelihood of set size af- 
fecting evaluative judgments and the degree of confidence in judgment 
would increase as camera knowledge increased. We anticipated that high 
knowledge subjects would be particularly likely to recognize the absence 
of important attribute information in the small set-size conditions and thus 
would be more likely to moderate their evaluations than subjects lower in 
camera knowledge. 

Method 

Subjects. One hundred twenty-eight undergraduates participated in the 
experiment to earn extra course credit in an introductory psychology 
course. Subjects participated in groups of three to six and were randomly 
assigned to the small or large set-size conditions. 

Procedure. The study was described as an investigation of product 
evaluation. Subjects read statements that were allegedly made by camera 
experts about a 35mm camera labeled the “Brand A” camera. All of the 
statements described the fictional camera favorably (e.g., “The Brand A 
is lighter and more compact than most other 35mm cameras”). The num- 
ber of statements describing the camera was varied. In the large set con- 
dition, eight statements about the camera were provided, whereas in the 
small set conditions, four statements about the camera were provided. 
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The eight statements describing the camera in the large set condition were 
also used to describe the camera in the small set conditions. A counter- 
balance condition was included in the small set conditions in which four 
of the eight statements were presented to half of the subjects and the 
remaining four statements were presented to the other half of the sub- 
jects. 

Subjects read the description at their own pace and indicated their 
evaluation of the camera on a 9-point scale anchored at - 4 and + 4, with 
endpoints labeled “highly unfavorable” and “highly favorable.” Subjects 
also indicated their confidence in their evaluation on a 9-point scale an- 
chored at -4 and +4, with endpoints labeled “not at all confident” and 
“highly confident.” 

After responding to the dependent measures, subjects completed a IS- 
item multiple-choice test of camera knowledge that was developed by 
Sujan (1985). Subjects answering 0 to 5, 6 to 8, and 9 to 15 questions 
correctly were labeled low, moderate, and high knowledge subjects, re- 
spectively. Some difficulty was encountered in obtaining subjects high in 
camera knowledge. After sufficient numbers of low and moderate knowl- 
edge subjects were obtained, only high knowledge individuals were re- 
cruited for the experiment in order to ensure comparable numbers of 
subjects across the knowledge conditions. 

Results and Discussion 

A preliminary analysis indicated that camera evaluations in the small 
set-size conditions did not differ as a function of the counterbalance con- 
dition across the three knowledge levels. That is, evaluations tended to be 
equally favorable regardless of which four attributes described the small 
set-size target. The counterbalance was ignored in subsequent analyses. 

Camera evaluations as a function of set size and expertise are presented 
in Table 3. A 2 (small or large set size) X 3 (low, moderate, or high 
knowledge) between-subjects analysis of variance revealed that camera 
evaluations tended to be less favorable when set size was small as op- 
posed to large (MS = 2.35 vs 2.85), F(1,122) = 6.44, p = .Ol. The 
interaction was marginally significant, F(2,122) = 2.35, p < .lO. Planned 

TABLE 3 
PRODUCT EVALUATIONS AS A FUNCTION OF SET SIZE AND PRIOR KNOWLEDGE 

Prior knowledge 

Set size Low Moderate High 

Large 
Small 

2.% 2.67 3.05 
2.59 2.57 1.85 
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comparisons indicated that set size affected evaluations in the high knowl- 
edge conditions (MS = 1.85 vs 3.05), t(122) = 3.19, p < .Ol, but not in the 
moderate (MS = 2.57 vs 2.67), t < 1, or low knowledge conditions (MS = 
2.59 vs 2.%), t( 122) = 1.05, ns. Thus, it appears that only high knowledge 
subjects were sensitive to the lower amount of information characterizing 
the small set-size conditions. 

As expected, the set-size effect stemmed from the tendency for evalu- 
ations in the small set-size conditions to be more moderate in the high 
knowledge (44 = I .85) than in the moderate knowledge (M = 2.57), t( 122) 
= 1.92, p = .05, and low knowledge (M = 2.59) conditions, t(122) = 
2.05, p < .05. In the large set-size conditions, evaluations by high knowl- 
edge subjects (M = 3.05) did not differ significantly from evaluations by 
moderate knowledge (M = 2.67), t(122) = 1.01, ns, or low knowledge 
subjects (M = 2.96), t < 1. Presumably, high knowledge subjects recog- 
nized the absence of relevant information in the small set-size conditions 
and moderated their evaluations. Less knowledgeable subjects, it ap- 
pears, were not sensitive to the incomplete information in the small set- 
size conditions and thus evaluated the camera more extremely. Knowl- 
edge did not have a main effect on evaluations (F < I). 

A 2 (set size ) x 3 (knowledge) between-subjects analysis of variance 
performed on the confidence ratings unexpectedly revealed no main ef- 
fects or interactions.3 

Discussion 

As expected, set size did not always affect target judgments. The eval- 
uations of the low and moderate knowledge subjects were surprisingly 
insensitive to the amount of information that was presented about the 
target camera. The evaluations of highly knowledgeable perceivers, on 
the other hand, were strongly affected by the set-size of the camera de- 
scription. 

Experiment 2 provides additional support for our suggestion that per- 
ceivers frequently fail to consider the absence of missing information in 
judgment, and that high knowledge individuals are more likely to spon- 
taneously detect the absence of important omissions than individuals 
lower in knowledge. Set size had little impact on the judgments of low and 
moderate knowledge subjects, as these individuals presumably failed to 
recognize the absence of relevant information in the small set conditions. 
Highly knowledgeable subjects formed less extreme evaluations in the 
small set-size condition than in the large set-size condition, presumably 

’ The mean level ofjudgmental confidence in the high and low set-size conditions was 2.10 
(large set) vs I .80 (small set) for high knowledge subjects, 1.29 vs 1.15 for moderate knowl- 
edge subjects, and I S2 vs I .36 for low knowledge subjects. 
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because they recognized the incompleteness of the information when the 
set size was small and moderated their judgments accordingly. 

Set size had little effect on the confidence ratings of low and moderate 
knowledge subjects, as predicted. Presumably these subjects are insen- 
sitive to omissions, and, therefore, even the small amount of information 
presented in the small set-size conditions was perceived to be fairly com- 
plete. Although highly knowledgeable subjects tended to demonstrate less 
confidence when the set size was small as opposed to large, this differ- 
ence was unexpectedly not significant. This difference may have been 
nonsignificant because highly knowledgeable subjects may have inferred 
values for the missing attributes in the small set-size conditions. High 
knowledge subjects receiving the small amount of information may have 
been highly confident in their attribute inferences and consequently may 
have tended to be nearly as confident in their overall judgments as sub- 
jects in the large set-size conditions. Recent empirical evidence indicates 
that people are often as confident or even more confident in inferred 
information as opposed to perceivsd information (Levin, Johnson, & 
Chapman, 1988). 

The study furthers our understanding of the processes underlying the 
set-size effect and the conditions under which the set-size effect occurs. 
Our findings provide little support for the initial impression hypothesis 
(Anderson, 1967; Davidson et al., 1985; Sloan & Ostrom, 1974). Accord- 
ing to this explanation, when an initial neutral impression is averaged with 
values for presented attributes, overall ratings become more extreme as 
the number of attributes presented increases, even when the attribute 
values are controlled. The initial impression hypothesis is attractive be- 
cause it predicts deceleration, which has been demonstrated empirically 
(Anderson, 1967; Sloan & Ostrom, 1974). However, if incoming attribute 
information is averaged with an initially neutral impression of an object, 
the set-size effect should generalize across situations and across individ- 
uals. This is clearly not the case. When attribute importance is manipu- 
lated through experimental instructions, the set-size effect occurs when 
important but not when unimportant attributes are omitted (Yamagishi & 
Hill, 1983). Our results suggest a further qualification: only knowledge- 
able individuals are likely to detect important omissions spontaneously, 
and, thus, only knowledgeable individuals are likely to exhibit the set-size 
effect spontaneously. 

According to the inference hypothesis, individuals tend to infer neutral 
values for missing attributes. These neutral values are then integrated 
with values for presented attributes to moderate the overall evaluation 
(Yamagishi & Hill, 1981, 1983). It seems reasonable to speculate that this 
process is likely only when important attributes are missing, when indi- 
viduals are sensitive to important omissions (i.e., knowledgeable individ- 
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uals), and when information to serve as the basis for inferential reasoning 
is available. Individuals with low or moderate levels of prior knowledge 
are likely to overlook omissions and are unlikely to draw inferences about 
omissions. 

The present study provides insight into why the set-size effect is easier 
to obtain when set size is a within-subjects as opposed to a between- 
subjects design variable (see Anderson, 1981). In between-subjects de- 
signs, observers of small set objects may fail to recognize the absence of 
relevant information and form relatively extreme evaluations of these 
targets. However, in within-subjects designs, observers may be alerted to 
omissions in the small set conditions by the high number of descriptors in 
the large set conditions and moderate judgments of small set objects 
accordingly. 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

People do not always make optimal use of the available information in 
making a judgment or decision. Under some conditions, people under- 
utilize base rate, reliability, validity, and other types of statistical infor- 
mation (e.g., Kahneman, Slavic, & Tversky, 1982) and overutilize irrel- 
evant information (e.g., Gaeth & Shanteau, 1984; Nisbett, Zukier, dz 
Lemley, 1981; Troutman & Shanteau, 1977). The present experiments 
suggest that, in some instances, people fail to consider the absence of 
relevant information in judgment. Individuals with low or moderate levels 
of prior knowledge about a target object or issue form judgments that are 
remarkably insensitive to important omissions or to set size. By contrast, 
highly knowledgeable individuals are less likely to overlook missing in- 
formation, and, consequently, form less extreme and less confidently held 
judgments of partially described objects. 

We suggest that judgmental criteria are readily accessible at the time of 
judgment for highly knowledgeable individuals. Thus, these individuals 
are likely to consider a target along each of the relevant attribute dimen- 
sions and spontaneously recognize the presence or absence of relevant 
information. Less knowledgeable individuals have some idea as to what 
attributes are important in evaluating a target. However, because these 
attributes may not be readily accessible from memory, less knowledge- 
able individuals may often fail to recognize when information is incom- 
plete. Consequently, less knowledgeable individuals may be prone to 
considering only those attributes or features that are salient within the 
judgmental context in assessing a target. 

It should be noted that only favorable attribute information was fea- 
tured in the present experiments. We anticipate that parallel results would 
be obtained with unfavorable attribute information, as prior set size and 
related judgmental studies have demonstrated symmetrical patterns of 
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judgments in positive and negative information conditions. However, this 
hypothesis remains to be tested. Future research should also examine the 
implications of the results for persuasion, judgments, decision making, or 
any area in which people must deal with incomplete information. For 
example, one-sided persuasive communications in which the unfavorable 
details about an object or issue are excluded may be effective in changing 
the attitudes of individuals with low or moderate levels of prior knowl- 
edge about a target issue. Highly knowledgeable individuals, on the other 
hand, are likely to detect omissions spontaneously and to recognize that 
one-sided communications are biased. Consequently, the influence at- 
tempt may backfire. Consistent with this reasoning, research has shown 
that one-sided communications are more effective for recipients having 
low or moderate levels of prior knowledge, whereas two-sided commu- 
nications (presenting both pros and cons) are more effective for highly 
knowledgeable individuals (Faison, 1961). 

Our findings also have important implications for research on sponta- 
neous inference processes. Several different responses to missing infor- 
mation are possible. If individuals recognize the absence of important 
attribute information, they may draw inferences about the values for 
these missing attributes on the basis of presented attributes that are per- 
ceived to covary with the missing attributes (Ford & Smith, 1987; Huber 
& McCann, 1982; Meyer, 1981: Yamagishi & Hill, 1981, 1983). However, 
these inferences are unlikely to be formed by individuals with low or 
moderate levels of prior knowledge because they simply overlook missing 
information. Hence, spontaneous inference generation is likely only when 
(a) individuals are knowledgeable enough to detect omissions spontane- 
ously, (b) these omissions are perceived as important, and (c) information 
perceived to be logically related to these omissions is available to serve as 
a basis for inference processing. 
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