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CHAPTER  1 
Motivated information processing in group and individual 

decision-making 

 

1.1 Introduction 
In early 2004, a soccer match between two rival Dutch teams gave rise to 

serious rioting involving both teams’ fans. The police, who were sent in to put an 

end to the disturbances, fired three warning shots before they were able to restore 

the peace. Afterwards, an audit team was commissioned to reconstruct the 

incident, and to identify the factors that had contributed to its escalation. They 

concluded that information sharing between the different police units involved had 

been insufficient, and that information that had been available had not been given 

due consideration. Unfortunately, these were also the ingredients they deemed 

essential to the prevention and successful intervention of hooliganism (Audit NAC 

– Groningen, 2005). 

This dissertation is about the use of information in decision-making. In 

the present and following chapters I will present theory and findings from a series 

of studies in which I investigated how information processing shapes decision 

quality. Whereas the dissemination of information in groups has been studied quite 

extensively, very few studies have investigated how information, once exchanged, 

is processed and used to form a group decision. In contrast to group decision-

making, at the level of the individual there is a strongly established research 

tradition on the nature of information processing, and its effects on attitude 

formation, persuasion, and judgment and decision-making. In this line of research, 

information processing is often conceived of as consisting of two distinctive 

processing modes. Such dual-process models can be fruitfully applied to the study 

of groups as decision-makers, as this dissertation will show. Specifically, in this 

dissertation I will focus on the extent to which decision-makers are motivated to 
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engage in deep processing of information, and how this motivation affects 

information-processing and decision quality.  

Although information dissemination has been the prime factor of interest 

in numerous studies on group decision-making, mostly these studies have focused 

on the amount of information that is disseminated, without regard for how that 

information is disseminated. Research efforts were often directed at enhancing 

information dissemination to promote better decision quality. However, decision-

makers may differ not only in the amounts of information they communicate to 

others, but they may differ also in how they mention information. Biases in 

information dissemination, so-called spinning of information, may influence the 

acceptance and evaluation of information, and thereby affect final decisions. 

Including spinning of information as a variable in the decision-process may help us 

to develop a better understanding of how decisions are made.  

In sum, the purpose of this dissertation is two-fold: First, it highlights the 

role of information processing in group decision-making. It integrates the dual-

processing framework with theories of group decision-making, and focuses on the 

motivational underpinnings of information processing. The second aim of this 

dissertation is to expand our knowledge of group decision-making by turning 

attention to how information is communicated and subsequently processed. Before 

discussing these issues in detail in the following chapters, I will present an 

overview of the current state of knowledge in the realm of small group decision-

making. 

 

1.2 Information dissemination in groups 
Every day we make decisions. These decisions can pertain to almost any 

aspect of our lives. Some are relatively straightforward and routine, such as the 

decision to eat when we are hungry. Other decisions may involve more 

deliberation, such as deciding what it is we want to eat. We subsequently need to 

decide what to get at the supermarket, or, if we decide we don’t feel like cooking, 
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what restaurant to go to. If we find ourselves in the company of friends or family 

members, the decision often becomes a shared one. We may discuss our options, 

from the cheap pizzeria around the corner to the new trendy fusion restaurant 

across town, to come to a joint decision. 

Decision-making groups may form spontaneously, as in the above 

example, or be commissioned for a specific task. Political decisions are often the 

result of group decision-making, as are many decisions made in business settings. 

Other examples are jury decision-making, or job applicant selection committees. 

An important reason for the prevalence of group-based decision-making is that 

groups are thought to be better decision-makers than individuals. Groups, by 

combining their members’ knowledge and viewpoints, have a larger pool of 

information to draw from than any individual group member. Groups thus have 

the potential to outperform individuals as decision-makers. For groups to take 

advantage of their members’ knowledge and realize their potential, this knowledge 

needs to be shared and processed. One way to establish this is through group 

discussion. However, research has shown that information-sharing during group 

discussion is often suboptimal, because information that is held in common by 

group members is discussed at the expense of members’ uniquely held information 

(for reviews see Stasser, 1999; Wittenbaum & Park, 2001; Wittenbaum & Stasser, 

1996). Such biased, suboptimal information exchange can have negative 

consequences for decision quality, as the following paragraphs will show. 

The hidden profile paradigm 

The potentially detrimental effect of the tendency to dwell on already 

shared information becomes especially clear in so-called hidden profile situations 

(Stasser, 1988). Under hidden-profile conditions, each individual group member 

holds some items of information that are shared with other group members, and 

some that are uniquely available to them. Because of the way in which information 

is distributed, the best decision alternative is hidden. That is, based on the 

information at their disposal, individual group members come to prefer a decision 
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alternative that they would recognize as being suboptimal were they to pool all of 

the information available between them (Stasser & Titus, 1985, 1987). 

Take for example the case of a university psychology department, which is 

looking to hire an assistant professor for the upcoming academic year. Three staff 

members of the psychology department serve as members of a selection 

committee. After an announcement in a national newspaper, an initial selection of 

three candidates is made on the basis of applications that are received. The 

selection committee decides to study the selected candidates’ profiles more closely, 

in order to jointly choose one of them to be hired for the vacant position. To be 

better able to assess the applicants’ teaching qualities they decide to invite each 

candidate to teach a guest lecture. In addition, to get better acquainted with the 

candidates, the committee will invite each of them to dinner on the day of the 

lecture. Due to conflicting schedules, the committee members cannot all be 

present for each lecture and each dinner. Thus, each committee member will not 

be equally well informed about the candidates, and they have to rely on the other 

committee members to provide them with the missing information. They set a 

meeting time for a final review of the candidates, and to make a decision. 

More than twenty years of hidden profile research has persistently shown 

that information that is known to all group member prior to engaging in discussion 

(shared information) is more likely to be mentioned than information that is 

known to only one group member at the start of a group discussion (unshared 

information). Thus, the average teaching skills but witty table conversation of the 

first job candidate, witnessed by all members of the selection committee, are more 

likely to be brought up during the final deliberations than is the standing ovation 

that another candidate received following his lecture. Because only one committee 

member was able to attend the lecture, sharing of this information depends on this 

one person. Stasser and Titus’ (1987) Collective Information Sampling model 

demonstrates why the dissemination of unshared information is at a disadvantage, 

relative to the dissemination of shared information. If more people are aware of a 
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piece of information, the chance that at least one of them will remember and 

mention it is higher than if only one person has access to the information. Thus, it 

is simply more likely for shared rather than unshared information to be mentioned 

during discussion. 

In addition to differences in sampling probability, the impact of unshared 

information on group decisions also tends to be weaker than that of shared 

information. This differential impact, known as the Common Knowledge Effect, 

was demonstrated by Gigone and Hastie (1993). In an experiment, they asked 

three-person groups to predict students’ exam grades based on a number of cues 

that they received. Prior to group discussion, some cues were given to all three 

group members (shared information), some were given to two group members 

(partially shared information), and some were given to only one group member 

(unshared information). Results showed that the information group members read 

before group discussion determined individual member judgments, and these 

judgments, in turn, were reflected in the final group decision. Shared information, 

because it was more widely known, had a greater opportunity to influence 

individual members’ judgments, and therefore had a greater impact on the final 

group decision.  

Another reason why shared information has a greater impact on group 

decisions is that shared information, unlike unshared information, can be validated 

by other group members. When a shared item of information is mentioned, other 

group members can confirm its correctness, thereby raising the perceived validity 

of the information. Unshared information, on the other hand, cannot benefit from 

such social validation. An important consequence of social validation is that in 

addition to the information being perceived as more valid and credible, so is the 

person communicating the information. Wittenbaum, Hubbell, and Zuckerman 

(1999) found that group members evaluated each other’s task competence more 

positively when they exchanged shared, compared to unshared, information. 

Shared information validates members’ knowledge, leading group members to 
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engage in mutual enhancement of each other’s perceived competencies. In addition, 

group members felt more positive about their own task competence following the 

exchange of shared information. There are additional benefits to knowing what 

others know, and sharing that knowledge. Kameda, Ohtsubo and Takezawa (1997) 

reasoned that the more information a group member shares with others, the more 

cognitively central the member is in the group. These cognitively central members 

can provide social validation to others in the group most frequently, and should 

also receive social validation most frequently, leading to higher perceived 

competence. Kameda et al. (1997) found that, as a result, cognitively central 

members gained pivotal power in the group – they took a more active part in the 

group discussion and were more resistant to others’ persuasion – and exerted a 

stronger influence on the group decision than less cognitively central members. 

In sum, due to differences in sampling probability and decisional impact, 

shared information generally is exchanged and repeated more frequently, and given 

more consideration, than unshared information. When unshared information is 

critical to the quality of decision-making, as is the case in hidden profile tasks, a 

bias towards shared information can lead to suboptimal decisions.  

Applying the hidden profile paradigm has greatly increased our 

understanding of information dissemination and decision-making in groups. Many 

studies that have used the hidden profile paradigm to study group decision-making 

have focused primarily on identifying moderators of biased sampling. Examples 

include the effects of group size (Stasser et al., 1989), the distribution of 

preferences within a group (Gigone & Hastie, 1993), expertise (Stewart & Stasser, 

1995; Stasser, Vaughan, & Stewart, 2000; Franz & Larson, 2002), status 

considerations (Wittenbaum, 1998, 2000), information load (Stasser & Titus, 1987), 

the extent to which information is shared (Stasser et al., 1989), and task 

instructions (Stasser & Stewart, 1992). Uncovering moderators of biased sampling 

certainly facilitates our understanding of group decision-making. However, several 

studies found no correlation between total amount of information exchanged and 
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discovery of the hidden profile (Stasser & Stewart, 1992; Stewart, Billings, & 

Stasser, 1998), or between the amount of critical (i.e., unshared) information and 

decision quality (Stasser & Stewart, 1992). The sheer amount of discussion thus 

does not necessarily relate to the quality of the group decision (cf. Winquist & 

Larson, 1998). The question, of course, then becomes: What does?  

 

1.3 Information processing  
Relatively little attention has been paid to studying what happens to 

information once it is exchanged. Indeed, recent work indicates that at least as 

important is whether group members actively and systematically process the 

information that is exchanged. In a hidden-profile study by Greitemeyer and 

Schulz-Hardt (2003) participants read incomplete information sets and stated an 

initial decision preference. They subsequently received all information relevant to 

the decision. Still, the quality of their final decisions was lower than that of 

participants who had had access to the full set of information from the start. 

Decisions generally reflected participants’ initial (erroneous) preferences. Thus, 

even when information dissemination was optimal, preference-consistent 

evaluation of information kept decision quality low. Similarly, Postmes, Spears and 

Cihangir (2001) showed that giving participants full access to information after 

they had read incomplete sets of information did not always lead to better 

decisions. These findings suggest that in addition to dissemination of information, 

information processing needs to be improved for decision-makers to revise initial 

preferences and achieve high quality decisions.  

Although relatively underexposed as a factor in group decision-making, 

information processing has been a central concern in the field of attitude and 

persuasion research. Research in this field has been strongly influenced by theories 

that conceive of attitude change (and, by proxy, decision-making) as resulting from 

two qualitatively different modes of information processing (e.g., Chaiken, 

Liberman & Eagly, 1989; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). This dual-process approach has 
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useful implications for the study of information processing in groups. In the 

following paragraph, I will discuss dual-process models by focusing on the basic 

distinction in processing modes that the various models make, and its relevance to 

group decision-making.  

Dual processing models of information processing 

For attempts at improving information processing to be successful, we 

need to understand the nature of information processing. Dual-process models of 

information processing (e.g., Chaiken & Trope, 1999) distinguish between two 

qualitatively different ways of processing information. Heuristic-based information 

processing is characterized by relatively shallow, less critical processing of 

information and a reliance on simple decision rules, or heuristics, to reduce 

cognitive effort and the use of cognitive resources. Examples of heuristics are 

statements such as ‘consensus implies correctness’ or ‘experts can be trusted’. 

Systematic information processing is characterized by a more effortful way of 

processing information that leads to deeper, and more elaborate, argument-based 

evaluation of information. For example, in order to decide which political party to 

vote for in the next elections, we may focus on the parties’ leaders and choose 

whomever we like best, or choose the party our parents always vote for (heuristic 

processing). Alternatively, we may engage in the more effortful task of reading 

through both parties’ electoral program and vote for the party whose political 

views are most aligned with our own views (systematic processing).  

Whether one or the other processing mode is better depends on the 

decision task and task context. When the initial information decision-makers have 

at their disposal is an accurate subsample of the total amount of information, 

heuristic processing may be an economic and adequate way to make a decision. 

However, in the case of a hidden profile, in which the initial information is not 

representative of the total amount of relevant information, and therefore 

insufficient for reaching a good decision, systematic processing is the preferred 

option. Oftentimes it is not immediately clear whether information is 
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representative or not, and (therefore) sufficient, or not. Thus, some information 

needs to be processed to form any impression at all. So what, then, determines the 

nature and extent of information processing? In this and the following chapters I 

will argue in that decision makers need to be motivated to develop an accurate 

understanding of the decision problem they face, in order to process information 

more extensively and reach high quality decisions. 

 

1.4 Epistemic motivation 
Whether people will engage in effortful, deep processing of information 

depends on their epistemic motivation – the desire to develop and maintain an 

accurate and deep understanding of the world, including the decision problems at 

hand (De Dreu & Carnevale, 2003; Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). Epistemic 

motivation can be rooted in individual differences, such as need for cognitive 

closure or need for cognition (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Petty & Cacioppo, 

1986). Need for cognitive closure refers to an individual’s tendency to seize on 

information and develop a strong decision preference, and to subsequently freeze 

this preference, making it relatively immutable and unaffected by new information. 

In other words, people with a heightened need for closure, i.e., lower epistemic 

motivation, should base their judgments predominantly on early cues rather than 

on later information (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). In the Greitemeyer and 

Schulz-Hardt (2003) study, premature freezing on a decision option may have 

prevented participants from adequately and objectively processing new 

information that contradicted an earlier formed preference. Indeed, Kruglanski, 

Webster, and Klem (1993) found that participants with high need for closure, 

leading to less systematic processing of information, were more resistant to 

persuasion than participants with lower need for closure, once initial impressions 

concerning decision alternatives had been formed. 

Epistemic motivation may also vary across situations. For example, 

individuals under low rather than high time pressure tend to have higher 
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motivation to engage in deep and systematic processing of information and are less 

influenced by heuristic cues (De Dreu, 2003; Kruglanski & Freund, 1983). 

Likewise, cumulating evidence suggests that when individuals are held accountable 

for the decision-making process they develop more pre-emptive self-criticism, 

engage in deep information processing, and have higher motivation to develop an 

accurate and multifaceted understanding of the decision problem. When such 

process accountability is lacking, however, individuals are more likely to jump to 

conclusions on the basis of insufficient evidence, do not engage in deep thinking, 

and are heavily influenced by heuristic cues (e.g., De Dreu, Beersma, Stroebe, & 

Euwema, 2006; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Scholten et al., 2006; Sedikides, Herbst, 

Hardin, & Dardis, 2002; Simonson & Staw, 1992). Also, the extent to which the 

(outcome of the) decision problem has personal relevance for the decision maker 

may induce systematic processing (Johnson & Eagly, 1989; Petty & Cacioppo, 

1986; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981; Howard-Pitney, Borgida, & Omoto, 

1986). Petty et al. (1981), for example, found that participants were influenced 

primarily by the quality of arguments in a persuasive message when personal 

relevance was high, but were more strongly influenced by the expertise of the 

source of the message when personal relevance was low. Thus, when epistemic 

motivation is high, individuals or group members are more likely to engage in deep 

and effortful information processing. When epistemic motivation is low, however, 

individuals or group members engage in effortless and heuristic processing of 

information. 

In sum, epistemic motivation is thought to improve decision accuracy 

because it keeps decision-makers from freezing, or helps them to unfreeze, initial 

preferences. In addition, it should drive them to process information in a 

systematic and thorough manner. I tested these predictions in a group study, which 

will be discussed in detail in Chapter two.  

 



INTRODUCTION 15

1.5 Information dissemination revisited: Biased communication through 
spinning of information  

As mentioned briefly at the start of this introduction, decision-makers may 

differ not only in the amounts of information they communicate to others, but 

they may differ also in how they mention information. In most situations, decision-

makers bring their own preferences, interests, and personal interpretation of 

information to the table. Such preference diversity may have a beneficial effect on 

decision quality. For example, Brodbeck, Kerschreiter, Mojzisch, Frey and Schulz-

Hardt (2002) found that members of groups with diverse preferences recalled 

more unshared information, and made better group decisions, than groups whose 

members all preferred the same (suboptimal) decision option at the onset of 

discussion. A similar finding is also reported in Chapter two of this dissertation. 

Probably, a group member who has a preference for a decision option will 

advocate this preference by mentioning relevant information – this will likely be 

information that was not initially known to other group members. In these hidden 

profile cases, preference diversity may have a positive influence on decision quality. 

However, group members have another important tool at their disposal in their 

attempts to convince others to adopt a specific alternative. For example, if 

members of a decision committee have a preference for a specific alternative, they 

may present positive information about their alternative in an even more positive 

way, and downplay negative information about this alternative, whilst exaggerating 

negative information about other decision alternatives. That is, their preference for 

a decision alternative may lead them to bias the dissemination of decision-relevant 

information to fellow decision-makers. In these cases, decisions are based not just 

on the information that becomes available, but also on how information is made 

available.  

In most studies conducted so far, this potential bias in information 

dissemination has not been taken into account. Rather, the assumption is often 

that group members are generally cooperative in sharing information. This 
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assumption is reflected in the measures used to compute information sharing and 

processing. Generally, information is seen as mentioned correctly when the gist of 

the original item is mentioned. Such a black-and-white distinction between 

correctly and incorrectly mentioned information foregoes detection of meaningful 

variations in how information is mentioned. A recent study by Wittenbaum, 

Bowman and Hollingshead (2003) showed that decision-makers, indeed, can be 

strategic in how they use information. In their study, three-person groups had to 

decide which one of four hypothetical new cholesterol-reducing drugs could be 

most successfully marketed. Participants individually developed an initial 

preference for one of the drugs on the basis of information they received prior to a 

group discussion. The information was distributed so that each group member 

came to prefer a different drug. They subsequently engaged in a group discussion 

to make a joint decision. Results showed that group members deliberately modified 

the wording of information items to be more positive or negative, depending on 

their own preference. Their participants thus used information as a strategic tool to 

result in the adoption of a specific decision alternative. Furthermore, spinners were 

often successful in influencing final group decisions, convincing the group to 

adopt the decision alternative that they themselves preferred.  

Wittenbaum et al.’s (2003) findings notwithstanding, little is known about 

the process by which spinning influences decision-making. Whereas it sheds some 

light on the conditions that may lead people to engage in spinning of information, 

it does not allow for conclusions about the conditions under which spinning of 

information will be effective.  

Motivated processing of biased information 

As I argued before, in addition to the dissemination of information, the 

extent of information processing is of essential importance to decision quality. 

When initial information forms an insufficient basis for a final decision, new 

information needs to be made available and processed in a systematic manner to 

lead to a decision of improved quality. When epistemic motivation is low, spinning 
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of information is thought to serve as a heuristic cue that points decision-makers in 

the direction of a certain decision alternative. Reliance on this cue may allow them 

to reach a conclusion without having to engage deep and systematic processing of 

all available information. However, when information is spun to favor a particular 

decision outcome, only through systematic processing of the information may one 

avoid being swayed by spin, and make a correct decision. Epistemic motivation is 

expected to improve information processing and thus diminish the potential effect 

of spin on decision outcomes. In Chapter three I will present results from a study 

that examined the influence of exposure to spin, and decision-makers’ level of 

epistemic motivation, on decision quality. In Chapter four the concept of spin is 

explored further by distinguishing between different forms spinning of 

information may take. Two experiments in this chapter assess whether positive or 

negative spinning of decision alternatives affect decision quality differently. 

 

1.6 Summary and overview 
Over the years, we have learned a great deal about how groups, and 

individuals in those groups, make decisions. However, a great number of studies 

that have advanced our understanding of decision-making have focused almost 

exclusively on the dissemination of information and its consequences for decision 

quality. Whereas information dissemination is clearly an important factor in the 

decision process, it is also clear that information dissemination alone is not enough 

to ensure high decision quality. Many studies indicate that high-quality information 

processing is an important prerequisite for high-quality decisions to result. In this 

dissertation I will argue and show that to engage in deep and systematic 

information processing, decision-makers need to be epistemically motivated. In 

addition, I study the effects of epistemic motivation on the processing of biased 

information, better known as spinning of information.  

Specific hypotheses are tested in a series of experiments presented in this 

thesis. In Chapter two, I test the proposition that epistemic motivation leads 
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groups to better process new information that may contradict earlier formed 

preferences, and therefore reach better decisions than groups that are not 

epistemically motivated. In Chapters three and four I will present three studies that 

further explore the role of epistemic motivation in decision-making. Specifically, 

these experiments were aimed at investigating the effects of epistemic motivation 

on the processing of biased information. In Chapter five I will discuss the findings 

and their implications for our understanding of group decision-making.   



 

CHAPTER 2  
Motivated Information Processing and Group Decision 

Making: Effects of Process Accountability on Information 
Processing and Decision Quality1 

 

2.1 Introduction 
Groups are commonly assumed to be better decision makers than 

individuals. The rationale for this belief, expressed in the popular saying that “two 

heads are better than one,” is that groups, by combining their members’ knowledge 

and viewpoints, have a larger pool of information to draw from than any individual 

group member. For groups to take advantage of their members’ knowledge, this 

knowledge needs to be shared and processed (Hinsz, Tindale, & Vollrath, 1997). 

One way to establish this is through group discussion. Repeatedly, however, 

research has shown that information that is held in common by group members is 

discussed at the expense of members’ uniquely held information (for reviews see 

Stasser, 1999; Wittenbaum & Park, 2001; Wittenbaum & Stasser, 1996). The 

potentially detrimental effect of the tendency to dwell on already shared 

information becomes especially clear in so-called hidden profile situations. Under 

hidden-profile conditions, individual group members hold some items of 

information that are shared with other group members, and some that are uniquely 

available to them. Based on the information at their disposal, individual group 

members come to prefer a decision alternative that they would recognize as being 

suboptimal were they to pool all of the information available between them 

(Stasser & Titus, 1985, 1987).  

Attempts to uncover the reasons for the pervasive failure to uncover 

hidden profiles have focused primarily on variables influencing whether or not 

                                                      
1 This chapter is based on Scholten, van Knippenberg, Nijstad, and De Dreu (in press). 
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shared or unshared information is exchanged. The biased sampling model, for 

instance, asserts that when more people have access to an item of information 

before discussion, the likelihood that this item of information will be brought up 

during discussion increases (Stasser, Taylor, & Hanna, 1989). This biased sampling 

favors shared over unshared information, which explains the generally low quality 

of group decisions. Follow-up studies have focused mostly on identifying 

moderators of biased sampling. Examples include the effects of group size (Stasser 

et al., 1989), the distribution of preferences within a group (Brodbeck, 

Kerschreiter, Mojzisch, Frey, & Schulz-Hardt, 2002), expertise (Franz & Larson, 

2002; Stewart & Stasser, 1995; Stasser, Vaughan, & Stewart, 2000), status 

considerations (Wittenbaum, 1998, 2000), information load (Stasser & Titus, 1987), 

the extent to which information is shared (Stasser et al., 1989), and task 

instructions (Stasser & Stewart, 1992).  

Uncovering moderators of biased sampling certainly facilitates our 

understanding of group decision-making. However, in addition to the amount and 

type of information that is exchanged, recent work indicates that at least as 

important is whether group members actively and systematically process the 

information that is exchanged. In a recent hidden-profile study by Greitemeyer and 

Schulz-Hardt (2003), participants read incomplete information sets and stated an 

initial decision preference. Next, they received written protocols of a fictitious 

discussion that contained all of the information pertaining to the decision to be 

made. The quality of their final decisions was lower than that of participants who 

had had access to the full set of information from the start. Decisions generally 

reflected participants’ initial preferences – even when information dissemination 

was optimal, preference-consistent evaluation of information kept decision quality 

low. 

The Greitemeyer and Schulz-Hardt study suggests that group members 

need to engage in deep and systematic processing of information – only then will 

they uncover the hidden profile, unfreeze their initial and erroneous preferences, 
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and achieve high quality decisions. The present study was designed to examine this 

possibility, and to uncover when groups would, indeed, engage in such deep, 

deliberate, and effortful processing of information. Specifically, I argue that group 

members need to be motivated to develop an accurate understanding of the 

decision problem they face in order to process information more fully. 

Motivated Information Processing in Groups 

According to dual-process models (Chaiken & Trope, 1999), people can 

choose between heuristic processing of information, characterized by more 

shallow, less critical processing of information and a reliance on well-learned 

associations on the one hand, and more systematic, effortful ways of processing 

that lead to deeper, and more elaborate, argument-based evaluation of information 

on the other hand. For instance, when evaluating a persuasive message, one can 

focus on the expertise of the source (heuristic processing) or on the content and 

strength of the arguments (systematic processing). At the group level, Stasser and 

Birchmeier (2003) distinguished between preference-driven and information-driven 

group interaction (also see Hastie, Penrod, & Pennington, 1983). In preference-

driven groups, members take stock of extant preferences and form a group 

judgment by aggregating these preferences. Group members may rely on the 

“consensus implies correctness heuristic” (Chaiken & Stangor, 1987) to (rightly or 

wrongly) infer that the group has reached a correct decision. Information-driven 

groups, on the other hand, are characterized by the communication and integration 

of relevant information, and thus by systematic processing.  

Heuristic, preference-driven processing and interaction sometimes is the 

optimal strategy for groups to pursue. When initial preferences are shared and 

point towards a good (or correct) decision alternative, preference-driven 

interaction is a highly efficient way of making good decisions. At the same time, 

when the initial preferences point towards a bad (or wrong) decision alternative, 

preference-driven interaction results in poor group decisions. In short, heuristic, 

preference-driven processing and interaction is fast but risky; systematic, 
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information-driven processing and interaction is more effortful, more labor-

intense, but also less risky and more likely to produce high quality decisions (cf. 

Winquist & Larson, 1998). 

Whether group members engage in effortful, deep processing of 

information depends on their epistemic motivation – the desire to develop and 

maintain an accurate and deep understanding of the world, including the decision 

problems at hand (De Dreu & Carnevale, 2003; Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). 

According to dual-process models (Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1998; also see 

Chaiken & Trope, 1999), epistemic motivation is contingent on the perceived 

sufficiency of the information that is already available to the decision maker (i.e., 

the “sufficiency principle”). The more decision makers perceive their current state 

of knowledge and information as insufficient to make a decision of satisfactory 

quality, the more they are motivated to engage in systematic processing of 

decision-relevant information. When, in contrast, decision makers feel they already 

have the information they need to make a decision, epistemic needs are satisfied 

and there will be no additional search for and processing of new information. 

Thus, when epistemic motivation is low, individuals or group members engage in 

effortless and heuristic processing of information. When epistemic motivation is 

high, however, individuals or group members are more likely to engage in deep and 

effortful information processing.   

Epistemic motivation can be rooted in individual differences, such as need 

for cognitive closure or need for cognition (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1986). Epistemic motivation may also vary across situations. For 

example, individuals under low rather than high time pressure tend to have higher 

motivation to engage in deep and systematic processing of information and are less 

influenced by heuristic cues (De Dreu, 2003; Kruglanski & Freund, 1983). 

Likewise, cumulating evidence suggests that when individuals are held accountable 

for the decision-making process they develop more pre-emptive self-criticism, 

engage in deep information processing, and have higher motivation to develop an 
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accurate and multifaceted understanding of the decision problem. When such 

process accountability is lacking, however, individuals are more likely to jump to 

conclusions on the basis of insufficient evidence, do not engage in deep thinking, 

and are heavily influenced by heuristic cues (e.g., De Dreu, Koole, & Steinel, 2000; 

Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Sedikides, Herbst, Hardin, & Dardis, 2002; Simonson & 

Staw, 1992). Under these circumstances, groups may forego extensive processing 

of information and instead form a final judgment by aggregating individual 

members’ preferences. Indeed, although group judgments often reflect pre-

discussion preference distributions (e.g., Gigone & Hastie, 1993; Greitemeyer & 

Schulz-Hardt, 2003; Lavery, Franz, Winquist, & Larson, 1999) there are some 

notable exceptions. For example, Postmes, Spears, and Cihangir (2001) showed 

that when a criticality norm has been induced in the group, more evenhanded 

consideration of unshared information takes place, and groups more often make 

high quality decisions. Also, work by Kelly and colleagues showed that higher time 

pressure resulted in reduced information exchange and, consequently, lowered 

performance (e.g., Kelly & Loving, 2003). It may be that groups under time 

pressure switch to heuristic, preference-driven processes, whereas critical norms 

induce more systematic processing of information.  

Unfortunately, none of these studies were designed to study the role of 

epistemic motivation. In the criticality norm study, group members were given all 

available and necessary information prior to the discussion, thus prohibiting any 

conclusions about the effects of epistemic motivation on information search and 

exchange. In the time pressure studies, it may well be the case that motivation to 

process information systematically was affected by the experimental manipulations. 

However, time pressure also affects the cognitive resources available to process 

information, and we do not know whether the observed effects of time pressure 

were due to lower epistemic motivation or to this reduction in cognitive resources 

(cf. De Dreu, 2003). 
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To complement the picture emerging from an integration of dual process 

models and work on group information dissemination and decision-making, the 

present study was explicitly designed to test the possible influence of epistemic 

motivation. I manipulated high vs. low levels of epistemic motivation through 

process accountability (yes or no). Process accountability – having to account for 

the ways in which judgments and decisions were reached (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999) 

– has been shown to stimulate systematic information processing (De Dreu et al., 

2000), and to reduce self-enhancement tendencies and related information 

processing biases (e.g., De Dreu & van Knippenberg, 2005; Sedikides et al., 2002; 

Simonson & Staw, 1992).  

Process accountability needs to be distinguished from outcome 

accountability – having to account for the judgment and decision outcomes. 

Whereas process accountability increases systematic information processing 

because it enhances the need to obtain a rich and accurate understanding of the 

issue (i.e., epistemic motivation), outcome accountability affects information 

processing because it enhances the desire to please the audience (i.e., impression 

management motivation) (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Simonson & Staw, 1992). 

Indeed, Siegel-Jacobs and Yates (1996) found that process accountability improved 

judgment accuracy, whereas outcome accountability had only detrimental effects. 

Using a hidden profile setting, Stewart, Billings, and Stasser (1998) found that 

outcome accountable groups made less use of unshared information because of an 

increased focus on irrelevant details. Van Hiel and Schittekate (1998) observed that 

accountable and non-accountable groups exchanged equal amounts of 

information, although their manipulation seems to have been a mix of process and 

outcome accountability, possibly obfuscating differential effects of both. I will 

return to this distinction between process and outcome accountability in the 

method section of the experiment.  

In this experiment I manipulated process (instead of outcome) 

accountability to induce high levels of epistemic motivation in a hidden profile 
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situation. I tested, first of all, the idea that process accountable groups experience 

greater information insufficiency prior to group discussion than non-accountable 

groups. Because experienced shortage motivates process accountable groups to 

search for and process new information, this felt shortage should dissipate over 

time (Hypothesis 1).  

Second, I examined the effects of epistemic motivation on the group’s 

tendency to engage in information-driven interaction. The work reviewed above 

suggests, first of all, that groups exchange more shared than unshared information 

(Hypothesis 2a) and, second, that because of the information shortage experienced 

prior to group discussion, groups under process accountability should engage in 

information exchange more than groups not held accountable. This should be true 

for both shared (Hypothesis 2b) and unshared (Hypothesis 2c) information. 

Third, as the review highlighted, sharing of information per se may not be 

the best indicator of information processing (Stasser & Stewart, 1992; Stewart et 

al., 1998; Winquist & Larson, 1998). The fact that information is mentioned does 

not mean that group members actively process the information and integrate it 

with the other information available to them (cf. van Knippenberg, De Dreu, & 

Homan, 2004). Indeed, recent work indicates that epistemic motivation not so 

much influences the amount of information exchanged, but rather the depth with 

which this information is processed (for a review, see De Dreu & Carnevale, 2003). 

Negotiators under process accountability encode and retrieve the information that 

is exchanged much better (De Dreu et al., 2000). At the group level, depth and 

thoroughness of information processing may be reflected in the repetition of 

information because “repetition may be a way of ensuring that the group as a 

whole continues to attend to the information and fully consider it in developing a 

problem solution” (Larson, Christensen, Abbott, & Franz, 1996, p. 318). In other 

words, repetition indicates that the information is deemed important enough to be 

considered in the decision process. Consistent with earlier work, I suggest, first of 

all, that shared information will be repeated more than unshared information 
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(Hypothesis 3a). I further predict that process accountable groups repeat both 

shared (Hypothesis 3b) and unshared (Hypothesis 3c) information more than non-

accountable groups.  

Following from the above, process accountable groups with concomitant 

high epistemic motivation should reach decisions of higher quality than non-

accountable groups (Hypothesis 4). The final hypothesis was that the effects of 

process accountability on the quality of group decision-making are due to higher 

levels of deep and thorough information processing. Because it is the unshared 

information that points towards the correct alternative in a hidden profile situation, 

I specifically predicted that it is the repetition of unshared information that 

mediates between process accountability and decision quality (Hypothesis 5). 

 

2.2 Method  
Participants and Design 

A total of 159 students at the University of Amsterdam (115 women, 44 

men, M = 21.5 years) participated in the experiment in exchange for course credit 

or 10 euro (approx. 12 US dollars). Because method of payment had no effect, this 

variable is not discussed further. Participants were assigned randomly to 53 three-

person groups, which in turn were assigned to either the accountable (N = 27 

groups) or non-accountable (N = 26 groups) condition. Dependent variables were 

pre- and post-discussion levels of perceived sufficiency of information, amount of 

information exchange, amount of information repetition, and group performance. 

Decision Task 

Participants read information about three candidates who supposedly had 

applied for an assistant professorship at the University of Amsterdam. Each 

candidate’s profile included positive, neutral, and negative characteristics. An 

independent sample (N = 22), drawn from the same population as the participants, 

rated the desirability of the candidate characteristics on a 7-point scale ranging 

from 1 (negative) to 7 (positive). They also rated the importance of the items on a 7-
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point scale ranging from 1 (unimportant) to 7 (important). The final profiles were 

constructed on the basis of these ratings. Within the positive, negative, and neutral 

categories, items were selected that were about equally desirable and important, 

and only the number of (un)desirable items varied across candidates. Each profile 

consisted of 12 items of information, set up so that candidate A had more positive 

characteristics (six positive, three neutral, and three negative) than B or C (three 

positive, six neutral, and three negative). Not all information, however, was shared 

among group members. Of the 36 items included in the profiles, 18 were shared, 

i.e., known to all group members, and 18 were unshared, i.e., known to only one 

group member. The information was distributed to create a hidden profile: Each 

group member knew only two of A’s six positive characteristics, and only one of 

B’s negative characteristics. For C, they knew only one positive and one negative 

characteristic. Thus, based on the shared information, B seemingly had more 

positive and fewer negative characteristics and therefore would be the preferred 

candidate. Only by exchanging information through group discussion could the 

group members detect the best alternative, A. The distribution of information is 

shown schematically in Table 2.1. 
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To verify whether the hidden profile task is solvable when group members 

have all shared and unshared information provided to them, I conducted a pilot 

study among 42 students drawn from the same population as those in the main 

experiment. Participants either received full information before making their 

choice (i.e., manifest profile, N = 18) or incomplete profiles (N = 24), in which 

negative information about candidate B and positive information about candidate 

A was unshared (these were the same as those used in the main experiment). In the 

manifest profile condition, 12 participants chose candidate A (67%), 5 chose 

candidate B (28%) and 1 chose candidate C (6%), χ2 (2, N = 18) = 10.33, p = .006. 

In the incomplete profile condition, 1 participant chose candidate A (4%), 18 

chose candidate B (78%) and 4 chose candidate C (17%), χ2 (2, N = 24) = 21.48, p 

= .000. These results confirm that the incomplete profiles generally lead to a 

choice for candidate B, whereas full information is most likely to result in a choice 

for candidate A.  

Manipulation of Epistemic Motivation and Pretest of the Manipulation 

Epistemic motivation was manipulated by (not) making groups process 

accountable. Process accountability was manipulated as in previous studies (De 

Dreu et al., 2000; Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 1996; Simonson & Staw, 1992). 

Participants in the process accountability condition were told that to gain more 

insight into the process by which groups come to reach a decision, a follow-up 

interview would take place. During this interview they would be asked to elaborate 

on the decision making process. I asked them to indicate, on a separate sheet of 

paper, when they might be available for an interview. Participants in the non-

accountability condition did not receive this additional instruction.  

As mentioned earlier, process accountability can be distinguished from 

outcome accountability. To check whether the above manipulation indeed gets at 

process accountability and not at outcome accountability, and to check whether 

process accountability indeed induces epistemic motivation and concomitant 

tendencies to engage in deep information processing, I conducted a pilot study. In 
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this study, I manipulated process accountability (process vs. control) and measured 

the extent to which participants felt (1) process accountability, (2) outcome 

accountability, and (3) motivation to process information systematically. Forty 

psychology students, drawn from the same population as those of the main study, 

were allocated at random to either the process accountability or the control 

condition. Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants were seated in separate 

cubicles, and told that they would participate in a study on decision-making. They 

were given the exact same materials to read as participants in the main experiment. 

Process accountability (vs. control) was manipulated as indicated above.  

When participants were finished reading the instructions, I asked them to 

complete a short questionnaire. First, I measured motivation to think 

systematically using five items rated on 5-point scales (1 = not at all, to 5 = very 

much) based on a measure previously used by De Dreu, Koole, and Oldersma 

(1999). Sample items are “in the upcoming group discussion I will strive for 

thorough and balanced decisions,” “during the group discussion I will try to think 

deeply before reaching a judgment,” and “during group discussion making efficient 

decisions is more important than thinking through every possibility” (reverse 

coded). Ratings were averaged into an index of systematic information processing. 

Hereafter, I assessed whether participants experienced process accountability, 

using a 3-item scale developed for this study. A sample item was “after the group 

discussion we have to account for the way we reached judgments and made 

decisions.” Ratings were averaged into one scale. Finally, I assessed whether 

participants experienced outcome accountability, using a 3-item scale developed 

for this study. A sample item was “after the group discussion we have to account 

for the judgments and decisions we made.” Ratings were averaged into one scale. 

Upon completion of these questionnaires, participants were told that the 

experiment was over, and they were debriefed and dismissed. 

To examine whether process accountability induced epistemic motivation, 

I conducted a directional t-test, with systematic information processing as the 
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dependent variable, and process accountability (yes vs. no) as between-participants 

variable. This showed that participants in the process accountability condition 

reported higher motivation to engage in systematic information processing than 

participants in the control condition, M = 4.04 vs. M = 3.76; t(38) = 1.98, p < .03. 

To examine whether the manipulation induced process accountability but not 

outcome accountability, I conducted a 2 (ratings for process accountability vs. for 

outcome accountability) x 2 (process accountability vs. control) Analysis of 

Variance with the first factor within-participants. Results revealed main effects for 

experimental condition, F(1, 38) = 10.14, p < .003, for type of rating, F(1, 38) = 

13.56, p < .001, and the predicted interaction between condition and type of rating, 

F(1, 38) = 6.85, p < .013. Inspection of the means showed that experimental 

condition had no effect on ratings for outcome accountability (Mprocess = 2.68 vs. 

Mcontrol = 2.62; t < 1, ns.). However, as expected, experimental condition had a 

strong effect on ratings for process accountability (Mprocess = 3.77 vs. Mcontrol = 2.80; 

t = 3.78, p < .025). Finally, to examine whether process accountability, outcome 

accountability, or both, relate to motivation to systematically process information, 

I correlated the systematic information processing ratings with the ratings for 

process accountability and with the ratings for outcome accountability. Results 

showed a positive and significant correlation between process accountability and 

systematic information processing, r(40) = .33, p < .05, a non-significant positive 

correlation between outcome accountability and systematic information 

processing, r(40) = .12, p < .46, and a negative and non-significant correlation 

between process and outcome accountability, r(40) = -.023, ns.  

Taken together, this pilot experiment corroborated that the manipulation 

of process accountability produced feelings of being accountable for the process 

and not for the outcome of the group discussion. In addition, results support the 

notion that process accountability produces the motivation to systematically 

process information during group discussion.  
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Procedure 

Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants were assigned randomly to 

groups and conditions. Group members were seated separately from each other 

and read that the researchers were interested in group decision making. After a 

brief explanation of the experimental procedure, process accountability was 

manipulated as described above. 

Following the manipulation of process accountability, all participants were 

asked to carefully read the profiles of the three candidates A, B, and C. After ten 

minutes of reviewing the candidate profiles, everyone filled out a pre-discussion 

questionnaire in which I measured candidate preference and perceived information 

sufficiency (for more detail, see under “dependent variables”). Participants were 

then seated together as a group. They received instructions to discuss the 

information and to decide which of the three candidates they would hire. To avoid 

confusion, I also asked them to record their decision on a sheet of paper. Group 

members were informed of the possibility that not everybody had read the exact 

same information. Participants assigned to the accountability condition were 

reminded of the interview, and instructed to be aware of the way in which a 

decision was made. Group discussions were videotaped.  

After discussion participants were again seated individually and filled out a 

post-discussion questionnaire, in which I measured perceptions of information 

sufficiency again, and assessed the adequacy of the experimental manipulations. 

Upon completion of this questionnaire, participants were debriefed and rewarded 

for their participation. 

Dependent Variables 

To confirm the pre-test data showing that the (incomplete information) 

profiles led to an initial preference for candidate B, I asked participants to indicate 

a preliminary preference for one of the three candidates (candidate A, B, or C) 

before the discussion.  
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To check whether participants had correctly understood the instructions I 

included a manipulation check for process accountability on the post-discussion 

questionnaire. I asked participants to indicate their agreement (yes/ no) with the 

statement that they would be contacted to schedule a follow-up interview about 

the tasks they had performed. Perceived sufficiency of information was measured 

in both the pre- and post-discussion questionnaire by asking group members to 

indicate to what extent they believed they had sufficient information to reach a 

decision (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).  

Information dissemination (type of information exchanged, repetition of 

information exchanged) was derived from transcribed group discussions. 

Discussion transcripts were analyzed by trained coders who were blind to 

conditions. They identified the information as either correct or incorrect, and 

classified it according to the candidate it pertained to. To be coded as correct 

information, a speaker’s statement needed to include the essential meaning of an 

item, and to make clear which candidate the information was attributed to. For 

example, if a group member mentioned that candidate A “does not allow students 

to ask many questions in class”, this was coded as correctly mentioned information 

about candidate A by placing a tick in the coding scheme next to this item of 

information about candidate A. Eight transcripts (16 %) were double coded by two 

independent raters. Based on a category-by-category comparison of the transcript 

codings, average inter-coder agreement for these transcripts was 95%. 

Information exchange was defined as the number of items mentioned at 

least once, divided by the total number of items available in the group, i.e., the total 

number of items included in the profiles. That is, exchange of shared information 

was computed by dividing the number of shared items that were mentioned at 

least once by the total number of shared items that were available (18). Exchange 

of unshared information was computed by dividing the number of unshared items 

that were mentioned at least once by the total number of unshared items that were 

available (18). 
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Repetition of information was defined as the number of times information 

was repeated after having been mentioned once (Larson, Christensen, Franz, & 

Abbott, 1998). That is, I computed repetition rates for shared and unshared 

information separately by dividing the number of repetitions of (un)shared 

information, by the number of (un)shared items that had been mentioned. So for 

instance, if a group mentioned ten initially unshared items, and repeated these 

items 20 times, then the repetition rate for unshared information would be 2.0.  

Group performance, measured in terms of the quality of the group’s 

decision, was coded dichotomously as (in)correctness of choice. Groups opting for 

candidate A received a score of 1 (correct), whereas groups not opting for 

candidate A received a score of 0 (incorrect). 

 

2.3 Results 
Pre-Discussion Preferences and Manipulation Checks 

Cross-tabulating preference ratings for candidate A, candidate B, and 

candidate C with process accountability showed that candidate B was selected as 

the preferred candidate more often than A or C (123 vs. 29 and 5, respectively; two 

group members failed to indicate their initial preference), χ2 (2, N = 157) = 148.64, 

p = .000. There were no differences between accountable and non-accountable 

participants, χ2 (2, N = 157) = 2.18, p > .10. In spite of a clear overall preference 

for candidate B, some participants preferred another candidate. As a result, half of 

the groups had pre-discussion heterogeneity of preferences. Because such pre-

discussion heterogeneity attenuates the traditional bias found in the dissemination 

of shared versus unshared information (Brodbeck et al., 2002), I decided to include 

group composition as a two-level (homogeneous/ heterogeneous) post-hoc factor. 

The reader should bear in mind that in heterogeneous groups often at least one 

group member preferred the correct candidate (i.e., candidate A) a priori; twenty-

two of the 25 heterogeneous groups had at least one group member with a 

preference for candidate A. As a consequence, heterogeneous groups should be 
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more likely to identify the hidden profile. I will return to this in the General 

Discussion. 

The manipulation check for process accountability clearly set apart 

accountable from non-accountable participants, χ2 (1, N = 159) = 133.81, p = .000. 

Questionnaire data were analyzed at the group level of analysis by aggregating 

group members’ responses, using the mean of their scores as the group score. Data 

from three groups were excluded from analyses because at least one group 

member failed to correctly answer the check for process accountability (including 

them in the analyses did not change the results). The data from another group 

were discarded because two members failed to indicate an initial preference. Thus, 

the final sample involved 147 individuals in 49 three-person groups. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2.2 gives the zero-order correlations between all study variables. As 

can be seen, information exchange and information processing indicators are 

positively correlated, and decision quality is positively correlated with the repetition 

of unshared information about candidate A (the correct decision alternative).  
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Perceived Sufficiency of Information (Hypothesis 1) 

Hypothesis 1 implied that non-process accountable groups would 

experience information sufficiency before group decision-making, whereas process 

accountable groups would experience insufficiency of information. Furthermore, 

this perceived insufficiency was predicted to diminish over time. A 2 

(accountability) x 2 (group composition) x 2 (timing of information sufficiency 

measure: pre/post-discussion) ANOVA with time of perceived information 

sufficiency as a within-subjects factor, revealed a main effect for time of the 

sufficiency measure, F(1, 45) = 10.65, p = .002, η2 = .19, as well as an interaction 

with accountability, F(1, 45) = 5.89, p = .019, η2 = .12. Prior to discussion, process 

accountable groups experienced lower information sufficiency than non-

accountable groups, M = 2.43 vs. M = 2.96, F(1, 45) = 5.22, p = .027, η2 = .10. 

Furthermore, process accountable groups displayed a significant change in 

sufficiency level from pre to post-discussion rating (Mpre = 2.43 vs. Mpost = 3.22), 

F(1, 45) = 15.93, p = .000, whereas non-accountable groups did not (Mpre = 2.96 

vs. Mpost = 3.05), F < 1. Together, these results support Hypothesis 1, and the 

more general idea that process accountability engenders epistemic motivation in 

decision- making groups.2 

Information Exchange (Hypothesis 2a—2c) 

Groups exchanged 47% of the information available to them (see Table 

2.3 for means and standard deviations broken down by experimental condition). In 

line with previous research, I expected groups to exchange more shared than 

unshared information (Hypothesis 2a). A 2 (accountability) x 2 (group composition) 

ANOVA with proportions of shared and unshared information exchanged as a 

within-subjects factor showed a main effect of information type: Groups 

exchanged a larger proportion of the available shared information (M = .53) than 

                                                      
2 Groups’ mean discussion time was 8.61 minutes (SD = 5.84). The discussion time was 
limited to thirty minutes; this was sufficient time for all groups to reach a decision, and no 
significant differences between conditions emerged.  
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of the available unshared information (M = .41), F (1, 45) = 16.39, p = .000, η2 = 

.27. No other effects were significant, all Fs < 13. This means that Hypothesis 2a 

was supported. However, because process accountable groups did not exchange 

more information than non-accountable groups, Hypotheses 2b and 2c received 

no support. 

 

Table 2.3 -- Means and Standard Deviations for the Dependent Measure 

 

Repetition of Information (Hypothesis 3a—3c) 

I predicted that groups would repeat more shared than unshared 

information (Hypothesis 3a), and that process accountable groups would repeat 

more shared (Hypothesis 3b) as well as unshared (Hypothesis 3c) information than 

                                                      
3 The original profiles included two filler items that were shared by all group members, and 
the same for all candidates. These items were almost never brought up in discussion and 
therefore excluded from analysis. Including them did not change the pattern of results. 

 Group Composition 
 Heterogeneous Homogeneous 
 Accountable Non-accountable Accountable Non-

accountable 
Measure N = 11 N = 14 N = 13 N = 11 
Group performance, 
proportion correct  0.46 0.14 0.08 0.00 

Pre-discussion 
sufficiency 2.30 (.50) 2.95 (.90) 2.54 (.67) 2.97 (1.09) 

Post-discussion 
sufficiency 2.91 (.93) 2.89 (1.00) 3.49 (.99) 3.26 (1.19) 

Proportion available 
shared information 
exchanged  

.52 (.16) .52 (.10) .55 (.22) .52 (.19) 

Proportion available 
unshared information 
exchanged 

.40 (.13) .39 (.16) .44 (.18) .43 (.19) 

Repetition rate shared 
information  1.29 (0.16) 0.84 (0.14) 0.80 (0.15) 0.98 (0.16) 

Repetition rate unshared 
information  1.02 (0.14) 0.68 (0.12) 0.64 (0.12) 0.38 (0.14) 
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non-accountable groups.4 A 2 (accountability) x 2 (group composition) ANOVA 

with repetition rates of shared and unshared items as a within-subjects factor 

revealed a main effect of information type, showing that shared information was 

repeated more often than unshared information (Mshared = 0.96 vs. Munshared = 0.68), 

F (1, 45) = 23.44, p = .000, η2 = .34. This supports Hypothesis 3a. Results further 

revealed a tendency for shared as well as unshared information to be repeated 

more often in process accountable groups (Mshared = 1.02 and Munshared = 0.81, 

respectively) than in non-accountable groups (Mshared = 0.89 and Munshared = 0.54), 

F(1, 45) = 2.95, p = .093, η2 = .06. This effect supports Hypothesis 3b and 3c, 

respectively. Finally, a main effect for group composition emerged, showing that 

heterogeneous groups repeated both shared and unshared information more 

(Mshared = 1.03 and Munshared = 0.83) than homogeneous groups (Mshared = 0.88 and 

Munshared = 0.52), F(1, 45) = 4.04, p = .05, η2 = .09.  

These main effects were all qualified by a significant interaction among 

information type, group composition, and process accountability, F (1, 45) = 4.83, 

p = .033, η2 = .09. Cell means and standard deviations are given in Table 2.3. To 

test whether the findings regarding process accountability (i.e., Hypothesis 3b and 

3c) generalize across group composition, and to further understand this complex 

three-way interaction, I tested for main and interaction effects for accountability 

and information type within heterogeneous groups, and within homogeneous 

groups. In the homogeneous groups condition, I found a main effect for 

information type, F(1, 45) = 11.73, p = .001, and an accountability x information 

type interaction, F(1, 45) = 5.56, p = .023. From the means in Table 2.3, it follows 

that homogeneous groups under process accountability repeated shared 

information to about the same extent as non-accountable groups (Macc = 0.80 vs. 

                                                      
4 One might expect that experienced sufficiency of information would be related to the 
repetition rates of unshared information: experienced insufficiency of information should 
trigger information processing, and thus lead to higher repetition rates. Indeed, the 
correlation between perceived information sufficiency before the discussion and repetition 
rates of unshared information was negative (r = -.26, p < .07). 
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Mnon-acc = 0.98, t < 1), and repeated unshared information more than non-

accountable groups (Macc = 0.64 vs. Mnon-acc = 0.38, t = 2.11, p < .05). In the 

heterogeneous groups condition, I only found a main effect for accountability, F 

(1, 45) = 4.00, p = .05. From the means in Table 2.3, it follows that heterogeneous 

groups under process accountability repeated shared information more often than 

non-accountable groups (Macc = 1.29 vs. Mnon-acc = 0.84, t = 2.45, p < .05), and 

repeated unshared information more often than non-accountable groups (Macc = 

1.02 vs. Mnon-acc = 0.68, t = 1.67, p < .10 [marginal]).  

The above results thus show that in the homogeneous groups, I only 

found support for Hypothesis 3c that process accountability leads to more 

repetition of unshared information, but not for Hypothesis 3b that process 

accountability leads to more repetition of shared information. In the 

heterogeneous groups, I found support for both Hypotheses 3b and 3c. 

Exploratory analyses.  

The consequences of information processing for group decision-making 

are tied to the particular candidate about whom information is exchanged. In the 

present experiment, the hidden profile implied that positive information about 

candidate A was largely unshared, as was negative information about candidate B. 

These information items can be considered critical items to uncover the hidden 

profile (cf. Stasser & Stewart, 1992). In an exploratory fashion, I therefore ran a 2 

(accountability) x 2 (group composition) ANOVA with repetition rates of shared 

and unshared information about candidate A as a within-subjects factor. This 

revealed a main effect of information type, showing that shared information about 

candidate A was repeated more often than unshared information about candidate 

A, Mshared = 1.38 vs. Munshared = 0.64, F(1, 45) = 34.25, p = .000, η2 = .42. Moreover, I 

found a main effect for process accountability, showing that process accountable 

groups repeated shared as well as unshared information (Mshared = 1.51 and Munshared 

= 0.76) about candidate A more than non-accountable groups (Mshared = 1.12 and 

Munshared = 0.42), F(1, 45)  = 4.86, p = .023, η2 = .07. This finding is consistent with 
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Hypothesis 3b and Hypothesis 3c. Finally, I found a main effect for group 

composition, showing that heterogeneous groups repeated shared as well as 

unshared information (Mshared = 1.58 and Munshared = 0.77) about candidate A more 

than homogeneous groups (Mshared = 1.04 and Munshared = 0.39), F(1, 45)  = 7.21, p = 

.01, η2 = .08. 

The above shows that process accountability leads to greater repetition of 

information about candidate A, but leaves unclear what happens with the originally 

preferred but incorrect alternative B. To explore this, I ran a 2 (accountability) x 2 

(group composition) ANOVA with repetition rates of shared and unshared 

information about candidate B as a within-subjects factor. This analysis revealed 

no significant effects (I found several trends at p = .10, but because I had no a 

priori hypotheses decided not to interpret these).  

Taken together, the exploratory analyses suggest that the predicted and 

observed effects for process accountability on the repetition of shared and 

unshared information are particularly tied to the repetition of shared and unshared 

information about candidate A, the correct decision alternative. I will return to this 

when I report the test for mediation Hypothesis 5. 

Decision Quality (Hypothesis 4) 

Proportions of groups that chose the correct alternative are displayed in 

Table 2.3. Hypothesis 4 predicted that process accountable groups would choose 

the correct decision alternative more often than non-process accountable groups. 

A 2 (accountability) x 2 (group composition) log linear analysis with backward 

elimination showed a main effect for accountability: A larger proportion of 

accountable than non-accountable groups identified the correct decision alternative 

(Macc = .25 vs. Mnon-acc = .08), χ2 (1, N = 49) = 3.96, p = .047. Also, a main effect for 

group composition indicated that a larger proportion of heterogeneous than 

homogeneous groups identified the correct decision alternative (Mhet = .28 vs. Mhom 

= .04), χ2 (1, N = 49) = 6.93, p = .01. Although the proportions shown in Table 2.3 

suggest that the two main effects might be due to the relatively high proportion of 
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groups with the correct choice in the accountable/heterogeneous condition, the 

interaction was not significant, χ2 (1, N = 49) = 0.18, p = .67. 

Because the above analysis is potentially problematic due to low cell 

frequencies in some conditions, I tested Hypothesis 4 also using binary logistic 

regression with backward elimination, entering both main effects and the 

interaction term. This alternative analysis yielded highly similar results. Again, I 

found a main effect for accountability, χ2 (1, N = 49) = 3.01, p = .08 (marginal), a 

main effect for group composition, χ2 (1, N = 49) = 4.78, p = .029, and a non-

significant interaction between accountability and group composition, χ2 (1, N = 

49) = 0.31, p = .58. If this non-significant interaction term is excluded from the 

binary regression with backward elimination, I reproduce the exact same p-values 

for the two main effects as were found in the log linear analysis reported above 

(i.e., p = .047, and p = .01, respectively). Thus, these analyses provide support to 

Hypothesis 4 that process accountable groups reach decisions of higher quality 

than non-accountable groups, and that heterogeneous groups reach decisions of 

higher quality than homogeneous groups. 

Tests for Mediation (Hypothesis 5) 

Hypothesis 5 predicted that repetition of unshared information would 

mediate the effect of process accountability on decision quality. To establish 

mediation, it has to be shown that 1) process accountability affects decision quality; 

2) that process accountability affects the repetition of unshared information; 3) 

that the effect of process accountability on decision quality is significantly reduced 

when controlling for the repetition of unshared information (Baron & Kenny, 

1986). The results discussed thus far support the first two conditions. To test the 

third condition I performed a hierarchical logistic regression in which in the first 

step process accountability and group composition were entered to predict 

decision quality, and in the next step repetition rates of unshared information was 

added. Step 1 of this analysis showed significant effects of both process 

accountability, B = 1.74, Wald = 3.42, p = .06 (marginal), and group composition, 
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B = 2.51, Wald = 4.70, p = .03. In Step 2, after entering the repetition rates, the 

effect of process accountability was slightly reduced, B = 1.44, Wald = 2.17, p = 

.14. The effect of group composition remained significant, B = 2.17, Wald = 1.19, 

p = .07 (marginal). However, the effect of repetition rates of unshared information 

was not significant, B = 1.26, Wald = 1.72, p = .19, meaning that not all conditions 

for mediation were met. 

The exploratory analyses on repetition of information about candidate A 

suggested that it is this information that drives the overall effects of process 

accountability on repetition of information about all three candidates. 

Furthermore, unshared information about candidate A is particularly useful in 

uncovering the hidden profile, and thus should be directly linked to decision 

quality (cf. Winquist & Larson, 1998). I therefore explored whether the repetition 

of unshared information about candidate A mediated the effects of process 

accountability on decision quality. As before, I performed a hierarchical logistic 

regression in which in the first step process accountability and group composition 

were entered to predict decision quality, and in the next step repetition rates of 

unshared information about candidate A was added.  

Step 1 of this analysis showed significant effects of both process 

accountability, B = 1.94, Wald = 4.13, p = .042, and group composition, B = 2.43, 

Wald = 4.29, p = .04. In Step 2, after entering the repetition rates, the effect of 

process accountability was reduced, B = 1.24, Wald = 1.38, p = .24. The effect of 

group composition was reduced as well, B = 2.05, Wald = 2.64, p = .11. 

Furthermore, the repetition rate of unshared information about candidate A had a 

significant effect, B = 1.46, Wald = 3.96, p < .047. I performed a Sobel tests to see 

whether mediation by the repetition rate of unshared information about candidate 

A was significant. This was the case for process accountability, Z = 1.64, p = .05 

(one-tailed), but not for group composition, Z = 1.47, p = .14 (two-tailed). From 

these results we can conclude that Hypothesis 5 received qualified support: Effects 

of process accountability on the quality of group decision making are mediated by 
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repetition of unshared information about the correct candidate (see also Figure 

2.1). 

 
Figure 2.1 – Effect of epistemic motivation on decision quality mediated by the repetition of 
unshared information about the correct decision alternative 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.4 Conclusions and General Discussion 
Based on dual process models and work on interpersonal negotiation I 

proposed that groups not only need to exchange information to reach high quality 

decisions, but also need to process such exchanged information in a deep and 

thorough fashion. To test this proposition, I made half of the groups process 

accountable to raise group members’ epistemic motivation and tendency to engage 

in systematic information processing. The results of this experiment were 

supportive of the general line of reasoning, and have several implications for group 

decision-making research. In this section, I will discuss these results and their 

implications, address the findings related to heterogeneity of group composition, 

and highlight some avenues for future research. 

B = 1.74* (1.24)

B = 0.39* B = 1.46**

Epistemic 
Motivation (Process 

Accountability) 

Repetition of 
Unshared 

Information about 
correct alternative

Decision Quality  
(proportion correct 

solutions) 
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Information Processing and Group Decision Making 

Previous research has consistently shown that decision-making groups 

mainly discuss shared information (available to all group members) at the expense 

of unshared information (available to only one group member), which greatly 

limits decision quality. In this contribution, my focus was not so much on 

information exchange, but rather I predicted that the amount and quality of 

information processing in groups should affect group performance. I expected 

groups’ level of epistemic motivation and their concomitant deep, systematic 

processing of information to lead to more information-driven interaction, resulting 

in improved decision quality. I tested this idea in a hidden profile experiment, in 

which participants had to decide among three candidates for a teaching position.  

Results confirmed my hypotheses. First, I found that higher levels of 

epistemic motivation led groups initially to doubt the sufficiency of the 

information available to them. Also, these groups displayed a significant increase in 

sufficiency beliefs over time, as discussion progressed. Second, focusing on the 

content of group interaction, I replicated findings from previous studies, and 

found that information held in common by group members is more likely to be 

mentioned than information that is initially unshared (e.g., Stasser & Titus, 1985; 

Wittenbaum & Stasser, 1996). Groups with higher levels of epistemic motivation 

did not exchange more information than groups with lower levels of epistemic 

motivation. They did, as expected, show signs of better processing of information: 

Epistemically motivated groups repeated more unshared information, in particular 

about the correct decision alternative (Candidate A). For groups with higher levels 

of epistemic motivation, group discussion resulted in better decision quality, as 

compared with groups with lower levels of motivation. Mediation analysis revealed 

that epistemic motivation affected decision quality through an increased focus on 

unshared information. Specifically, repetition of unshared information about 

candidate A mediated the relationship between process accountability and decision 

quality. Apparently, for the quality of group decisions it was more important to 
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carefully consider the positive characteristics of candidate A (the correct 

alternative) than it was to consider the negative characteristics of B (the initially 

preferred alternative). Perhaps the reason is that group members needed to be 

convinced about the merits of A, but not necessarily about the downsides of B. 

To establish different levels of epistemic motivation I manipulated process 

accountability using a procedure that has been used in past research as well (e.g., 

De Dreu et al., 2000; De Dreu & van Knippenberg, 2005; see also Lerner & 

Tetlock, 1999). Some of this past work demonstrated that process accountability 

does indeed lead to higher motivation to engage in deep and systematic 

information processing, and in this experiment I obtained indirect evidence for this 

idea in measures of information sufficiency and repetition of (unshared) 

information. More direct evidence that process accountability raises epistemic 

motivation came from the pilot study reported in the Method section, which 

showed that process accountability related to self-report motivation to engage in 

deep and systematic information processing. Importantly, this pilot study also 

showed that process accountability can and should be distinguished from outcome 

accountability (cf. Tetlock, 1992), and that the present results cannot be compared 

directly with studies on group decision-making in which outcome accountability 

was manipulated (e.g., Stewart et al., 1998; Van Hiel & Schittekatte, 1998).  

While I raised epistemic motivation through process accountability, lay 

epistemic theory (e.g., Kruglanski & Webster, 1996) has identified a number of 

other variables that undermine, or reduce epistemic motivation, such as time 

pressure (cf. Kelly & Karau, 1999; Kelly & Loving, 2003) and fatigue (Webster, 

Richter, & Kruglanski, 1996). Future studies may look at alternative means by 

which epistemic motivation may be stimulated. These may be situational, like 

process accountability, or based on individual differences, such as dispositional 

need for closure or need for cognition. Moreover, whereas in this study epistemic 

motivation was operationalized as a group level variable, future studies may look at 

within-group variance in level of epistemic motivation. For example, differences 
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between group members in need for cognition may affect information processing 

by the group as a whole in ways that were not manifest in the present investigation.  

Given that the process accountability manipulation occurred prior to 

reading the candidate information, the reader may be concerned that the 

manipulation may have had its effect because members attended more closely to 

the candidate information, and so were better able to remember and discuss that 

information when they meet as a group. In other words, an alternative hypothesis 

could be that the accountability manipulation really works via improved member 

attention and memory, as opposed to any special epistemic motivation during 

discussion. However, this alternative explanation seems unlikely because I did not 

find evidence that process accountable groups exchanged more (shared or 

unshared) information. Better recall should lead to more information being 

discussed, which did not happen. Therefore, I suggest that accountability had its 

effects through systematic processing during discussion, rather than through 

increased group member memory or attention. 

Another related question that requires future research is to what extent 

motivation and ability to process information systematically interact to affect group 

decision-making. In dual process models (Chaiken & Trope, 1999) it is generally 

assumed that epistemic motivation has effects to the extent that people have 

enough cognitive resources available. Cognitive load may impair group 

performance, as evidenced by a study by Tindale and Sheffey (2002), who found 

that when information loads were high, group performance on a recall task 

suffered. Also, Fraidin (2004) showed that high cognitive load led to reduced 

information exchange in groups, resulting in lower decision quality. Future work 

needs to examine whether current effects for epistemic motivation emerge under 

conditions when information processing capacity is challenged.  

From a practical point of view, the current study adds to previous work 

regarding techniques for raising the quality of group decisions. Classic examples of 

such techniques are to have a devil’s advocate (Janis & Mann, 1977; Nemeth & 
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Staw, 1989; Schwenk, 1990), and the nominal group technique (Van de Ven & 

Delbecq, 1971). The current work derives another technique – making groups 

process accountable – from Lay epistemic theory (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996) 

and models of motivated information processing (De Dreu & Carnevale, 2003). 

These models contain more possibilities that may be useful when group leaders, or 

groups themselves, seek to improve the quality of their decision-making processes.  

The Role of Group Composition 

Independent of the effects of process accountability, I found effects for 

group composition. Heterogeneous groups, in which group members preferred 

different candidates prior to the discussion, were more likely to repeat unshared 

information, and were more likely to discover the hidden profile, than 

homogeneous groups in which all group members preferred an inferior candidate 

prior to the discussion. These findings are consistent with work showing that 

group choices often reflect pre-discussion preferences (e.g., Gigone & Hastie, 

1993; Greitemeyer & Schulz-Hardt, 2003). It also resonates with a growing 

literature showing that preference diversity is beneficial to groups, in that it helps 

them reach better decisions (Brodbeck et al., 2002; Hoffman & Maier, 1961; 

Phillips et al., 2004; for reviews see e.g., van Knippenberg et al., 2004; Williams & 

O’Reilly, 1998). 

One reason for the effect of group composition is that the likelihood of 

one group member preferring the correct candidate A is much greater in 

heterogeneous groups than in homogeneous groups. Of the 49 groups in Study 1, 

24 groups were homogeneous in terms of initial member preferences (i.e., all 

member preferred candidate B). Twenty-five groups had heterogeneous preference 

distributions. Mostly these are groups in which one member initially preferred 

candidate A and two members initially preferred candidate B (i.e., ABB groups; N 

= 16), but they also include four AAB groups, three BBC groups, one AAC group 

and one ABC group. All of these groups, due to the differences in preference 
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distribution, may have different informational and normative forces leading to a 

group decision.  

If we focus on the ABB groups (the single correct minority groups) to the 

exclusion of groups with other types of preference distributions, nine groups are 

excluded from analyses, leaving 40 groups in the sample. Rerunning all analyses 

with N = 40 groups shows a main effect of accountability on decision quality, χ2 

(1, N = 40) = 6.12, p < .013 (none of the non-accountable groups identified the 

correct alternative, compared to four of the accountable groups). The effect of 

group composition is only marginally significant, χ2 (1, N = 40) = 2.81, p < .093. 

These findings suggest that the effect of group composition on decision quality 

was due primarily to the (excluded) four AAB groups who may have proceeded on 

the basis of a “majority-wins” decision scheme. The weak effect also suggests that 

a single correct minority is not necessarily enough for groups to reach a high 

quality decision. Work on minority influence suggests that even when the minority 

possesses the correct answer, oftentimes its message is ignored and individuals 

(continue to) side with the (erroneous) majority point of view (Kerr, 2001). Only 

when exogenous factors motivate to attend to the minority message will majority 

members realize the correctness of the minority position and alter their views (De 

Dreu, De Vries, Gordijn, & Schuurman, 1999; Kerr, 2001; Laughlin & Ellis, 1986). 

Process accountability may be one such exogenous factor, although it should be 

mentioned that in the present study I did not find an interaction between group 

composition (and the presence of a single correct minority) and process 

accountability. 

One interesting avenue for future research relates to the role of the nature 

of the task in determining effects of group composition, and of minority influence 

in particular. Following Laughlin (1980), Stasser and Stewart (1992) either told 

participating groups that the task had a demonstrably correct answer (solve set), or 

conversely, that it was a matter of judgment (judge set). Solve groups focused more 

on unshared information than judge groups, and reached the correct decision more 
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often. In the present study, the very nature of the task, deciding between three job 

applicants, may have led groups to view the task as a matter of judgment, that 

would be best resolved by pooling members’ preferences and relying on a 

consensus-implies-correctness heuristic. These tendencies may have undermined 

the possible influence of a (correct) minority member in heterogeneously 

composed groups. Future research could further examine the possibility that the 

role of epistemic motivation in the current study may be substituted by task set 

(solve vs. judge), such that heterogeneous groups perform a hidden profile task 

better than homogeneous groups under solve sets, but not under judge sets. 

Concluding Thoughts 

Decision making groups’ ability to effectively deal with their diversity of 

information is critical to their success as decision makers. Research on information 

sharing has made great progress in understanding the factors governing groups’ 

success in dealing with informational diversity, but this research has largely ignored 

the role of epistemic motivation in reaching high-quality decisions. As the present 

study demonstrates, epistemic motivation inspires more extensive information 

processing, and as a result leads to improved group performance. Epistemic 

motivation and concomitant tendencies to systematically process information were 

raised by relatively straightforward process accountability instructions, bringing this 

factor under the control of group leaders, managers in organizations, and policy 

makers. These practitioners may improve group decision-making by raising 

epistemic motivation in their teams. Future research may consider alternative roots 

of epistemic motivation, such as individual differences in need for cognitive 

closure, or factors that undermine epistemic motivation such as time pressure and 

fatigue. In addition, more work is needed to understand the interplay between 

group-level information processing (e.g., repetition of unshared information) and 

individual-level information search and provision. Such new research may 

stimulate the integration of dual process models of information processing and 

models on group processes and group decision-making. 



 

 

CHAPTER 3  
Effects of epistemic motivation and biased communication 

in decision-making5 

 

3.1 Introduction 
Research on group decision-making has repeatedly shown that 

information exchange in groups often is sub-optimal, and is biased towards the 

exchange of information that is known to all group members, at the cost of 

information that is known only to a single person. This is especially detrimental to 

decision quality in situations where no single group member possesses all of the 

relevant information, and the correct decision alternative can only be detected 

through extensive information exchange. Work studying decision-making under 

such so-called hidden profile situations repeatedly has shown that group members 

fail to share uniquely held information, instead focus on information already 

shared by all group members, and therefore reach decisions of inferior quality (e.g., 

Stasser, Taylor, & Hanna, 1989). Furthermore, recent studies have shown that 

exchanging information alone is not enough (e.g., Stasser & Stewart, 1992; 

Greitemeyer & Schulz-Hardt, 2003), and that deliberate information processing is 

essential for good decisions to result (Scholten, van Knippenberg, Nijstad, & De 

Dreu, in press; see also Chapter 2). Specifically, this work showed that mere 

exchange of unshared information does not necessarily improve the quality of 

group decision-making. Only when group members are motivated to process 

(initially unshared) information deliberately and systematically, decision quality is 

improved (see also Postmes, Spears & Cihangir, 2001; Galinsky & Kray, 2004).  

In this study I continue to examine information exchange and information 

processing dynamics to further understand when and why group members change 

                                                      
5 This chapter is based on Scholten, van Knippenberg, Nijstad and De Dreu (2006a) 
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from a sub-optimal decision preference to a better, more correct alternative. 

Specifically, I focus on a hitherto ignored aspect of decision-making, namely on 

how information is exchanged. In decision-making groups, group members often 

have an initial preference for a decision alternative, and may use information 

strategically to bring about a certain group decision. They may be selective in 

sharing information with others (Harinck, 2004) and, more importantly, they may 

be selective in how they share their information. In the present study I examine the 

effects of such biased communication of information, a phenomenon called spin. I 

look at the effect of spinning information on decision makers’ decision process 

and outcome, and examine the moderating role of epistemic motivation – the 

degree to which people desire to develop and maintain a rich and accurate 

understanding of the decision problem. Before going into more detail concerning 

the potential role of spin in the decision process, however, I briefly review past 

research on (group) decision-making, and the role of epistemic motivation. 

Information Exchange and the Quality of Group Decision Making 

A central concern in many decision-making studies has been the 

importance of information dissemination for decision quality. Group-level studies, 

especially, have shown that for a qualitatively good decision to follow group 

discussion, information needs to be exchanged by group members during the 

discussion. However, members of decision-making groups are more likely to 

exchange information that is already known to all members (shared information), 

than to discuss information that is only known to a single person (unshared 

information). Biased sampling of shared vs. unshared information can be especially 

detrimental to decision quality in so-called hidden profile situations. Under hidden-

profile conditions, each individual group member holds some items of information 

that are shared with other group members, and some that are uniquely available to 

them. Based on the information at their disposal, individual group members come 

to prefer a decision alternative that they should recognize as being suboptimal were 
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they to pool all of the information available between them (Stasser & Titus, 1985, 

1987).  

Motivated Information Processing 

In addition to information dissemination, recent work indicates that an 

equally important determinant of decision quality is the extent to which group 

members actively and systematically process the available information. In a hidden-

profile study by Greitemeyer and Schulz-Hardt (2003), participants read 

incomplete information sets and stated an initial decision preference. Next, they 

received written protocols of a fictitious discussion that contained all of the 

information pertaining to the decision to be made. The quality of their final 

decisions was lower than that of participants who had had access to the full set of 

information from the start. Decisions generally reflected participants’ initial 

(erroneous) preferences. Thus, even when information dissemination was optimal, 

preference-consistent evaluation of information kept decision quality low.  

Similarly, Postmes et al. (2001) showed that giving participants full access 

to information after they had read incomplete sets of information did not always 

lead to better decisions. For the groups in their study, success rate was affected by 

a manipulation of group norms; they found that by inducing a criticality norm in 

groups more evenhanded consideration of information took place, and more often 

groups made high quality decisions in comparison with groups that had been 

primed with a consensus norm. These findings suggest that, in addition to 

exchanging (unshared) information, people need to engage in deep and systematic 

processing of information – only then will they uncover the hidden profile, 

unfreeze their initial and erroneous preferences, and achieve high quality decisions.  

Whether people engage in effortful, deep processing of information 

depends on their epistemic motivation – the extent to which they desire to develop 

and maintain an accurate and deep understanding of the world, including the 

decision problems at hand (De Dreu & Carnevale, 2003; Kruglanski & Webster, 

1996). Epistemic motivation can be rooted in individual differences, such as need 
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for cognitive closure or need for cognition (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1986). Epistemic motivation may also vary across situations. For 

example, individuals under low rather than high time pressure tend to have higher 

motivation to engage in deep and systematic processing of information and are less 

influenced by heuristic cues (De Dreu, 2003; Kruglanski & Freund, 1983). 

Likewise, cumulating evidence suggests that when individuals are held accountable 

for the decision-making process they develop more pre-emptive self-criticism, 

engage in deep information processing, and have higher motivation to develop an 

accurate and multifaceted understanding of the decision problem. When such 

process accountability is lacking, however, individuals are more likely to jump to 

conclusions on the basis of insufficient evidence, do not engage in deep thinking, 

and are heavily influenced by heuristic cues (e.g., De Dreu, Beersma, Stroebe, & 

Euwema, 2006; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Scholten et al., in press; Sedikides, Herbst, 

Hardin, & Dardis, 2002; Simonson & Staw, 1992). Also, the extent to which the 

(outcome of the) decision problem has personal relevance for the decision maker 

may induce systematic processing (Johnson & Eagly, 1989; Petty & Cacioppo, 

1986; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981; Howard-Pitney, Borgida, & Omoto, 

1986). Petty et al. (1981), for example, found that participants were influenced 

primarily by the quality of arguments in a persuasive message when personal 

relevance was high, but were more strongly influenced by the expertise of the 

source of the message when personal relevance was low.  

Thus, when epistemic motivation is high, individuals or group members 

are more likely to engage in deep and effortful information processing. When 

epistemic motivation is low, however, individuals or group members engage in 

effortless and heuristic processing of information. In Chapter 2 (see also Scholten 

et al., in press) I directly tested the proposed role of epistemic motivation in group 

information processing and decision-making in a study by manipulating epistemic 

motivation through process accountability. Participants individually read 

information about a decision problem, and then discussed it in three-person 
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interactive groups. Using a hidden-profile task, participants individually read 

profiles of three people said to have applied for a position in the psychology 

department of their university. Based on the total amount of information about the 

three candidates, candidate A stood out as the best alternative. However, 

information was distributed among participants in such a way that individual group 

members had only a subset of the information at their disposal, thus basing their 

initial preferences on incomplete profiles. Based on the information available to 

each individual group member, candidate B seemingly was the better option. For 

these initial, erroneous preferences to be revised, group members had to discuss 

the information and thoroughly process it. Results showed that epistemically 

motivated groups processed information more thoroughly, and more often chose 

the correct decision alternative than non-epistemically motivated groups. 

Motivated Information Sharing, Biased Communication, and Preference Diversity 

An issue which has not received due attention thus far, is that in group 

decision-making information processing is dependent on not only the amount of 

information exchange, but also on the ways in which this information is presented 

and communicated. A more or less implicit assumption in most group decision-

making studies is that group members are generally cooperative in sharing 

information. This assumption is reflected in the measures used to compute 

information sharing and processing. Typically, group discussions are content-

coded to determine the number of times information items are mentioned and 

repeated (reflecting information sharing and information processing, respectively). 

An item is generally coded as mentioned correctly when the gist of the original 

item is mentioned. 

Wittenbaum, Hollingshead, and Botero (2004) note that “this all-or-

nothing approach to viewing information exchange limits the array of processes 

related to communicating information… For example, a faculty member may 

mention negative unshared information about a preferred job candidate, but do so 

in a way that frames the information in a more positive way. Information that the 
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candidate definitely plans to live an hour away from the hiring university may be 

negative to a faculty that values departmental presence and cohesiveness. A faculty 

supporter of this candidate may divulge the information to other faculty but note 

that “the candidate may live an hour away for a brief time,” or “the candidate will 

live an hour away, but with daily commutes, we will not notice the difference” 

(Wittenbaum et al., 2004, p. 73). Whereas both statements would be counted as 

correctly mentioned information, they differ from the original item in their 

implication. By actually misrepresenting the information in the first statement, and 

by the added inference in the second statement, the speaker attenuates the negative 

implication of the information.  

These examples of biased communication show that by assuming a purely 

cooperative stance on the part of group members, we are neglecting the fact that in 

most decision situations, the decision makers bring their own preferences, 

interests, and personal interpretation of information to the table. Empirical studies 

conducted so far, although few in number suggest that biased communication is 

indeed a potentially strong determinant of decision outcomes. Wittenbaum, 

Bowman, and Hollingshead (2003), for example, found that group members 

deliberately modified the wording of information items to be more positive or 

negative, depending on their own preference. Their participants thus used 

information as a strategic tool to promote a decision alternative that they 

themselves preferred. Also, Schauenburg and Boos (2003) showed that by inducing 

different communication goals (instructing participants to argue in favor of, or 

against the adoption of a particular decision alternative) participants intentionally 

and strategically biased information. Thus, spinning of information may be a 

powerful factor in the decision process, and an important determinant of decision 

quality.  

Spinning may be especially effective in shaping decisions in situations with 

a diversity of preferences. In these cases, especially, putting a spin on information 

may be an effective means by which decision makers can bring information to the 
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attention of others, or to convince others to adopt a certain decision alternative. A 

core assumption in many decision-making studies is that group members do not 

know about their fellow group members’ decision preference prior to engaging in 

discussion. Such preference knowledge could have important effects on the 

appraisal of the information that is shared during discussion. People tend to resist 

persuasion when they are forewarned of someone’s persuasive intent (Hass & 

Grady, 1975; Papageorgis, 1968; Petty & Cacioppo, 1979a). For example, Petty and 

Cacioppo (1979a) exposed student participants to a persuasive message concerning 

a proposal to introduce comprehensive exams as a requirement for graduation. 

Participants who had been forewarned about the persuasive intent of the message 

agreed with the proposal to a lesser degree than participants who had not been 

forewarned. In a similar vein, work has shown that people discount counter-

attitudinal arguments that originate from sources that have a stake in the decision 

outcome. Eagly, Wood, and Chaiken (1978) found that participants showed greater 

resistance to persuasion when persuasion attempts could be attributed to self-

interest, and Gordijn, De Vries, and De Dreu (2002) found that minority influence 

was attenuated when adopting the position advocated by the minority would serve 

the minority’s interests (see also Kerr, 1981; Levine, 1980). In short, being 

forewarned about other members’ different preferences, or about the interests 

other group members have, may substantially influence the way information is 

processed and used in decision-making. 

The possible negative effects of spinning and preference diversity on 

decision quality may be attenuated when people experience high levels of epistemic 

motivation. Epistemically motivated people engage in more systematic processing 

of information, which should lead to a stronger focus on message content rather 

than on contextual clues. Thus, when epistemic motivation is high people should 

be less sensitive to spin, and to preference information. 
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The Present Study: Overview and Hypotheses 

In this experiment, individual participants performed a candidate selection 

task (Greitemeyer & Schulz-Hardt, 2003). The information relevant for this task 

was made available to participants in two subsequent phases. In phase 1, 

participants read information concerning two decision alternatives, on the basis of 

which they formed an initial preference for one of the alternatives. In phase 2, they 

received additional information in the form of a discussion protocol. This 

discussion supposedly had taken place between three people who were deciding, 

just like the participant, which of the two decision alternatives to choose. The 

discussion protocol included all decision-relevant information, and should lead to a 

final decision in favor of alternative A. Participants then stated their final decision, 

and rated both candidates’ perceived job suitability. Prior to both phases 1 and 2, 

epistemic motivation was induced through task relevance. Task relevance relates to 

personal involvement – a motivational state that determines “the extent to which 

the debated issue was important and the degree to which the issue was perceived 

to have significant consequences for subjects’ lives” (Howard-Pitney et al., 1986) – 

and is known to increase systematic information processing (Johnson & Eagly, 

1989).  

Before receiving the information in phase 2, some participants also 

received information concerning the discussion members’ initial preferences, 

which were always in favor of alternative A. Participants’ preferences, on the other 

hand, always favored alternative B, based on the information received during phase 

1. In phase 2, spin was manipulated by adding positive evaluative statements to 

information items concerning alternative A that were mentioned in the discussion 

protocol. This design thus allowed us to study the main and interaction effects of 

high (vs. low) epistemic motivation, the presence (vs. absence) of knowledge about 

preference diversity, and the presence (vs. absence) of positive, upward spinning of 

information about another alternative than the one preferred by the participant. 
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Based on the above literatures, I expected epistemic motivation to lead to 

a critical evaluation of decision-relevant information, and to a reduced reliance on 

preference-consistent evaluation of information. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was that 

epistemic motivation would result in enhanced decision quality (i.e., epistemically 

motivated participants more often switch preferences to the correct candidate A). 

However, being forewarned about other members’ different preferences, or about 

the interests other group members have, may lead to resistance and defensive 

bolstering, thus undermining change and preference revisions. Hypothesis 2 was that 

having preference information induces reluctance to change one’s preference, and 

thus leads to more frequent (erroneous) final decisions in favor of candidate B, due 

to higher suitability ratings of this candidate. 

I expected that the effects of preference information would be moderated 

by epistemic motivation. Because high epistemic motivation leads to a more 

evenhanded consideration of alternatives, and a stronger focus on content rather 

than context, the resistance effects predicted for preference information will be 

attenuated when group members have high rather than low epistemic motivation. 

Thus, perceptions of preference diversity were expected to lead to defensive 

bolstering of initial preferences, causing higher suitability ratings for candidate B, 

and suboptimal decisions, when epistemic motivation was low rather than high (-

Hypothesis 3). 

Spinning information about a decision alternative has been shown to 

increase the likelihood that this alternative will be accepted as the final decision 

(Wittenbaum et al., 2003). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was that receiving new 

information about an alternative decision option leads to a change towards that 

alternative more often when an upward spin is given, compared to when such spin 

is absent. Thus, I expected more frequent final decisions in favor of candidate A 

when spin A was present than when it was not, due to higher suitability ratings of 

this candidate.  
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Again, I expected a moderating effect of epistemic motivation on the 

impact of spin. Hypothesis 5 predicted spinning of information about candidate A to 

affect suitability ratings for candidate A and decision quality more strongly when 

epistemic motivation was low rather than high. 

 

3.2 Method 
Participants and Design 

One hundred and forty-four students from the University of Amsterdam 

(97 women, 47 men, M = 21.4 years) participated in the experiment in exchange 

for course credit or 7 Euros (approximately 10 USD). Participants were assigned 

randomly to the conditions of a 2 (task relevance: high/low) x 2 (preference 

information: yes/no) x 2 (upward spin on Candidate A: yes/ no) between-subjects 

design. Dependent variables were perceived suitability of candidate A and 

candidate B, and the quality of final decisions. 

Decision Task  

Participants worked on a decision task similar to the one used by 

Greitemeyer and Schulz-Hardt (2003). First, participants read descriptions of two 

candidates who were said to have applied for a teaching position at the University 

of Amsterdam. Each candidate’s profile included positive and negative 

characteristics. These characteristics were drawn in part from case material used in 

a previous study (see Scholten et al., in press; see also Chapter 2). The profiles were 

constructed so that the positive, negative, and neutral items included in each 

candidate’s profile were about equally (un)desirable and important, and only the 

number of (un)desirable items included in the profiles varied across candidates. 

The complete profiles were made up of 12 items of information for each 

candidate, set up so that candidate A had more positive characteristics (six positive, 

three neutral and three negative) than B (three positive, five neutral, and four 

negative). Participants, however, received profiles that contained only a subset of 

the total number of information items, thereby creating a hidden profile (Stasser & 
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Titus, 1985): participants knew only two of A’s six positive characteristics, and only 

one of B’s negative characteristics. At the same time, they received all three 

negative items about candidate A and all three positive items about candidate B. 

Thus, candidate B seemingly had more positive and fewer negative characteristics 

than candidate A, and therefore should be the preferred alternative. The 

distribution of information is shown schematically in Table 3.1. 

After reading the incomplete candidate profiles, participants stated a 

preliminary preference for either candidate A or B. Next, following Greitemeyer 

and Schulz-Hardt (2003), I gave individual participants a fictitious discussion 

protocol to read. This protocol took the form of a written record of a group 

discussion that supposedly had taken place between three people deciding on the 

same issue our participants were faced with. It included all 24 information items: 

both the items participants had read previously, and eight new ones. Thus, in the 

protocol the full set of information was made available to participants. Participants 

were informed that the group members had not read identical information sets 

prior to engaging in discussion. Also, they were informed that the profiles they 

themselves had read were incomplete, and so they might come across new 

information in the discussion protocol. 

 

Table 3.1 – Pre-discussion Distribution of Information  

  Candidate   

 Characteristics A B Decisional 
implication 

Information 
in profiles  

positive 
neutral 
negative 

a1, a2  
a7, a8, a9 
a10, a11, a12 

b1, b2,  b3 
b4, b5, b6,  b7 
b9 

B 

Information 
in protocol 

positive 
neutral 
negative 

a1, a2, a3, a4, a5, a6 
a7, a8, a9 
a10, a11, a12 

b1, b2, b3 
b4, b5, b6, b7, b8,  
b9, b10, b11, b12 

A 
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Procedure 

Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants were assigned randomly to 

conditions. In the instructions they read that they would participate in a study that 

looked at integration of information in a decision task; they would read 

information about two people who had applied for a teaching position at the 

University of Amsterdam, and would be asked to make a choice for one of the two 

candidates.  

At this point, epistemic motivation was manipulated through task relevance. 

Participants in the high task relevance condition read that this decision task is often 

used in assessment centers to assess the ability to integrate information. 

Performance on the task was said to be indicative of performance on similar tasks 

they might encounter in future working environments. Participants were asked to 

integrate all information into a final judgment, and were informed that at a later 

point they would be asked to explain, in writing, how they had come to their 

decision, and that they would receive developmental feedback. Participants in the 

low task relevance condition did not receive this instruction. All participants were 

given ten minutes to read the profiles of the two candidates, and then indicated 

their initial candidate preference.  

After participants had given their initial preference, they received new 

instructions explaining the next part of the task, during which they would read the 

discussion protocol. Participants in the high task relevance condition were 

reminded of the importance of the task for measuring information integration 

capacity. Participants assigned to a preference information condition were informed, 

before reading the discussion protocol, that at least one of the group members 

who had participated in the discussion preferred candidate A over B. This implied 

that at least one person preferred a decision alternative that was different from the 

participant’s initially preferred alternative (i.e., candidate B). Participants assigned 

to the no-preference information condition did not receive this information. 
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Next, participants were given the fictitious discussion protocol. 

Participants who had been assigned to the upward spin A condition read an 

additional statement with each item of information about candidate A that was 

mentioned in the discussion protocol. These statements emphasized the 

importance of positive information about candidate A, and weakened the 

importance of negative information about this candidate. For example, the 

information that ‘candidate A is an inspiring speaker’ was followed by the 

statement ‘…and that’s a big plus, because many teachers lack enthusiasm’. A 

negative statement that A ‘is rarely available for students’ was followed by ‘…but 

that doesn’t matter, as long as he’s a good teacher’. No added statements about 

candidate B were included in the discussion protocol. Participants in the no-spin 

condition did not read any added statements about either candidate.  

After reading the protocol, participants made a final choice for one of the 

two candidates. Then, they filled out a post-discussion questionnaire, which 

included the dependent variables (see next paragraph), and which assessed the 

adequacy of the experimental manipulations. Upon completion of this 

questionnaire, participants were debriefed and rewarded for their participation. 

Dependent Measures 

All of the dependent variables, with the exception of the measure of 

decision quality, were measured on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 

agree). As mentioned, before reading the discussion protocol, participants indicated 

a preference for one of the two candidates, and this measure was repeated after 

participants finished reading the discussion protocol. This second measure serves 

as the final choice indicator. Participants opting for candidate A received a score of 

1 (correct), and participants opting for candidate B received a score of 0 

(incorrect). In addition to this dichotomous measure, I asked participants to rate 

both candidates’ perceived job suitability. Two items assessed to what degree they 

thought candidate A, respectively B, was a good teacher, and to what degree they 

would like to have candidate A, respectively B, as their teacher. The two questions 
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were highly correlated (r A = .80, p < .001, and r B = .79, p < .001) and were 

combined into a single index of candidate suitability for each candidate. The two 

indices were (weakly) negatively correlated, r = -.21, p < .025.  

 

3.3 Results 
Initial Preferences and Manipulation Checks 

To check whether I had successfully created profiles that led to an initial 

preference for candidate B, I asked participants to indicate a preliminary preference 

for one of the candidates. In spite of a clear overall preference for candidate B, 25 

of the 144 participants reported an initial preference for candidate A. Because I 

intended to investigate the potential effects of the manipulations on preference 

changes, and these participants already supported the better candidate, data from 

these participants were excluded from further analyses. Thus, the hypotheses were 

tested using data from 119 participants. Unless otherwise reported, all data were 

analyzed in a 2 (task relevance: high/ low) x 2 (preference information: yes/ no) x 

2 (upward spin Candidate A: yes/ no) analysis of variance. Means and standard 

deviations of the dependent variables are reported in Table 3.2. 

Several questions on the post-discussion questionnaire served to check 

whether participants had correctly understood the instructions. As a check for the 

task relevance manipulation, I asked participants to indicate whether or not they 

had been informed that the task measured one’s ability to integrate information, 

and whether or not they had been informed that they would receive feedback 

regarding their task performance. Both questions clearly set apart participants for 

whom task relevance was high, versus those for whom task relevance was low, χ2 

(1, N = 119) = 52.43, p < .001, and χ2 (1, N = 119) = 96.67, p < .001, respectively. 

As a check for the preference manipulation, participants indicated whether or not 

they had been informed that one or more of the discussion group members had 

expressed a preference for candidate A. Results clearly set apart participants who 
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had read this information from those who had not, χ2 (1, N = 119) = 53.47, p < 

.001. 

 
Table 3.2 -- Means and Standard Deviations for the Dependent Measures 

 
 
 Low Epistemic Motivation High Epistemic Motivation 

 
 

No preference 
information 

Preference 
known 

No preference 
information 

Preference 
known 

 
 No spin Spin up No spin Spin up No spin Spin up No spin Spin up

Measure N = 14 N = 13 N = 15 N = 16 N = 18 N = 14 N = 16 N = 13 

Perceived 
suitability 
cand. A 

5.75 
(1.01) 

5.73 
(0.88) 

5.27 
(1.16) 

5.94 
(0.51) 

5.56 
(0.75) 

5.25 
(1.27) 

5.81 
(0.66) 

5.54 
(1.27) 

Perceived 
suitability 
cand. B 

4.18 
(0.77) 

3.81 
(1.35) 

4.43 
(1.19) 

5.13 
(1.01) 

4.22 
(1.07) 

4.75 
(1.14) 

4.41 
(1.05) 

4.35 
(0.77) 

Decision 
quality % 
correct  

92.9 84.6 60.0 75.0 83.3 71.4 87.5 76.9 

 

Decision Quality and Perceived Candidate Suitability 

A 2 (task relevance) x 2 (preference information) x 2 (upward spin A) log 

linear analysis did not reveal any main effects of epistemic motivation, preference 

information, or spin (Hypotheses 1, 2, and 4, respectively). It did show, however, 

the predicted interaction between task relevance and preference information, χ2 (1, 

N = 119) = 2.86, p < .10 (marginal): When task relevance was low, participants 

who had received preference information tended to choose candidate A less often 

than participants who had not received preference information (M pref = 67.7 % vs. 

88.9 %), χ2 (1, N = 119) = 3.11, p = .05. When task relevance was high, preference 

information did not affect final decisions (M pref = 82.8 % vs. 78.1 %), χ2 (1, N = 

119) = 0.21, p > .10. Thus, only Hypothesis 3, which predicted a moderating role 

for epistemic motivation on the effects of preference information, received some 

support.  
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However, I also predicted that upward spinning of information about 

candidate A, and information about others’ preferences might have different 

effects on the perceived job suitability of candidate A, and candidate B, 

respectively. Because the discussion protocol included new information concerning 

both candidates A and B, final decisions could be based on the reappraisal of the 

perceived suitability of candidate A, candidate B, or both. Therefore, in addition to 

asking participants to make a final choice for one of the two candidates, I asked 

them to indicate for each candidate separately the extent to which they judged 

them to be suitable for the job. 

A 2 (task relevance: high/ low) x 2 (preference information: yes/ no) x 2 

(upward spin Candidate A: yes/ no) x 2 (suitability Candidate A vs. B) analysis of 

variance with repeated measures on the last factor showed that after reading the 

discussion protocol, participants generally perceived candidate A as being better 

suited for the job than candidate B, (M = 5.60 vs. 4.41), F (1, 110) = 65.77, p < 

.001, η2 = .37. To determine whether the two candidates’ suitability ratings were 

affected differentially by the manipulations, subsequent analyses were conducted 

for each candidate separately. 

The predicted main effects of epistemic motivation (H1) and spinning of 

information (H4) were not found. For perceived suitability of candidate A, 

however, there was a marginally significant interaction between task relevance and 

upward spin A, F (1, 111) = 3.05, p = .084, η2 = .03. Participants for whom task 

relevance was low, and who had read upward spin on candidate A perceived this 

candidate to be better suited for the job (M = 5.83) than did all other participants 

(see Table 3.2), and particularly compared to participants for whom task relevance 

was high and who had also read an upward spin on A (M = 5.39), F (1, 115) = 

3.14, p = .079. This pattern supports Hypothesis 5 that upward spin leads to 

preference changes when recipients have low rather than high epistemic 

motivation.  
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A marginal main effect for preference information, as predicted by 

Hypothesis 2, was found for perceived suitability of candidate B, F (1, 110) = 2.95, 

p = .089, η2 = .02: Participants who had not received preference information rated 

B as somewhat less suitable than those who had received preference information 

(M no pref = 4.24 vs. 4.58). That is, whereas the discussion protocol mainly brought 

negative new information concerning candidate B to light, it did not lead to lower 

suitability ratings for candidate B when preference information was known. 

Consistent with Hypothesis 3, an interaction between preference 

information and task relevance on suitability ratings of Candidate B, F (1, 110) = 

5.18, p = .025, η2 = .05, showed that the effect for preference information was 

especially strong when task relevance was low (M no pref = 3.99 vs. 4.78), F (1, 114) = 

7.78, p = .006, compared to when task relevance was high (M no pref = 4.49 vs. 4.38), 

F < 1). This is in line with the prediction that resistance effects should be stronger 

when participants have low rather than high epistemic motivation. 

The main and interaction effects on suitability of Candidate B were all 

qualified by a significant three-way interaction among preference information, task 

relevance, and upward spin A, F (1, 110) = 4.45, p = .037, η2 = .03. Decomposition 

of this complex interaction effect showed that the interaction between preference 

information and task relevance was stronger when participants had also been 

exposed to an upward spin on A, F (1, 115) = 9.87, p = .002, than when upward 

spin on A was absent, F < 1. As can be seen in Figure 3.1, when task relevance was 

low, participants who had received preference information, and had read an 

upward spin on candidate A, gave candidate B the highest suitability ratings (M = 

5.13). In contrast, when task relevance was low participants who had not received 

preference information, and had read an upward spin on candidate A, gave 

candidate B the lowest suitability ratings (M = 3.81).  
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Figure 3.1 – Ratings of Candidate B’s perceived job suitability as a function of epistemic motivation, 

preference information, and upward spin A. 
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3.4 Conclusions and Discussion 

Past work has shown that even when decision makers are provided with 

all relevant information they tend to stick with their initial and sub-optimal 

preference (Greitemeyer & Schulz-Hardt, 2003; Postmes et al., 2001). The present 

study showed that this resistance effect was stronger when participants knew, a 

priori, that others held a different preference, an effect consistent with attitude 

change research showing that being forewarned increases resistance and defensive 

bolstering (e.g., Petty et al., 1979a). Contributing to both lines of research, I found 

that these resistance effects are moderated by epistemic motivation. When the task 

is made personally relevant, and people are motivated to engage in systematic and 

evenhanded processing of information, effects of preference diversity information 

disappeared and decision makers accurately revised their initial, suboptimal 

decision preferences. In other words, people resist changing their initial 

preferences especially when they expect others to prefer different options, but only 

when they have low instead of high epistemic motivation. 
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Contrary to my expectation, upward spinning of information about an 

alternative decision option did not lead to more frequent choices in favor of this 

option. Whereas final decisions were unaffected by the positive spinning of 

information, effects of upward spin were found on the evaluation of decision 

alternatives. Specifically, the results showed that the initially preferred suboptimal 

decision alternative was more positively evaluated when participants had low 

epistemic motivation, were forewarned about preference diversity, and received 

positively spun information about an alternative decision option. When 

participants had high epistemic motivation, upward spin did not significantly affect 

suitability ratings. It thus appears that when people anticipate opposition they resist 

change, and that receiving positively spun information aggravates these effects. 

Again, however, this only holds when levels of epistemic motivation are low rather 

than high. 

Interestingly, when epistemic motivation was low, spinning of candidate A 

led to more positive evaluations of both candidate A (the objectively better 

alternative), and candidate B (the initially preferred option). The latter effect was 

observed only when participants also had information about other(s)’s opposing 

preferences. Spinning the alternative decision option thus seems to produce two 

apparently contradictory effects – it leads to resistance effects and more positive 

evaluations of one’s initially preferred option, and to “conversion” effects and 

more positive evaluations of the (objectively better) decision alternative preferred 

by some other group members. One explanation for this finding is that upward 

spinning of information about candidate A may also be an indication of others’ 

preferences, just like more explicit preference information. However, whereas 

spinning of information about candidate A affected the perceived job suitability of 

that candidate, preference information led to bolstering of participants’ own 

preference, thus affecting the perceived suitability of candidate B. The combined 

effect of preference information and upward spin A resulted in the strongest 
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resistance, and highest ratings for candidate B. Future studies should investigate 

the similarities and dissimilarities between spin and resistance effects.  

The differences between participants in their ratings of the candidates’ 

suitability were detected by running separate analyses for candidate A and 

candidate B. An alternative option would have been to examine the difference 

score between the candidates’ suitability ratings, by including these as a within 

subjects measure. However, a combined analysis would have left undetected the 

present findings that levels of epistemic motivation, preference information, and 

spinning affected decision-makers’ evaluation of the decision options differentially. 

Based on difference scores alone, I could not have determined whether differences 

were based on higher ratings for candidate A, or lower ratings for candidate B, or 

both. In addition, results showed a discrepancy between participants’ suitability 

ratings and their final decisions. Differences between participants in their perceived 

suitability of the candidates did not necessarily translate into differences in decision 

quality. This supports the view that decisions are based on interdependent, but 

separate evaluations of both candidates, which are influenced also by participants’ 

initial preference for a decision alternative. The evaluation of an initially preferred 

candidate, and the evaluation of an initially non-preferred candidate seem to be of 

a different nature and have given rise to different processing tendencies. In sum, 

including suitability ratings for both candidates separately, I believe allows for a 

more in-depth look into the decision process than a combined measure would. 

Upward spinning of information about candidate A did not have a main 

effect on suitability ratings and choices. In addition, and contrary to expectations, I 

did not find evidence for a main effect of epistemic motivation. Possibly, the 

information in the protocol, which was largely supportive of candidate A, by itself 

was sufficient for participants across conditions to revise their opinions about this 

candidate, regardless of spin or level of motivation. In fact, across all conditions 

participants judged candidate A to be a suitable candidate (M = 5.61 on a 1-7 scale 

with higher scores indicating higher suitability). However, learning that candidate A 
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is a better candidate than initially thought may not lead to a revision of preferences, 

unless one also comes to the conclusion that candidate B is less suited for the job 

than previously assumed. Indeed, in certain conditions participants continued to 

like and subsequently choose candidate B. Importantly, these effects only occurred 

when epistemic motivation was low. This underscores the notion that when 

epistemic motivation is high, participants focus on content rather than context, 

judging the decision alternatives based on the available information. When 

epistemic motivation is low, increased susceptibility to contextual factors such as 

spinning and preference information leads to differential evaluation of 

information. 

All in all, these results break new ground in our understanding of the 

psychological processes underlying information dissemination and processing in 

decision-making. They show that anticipating opposition may induce resistance 

effects that are bolstered when information is spun, and that are reduced when 

group members have high epistemic motivation. In addition, the present study 

introduces a new paradigm to study a largely ignored aspect of group decision-

making. As argued at the outset, group members do not only process information 

in a more or less deliberate and evenhanded way, they also disseminate information 

in a more or less biased way. The research method developed in this study 

provides an effective means to study the possible effects of spinning information 

on the quality of decision-making. 

As with all studies, the present one has several limitations. Two issues in 

particular warrant attention. First, the results are based on individual-level data and 

group members did not interact. Although this allowed me to carefully control the 

knowledge about others’ preferences, and the content of the information provided 

to participants, it also means we need to be careful when generalizing conclusions 

to interacting groups. In its most conservative form, the present study thus 

highlights what can happen in group decision-making, and more research is needed 
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to test how currently identified processes actually happen in interactive groups, and 

how they influence the quality of group decisions.  

Second, I chose to manipulate upward spin on option A, and did not spin 

information about candidate B. In addition, the research methods developed here 

allow one to study not only the effects of upward spin on either decision 

alternative, but also to introduce negative, downward spin. In fact, casual 

observation suggests that group members not only put an upward spin on 

information that helps their preferred alternative, but also put a downward spin on 

information that hurts their preferred alternative. Clearly, the present study opens 

up a series of relevant research questions about the effects of upward versus 

downward spin, some of which will be addressed in Chapter 4. This study has been 

a first attempt to systematically investigate the form of a communicated message. 

As such, it complements the wealth of studies that have looked at the amount and 

type of information as factors that shape the decision process. Furthermore, it 

adds to mounting evidence showing the importance of systematic, in-depth 

information processing for qualitatively good decisions to result. Nevertheless, 

more research is needed to fully grasp the consequences of spinning information 

on preference formation and decision quality. 

To conclude, this study has integrated work on forewarning, and on 

epistemic motivation and systematic information processing, to understand how 

group members respond to preference diversity and the spinning of information. 

The results corroborate that when epistemic motivation is low, preference diversity 

and spinning may produce defensive bolstering and resistance, and as such further 

understanding of the processes underlying sub-optimal decision-making. Finally, 

and consistent with recent work, these results corroborate that increasing epistemic 

motivation in groups may reduce resistance effects, leads group members to revise 

their inaccurate preferences, and helps them reach high quality decisions. 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 4  
The ups and downs of spin: Motivation effects on the 

processing of biased information 

 

4.1 Introduction 
The previous chapters showed that information dissemination and 

processing play an important role in shaping decisions. Information needs to be 

made available and processed for good decision quality to result. Whereas 

information dissemination is an important antecedent of decision quality, research 

on (group) decision-making has shown an overemphasis on the amount of 

information relevant to decision-making, to the exclusion of other variables that 

affect the evaluation of information, and hence decision quality. In contrast to the 

typical assumption that people are generally cooperative in sharing information, 

decision-makers may bring their own preferences and interests into the decision 

process, possibly subjecting information to strategic concerns. In this chapter I 

continue to study the impact of information on decision quality by focusing on how 

information is exchanged and processed. I examine the effect of biased 

communication of information, so-called spinning of information, on the decision 

process and outcome, and the moderating role of epistemic motivation – the 

degree to which people desire to develop and maintain a rich and accurate 

understanding of the decision problem.  

Biased Communication: Spinning of Information 

An issue that has received little attention thus far is that information 

processing is not based only on the amount of information that is available to 

decision-makers, but also on the ways in which information is presented and 

communicated. A more or less implicit assumption in most group decision-making 

studies is that group members are generally cooperative in sharing information. 

This assumption is reflected in the measures used to compute information sharing 
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and processing. Generally, information is seen as mentioned correctly when the 

gist of the original item is mentioned. However, Wittenbaum, Bowman, and 

Hollingshead (2003) found that participants in their study modified the wording of 

information during group discussion, thus engaging in spinning of information: 

They intentionally and strategically biased information to convince other group 

members to adopt their preferred alternative. Furthermore, spinners were often 

successful in influencing final group decisions, convincing the group to adopt a 

decision alternative that they themselves preferred. Spinning is not limited to group 

decision-making. Our daily lives, too, present us with plenty of examples of spin. 

In politics and beyond, spin doctors attempt to influence our access to, and 

acceptance of information. Still, little is known about the process by which spinning 

influences decision-making.  

Chapter 3 provided preliminary support for the influence of spin on 

decision-making. As you may recall, in this study, individual participants made a 

choice for one of two job candidates who were said to have applied for a teaching 

position at their university. On the basis of incomplete information sets, 

participants developed an initial preference for candidate B. They subsequently 

received all information relevant to the decision, which was largely supportive of 

candidate A. Spinning of information about candidate A was manipulated by 

including statements that emphasized the importance of this candidate’s positive 

characteristics, and that downplayed the importance of negative characteristics. 

Results showed that participants judged candidate A to be a more suitable for the 

job when information about this candidate was accompanied by spin. Importantly, 

the effects were observed only when epistemic motivation was low rather than 

high, which suggests that higher levels of epistemic motivation may attenuate the 

impact of spin. An important limitation of this study, however, is that spinning 

concerned only information regarding the initially non-preferred, but correct, 

decision alternative. Information about this alternative, job candidate A, was 

consistently presented in a positive manner by highlighting positive characteristics 
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and downplaying the importance of negative characteristics, thus directing 

attention to its (in part) previously unknown positive characteristics. However, an 

increased appreciation of a formerly non-preferred alternative may not translate 

into a change of preference unless the initially preferred option is simultaneously 

recognized as being suboptimal. Different effects might be observed by including 

negative spinning of information concerning the initially preferred alternative. That 

is, by presenting information about the preferred option in a negative way – 

downplaying the importance of positive characteristics and highlighting negative 

ones – could shed more light on the workings of spin in influencing preference 

reversals, and in determining decision quality. Thus, several questions remain that 

will be addressed in the present chapter: What are the effects of downward 

spinning of information, what are the effects of spinning the preferred alternative, 

and what happens when the wrong alternative is spun? 

The Ups and Downs of Spin 

Decision-makers often display a general reluctance to revise initial 

preferences, because of a tendency to engage in preference-consistent evaluation of 

information (e.g., Greitemeyer & Schulz-Hardt, 2003). Because spin has the 

potential – indeed, the aim – to affect the evaluation of information, it may be 

especially effective in promoting preference change. It may do so either by 

reducing the attractiveness of an initially preferred alternative, or by increasing the 

attractiveness of an initially non-preferred alternative. For example, if you prefer 

alternative B, are you more likely to switch to alternative A if you receive negative 

information about alternative B, or if you receive positive information about 

alternative A, or both? Spinning information by highlighting an alternative’s 

positive characteristics and downplaying negative ones is referred to as upward or 

positive spinning. Conversely, spinning information by highlighting an alternative’s 

negative characteristics and downplaying the importance of positive characteristics 

is referred to as downward or negative spinning. Both forms of spin may have 

different effects on decision quality. Furthermore, spinning effects may be 
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dependent on the particular decision alternative that is subjected to spin. As 

suggested before, an increased appreciation of a formerly non-preferred alternative 

may not translate into a change of preference unless people also become aware 

that the initially preferred option is suboptimal. Spinning may serve to focus 

attention on a decision alternative. Whether this alternative is subsequently 

perceived as more or less attractive likely depends on the direction of spin. 

Evidence arguing for a differential impact of upward and downward 

spinning of information on decision outcomes stems from literature on framing 

effects in decision-making. Beginning with the development of Kahneman and 

Tversky’s (1979) prospect theory, an extensive amount of literature has shown that 

framing of information in positive or negative terms can have a substantial impact 

on judgments and decisions. For example, a study by Levin and Gaeth (1988) 

found that perceptions of the quality of ground beef depended on whether the 

beef was described as “75 % lean” or “25 % fat”. Although the information was 

the same in both conditions, the more positively framed description (“75 % lean”) 

led to the product being rated as better tasting and less greasy than the negatively 

framed description (“25 % fat”). Spinning is thought to work in a similar fashion 

by affecting whether information is evaluated in a positive or negative manner. An 

important question that remains, however, is how information processing may be 

differently affected by positive and negative spinning.  

It is important to note that framing studies often expose participants to a 

positive or negative frame in the absence of prior information based on which they 

may have formed an initial attitude, or preference for a decision alternative. In 

addition, in framing studies the decision alternatives are often equivalent in 

objective attractiveness, and only the decision frame differs by condition. Thus, it 

is the frame that determines how the information is evaluated, as is the case in the 

above example concerning the leanness of beef. In many (group) decision-making 

studies, on the other hand, the information itself speaks strongly for or against a 

specific decision alternative. That is, the decision alternatives have a different 
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number of positive and negative characteristics and therefore vary in objective 

attractiveness. Spinning may affect decisions by exacerbating or attenuating this 

attractiveness.  

Motivated processing of biased information 

According to Ditto and Lopez (1992), motivational factors may affect 

judgments and decisions by affecting how critically people examine information 

that they do, and do not wish to receive. The potential effects of spinning on 

decision quality should be attenuated when people experience high levels of 

epistemic motivation. Epistemically motivated people engage in more systematic 

processing of information, which should lead to a stronger focus on message 

content rather than on contextual clues. Thus, when epistemic motivation is high 

people should be less sensitive to spin. When epistemic motivation is low, on the 

other hand, spinning should be more influential in shaping decisions. Under these 

circumstances, people lack the motivation to critically evaluate information and are 

more prone to information biases. Also, when epistemic motivation is low, people 

are more to likely to rely on heuristic cues. Spinning may serve as a heuristic cue, 

and decision-makers may rely on spin to provide reasons for accepting or rejecting 

alternatives, rather than engage in effortful information processing to reach a well-

grounded decision. In the case of upward spinning of information about a decision 

alternative I expect to see greater acceptance of this alternative. Conversely, in the 

case of downward spinning of an alternative, I expect stronger rejection of the 

alternative.  

In the two studies presented in this paper I examined the influence of 

spinning and epistemic motivation on information processing and decision quality. 

I will now introduce the first of these studies and the hypotheses in greater detail, 

starting with a description of the research paradigm and decision task. 
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4.2 Study 4.1 
4.2.1 Overview and Hypotheses 

For a clearer understanding of the hypotheses, I will briefly explain the 

decision task and procedure, which were the essentially the same as in Chapter 3. 

In study 4.1, individual participants performed a candidate selection task (cf. 

Greitemeyer & Schulz-Hardt, 2003). The information relevant for this task was 

made available to participants in two subsequent phases. In phase 1, participants 

read information concerning two job candidates. On the basis of this information, 

which included more positive and fewer negative items about alternative B than 

alternative A, they formed an initial preference for alternative B. In phase 2, they 

received additional information in the form of a discussion protocol. This 

discussion supposedly had taken place between three people who were deciding, 

just like the participant, which of the two decision alternatives to choose. The 

discussion protocol included all decision-relevant information; both the 

information participants had received earlier, as well as new items that were largely 

positive with regards to alternative A, and negative with regards to alternative B. In 

total, there were more positive and fewer negative items about candidate A than B. 

Therefore, final decisions should be in favor of alternative A. Participants then 

stated their final decision, and rated both candidates’ perceived job suitability. Prior 

to both phases 1 and 2, epistemic motivation was induced through task relevance. 

Task relevance increases motivation because it makes participants aware of the 

importance of the task and the significant consequences it could have for them 

(Howard-Pitney et al., 1986), and it is known to increase systematic information 

processing (Johnson & Eagly, 1989). To strengthen the manipulation, in addition 

to task relevance I induced process accountability. Making people accountable for 

the decision process increases systematic processing because it enhances the need 

to obtain an accurate understanding of the issue. This leads people to be less 

influenced by prior beliefs, and more driven by available evidence (Simonson & 

Staw, 1992).  
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In phase 2, upward spin was manipulated by adding positive evaluative 

statements to information items concerning alternative A that were mentioned in 

the discussion protocol. Downward spin was manipulated by adding negative 

evaluative statements to information items in the discussion protocol that 

concerned alternative B. This design thus allowed me to study the main and 

interaction effects of high (vs. low) epistemic motivation, the presence (vs. 

absence) of positive, upward spinning of information about another alternative 

than the one preferred by the participant, and the presence (vs. absence) of 

downward spinning of information about the initially preferred alternative. 

Based on the literature reviewed, and in line with previous chapters, I 

expected epistemic motivation to lead to a critical evaluation of decision-relevant 

information, and to a reduced tendency to engage in a preference-consistent 

evaluation of information. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was that epistemic motivation would 

result in enhanced decision quality (i.e., epistemically motivated participants more 

often switch preferences to the correct candidate A) as the result of higher 

evaluations of candidate A, and lower evaluations of candidate B. Spinning 

information about a decision alternative has been shown to increase the likelihood 

that this alternative will be accepted as the final decision (Wittenbaum et al., 2003). 

My expectation, therefore, was that preference change would be more frequent 

when information was spun than when it was not. Specifically, I expected that as a 

result of upward spinning of information about an initially non-preferred decision 

alternative, preference change would be more frequent, and evaluations of the 

alternative would be higher, compared to when such spin was absent (Hypothesis 

2a). That is, I expected higher suitability ratings of candidate A, and more frequent 

final decisions in favor of candidate A when upward spin A was present than when 

it was not. In addition, I expected to observe more instances of preference change 

as a result of downward spinning of information about a preferred decision alternative, 

as well as lower evaluations of this alternative, compared to when such spin was 

absent (Hypothesis 2b). That is, I expected lower suitability ratings of candidate B, 
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and more frequent final decisions in favor of candidate A when downward spin B 

was present than when it was not.  

I expected the effects of upward and downward spin to be moderated by 

epistemic motivation. Because high epistemic motivation leads to a more 

evenhanded consideration of alternatives, and a stronger focus on content rather 

than context, the predicted spin effects should be attenuated when participants 

have high rather than low epistemic motivation. Hypothesis 3a was that upward 

spinning of information about candidate A would affect suitability ratings for 

candidate A and decision quality more strongly when epistemic motivation was low 

rather than high. Hypothesis 3b predicted that downward spinning of information 

about candidate B would affect suitability ratings for candidate B and decision 

quality more strongly when epistemic motivation was low rather than high.  

 

4.2.2 Method 
Participants and design 

Two hundred and nine students from the University of Amsterdam (147 

women, 62 men, M = 20.95 years) participated in the experiment in exchange for 

course credit or 7 Euros (approximately 10 USD). Participants were assigned 

randomly to the conditions of a 2 (epistemic motivation: high/low) x 2 (upward 

spin on Candidate A: yes/ no) x 2 (downward spin on Candidate B: yes/ no) 

between-subjects design. Dependent variables were perceived suitability of 

candidate A and candidate B, and quality of final decisions. 

Decision Task  

Participants worked on a decision task similar to the one used by 

Greitemeyer and Schulz-Hardt (2003), and used also in Chapter 3. First, 

participants read descriptions of two candidates who were said to have applied for 

a teaching position at the University of Amsterdam. Each candidate’s profile 

included positive and negative characteristics. These characteristics were drawn in 

part from case material used in a previous study (Scholten et al., in press, see also 
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Chapter 2 ). The profiles were constructed  so  that the positive,  negative, and 

neutral items included in each candidate’s profile were about equally (un)desirable 

and important, and only the number of (un)desirable items included in the profiles 

varied across candidates. 

The complete profiles were made up of 12 items of information for each 

candidate, set up so that candidate A had more positive characteristics (six positive, 

three neutral and three negative) than B (three positive, five neutral, and four 

negative). Participants, however, received profiles that contained only a subset of 

the total number of information items, thereby creating a hidden profile (Stasser & 

Titus, 1985): Participants knew only two of A’s six positive characteristics, and 

only one of B’s negative characteristics. At the same time, they received all three 

negative items about candidate A and all three positive items about candidate B. 

Thus, candidate B seemingly had more positive and fewer negative characteristics 

than candidate A, and therefore should be the preferred alternative. The 

distribution of information is shown schematically in Table 4.1. 

After reading the incomplete candidate profiles, participants stated a 

preliminary preference for either candidate A or B. Next, following Greitemeyer 

and Schulz-Hardt (2003),  individual participants received a fictitious discussion 

protocol to read. This protocol took the form of a written record of a group 

discussion that supposedly had taken place between three people deciding on the 

same issue the participants were faced with. It included all 24 information items; 

both the items participants had read previously, and eight new ones. Thus, in the 

protocol the full set of information was made available to participants. Participants 

were informed that the group members had not read identical information sets 

prior to engaging in discussion. Also, they were informed that the profiles they 

themselves had read were incomplete, and so they might come across new 

information in the discussion protocol. 
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Table 4.1 – Pre-discussion Distribution of Information (studies 1 and 2) 

  Candidate   

 Characteristics A B Decisional 
implication 

Information 
in profiles  

positive 
neutral 
negative 

a1, a2  
a7, a8, a9 
a10, a11, a12 

b1, b2,  b3 
b4, b5, b6,  b7 
b9 

B 

Information 
in protocol 

positive 
neutral 
negative 

a1, a2, a3, a4, a5, a6 
a7, a8, a9 
a10, a11, a12 

b1, b2, b3 
b4, b5, b6, b7, b8,  
b9, b10, b11, b12 

A 

 

Procedure 

Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants were assigned randomly to 

conditions. The instructions read that they would participate in a study that looked 

at integration of information in a decision task; they would read information about 

two people who had applied for a teaching position at the University of 

Amsterdam, and would be asked to make a choice for one of the two candidates.  

At this point, epistemic motivation was manipulated by telling participants in 

the high epistemic motivation condition that this decision task was often used in 

assessment centers to assess the ability to integrate information. Performance on 

the task was said to be indicative of performance on similar tasks they might 

encounter in future working environments. Participants were asked to integrate all 

information into a final judgment, and were informed that at a later point they 

would be asked to explain, in writing, how they had come to their decision. 

Participants in the low epistemic motivation condition did not receive this 

instruction. All participants were given ten minutes to read the profiles of the two 

candidates, and then indicated their initial candidate preference.  

After participants had given their initial preference, they received new 

instructions explaining the next part of the task, during which they would read the 

discussion protocol. Participants in the high epistemic motivation condition were 

reminded of the importance of the task for measuring information integration 
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capacity, and they were reminded of the upcoming interview. Next, participants 

were given the fictitious discussion protocol. Participants who had been assigned 

to the upward spin A condition read an additional statement with each item of 

information about candidate A that was mentioned in the discussion protocol. 

These statements emphasized the importance of positive information about 

candidate A, and weakened the importance of negative information about this 

candidate. For example, the information that ‘candidate A is an inspiring speaker’ 

was followed by the statement ‘…and that’s a big plus, because many teachers lack 

enthusiasm’. A negative statement that A ‘is rarely available for students’ was 

followed by ‘…but that doesn’t matter, as long as he’s a good teacher’. Participants 

in the no-spin A condition did not read any added statements about candidate A.  

In the downward spin B condition, participants read an additional statement 

with each item of information about candidate B that was mentioned in the 

discussion protocol. These statements emphasized the importance of negative 

information about candidate B, whilst downplaying the importance of positive 

information about this candidate. For example, the information that candidate B 

‘does not allow many questions to be asked’ was followed by the statement ‘…I 

think that’s bad, then what are classes for?’ A positive statement that B ‘is known 

to be helpful to students’ was followed by ‘…but that’s a bit vague, helpful in what 

way?’ Participants in the no-spin B condition did not read any added statements 

about candidate B. 

After reading the protocol, participants made a final choice for one of the 

two candidates. Then, they filled out a post-discussion questionnaire, which 

included measures for the dependent variables (see next paragraph) as well as a 

check on the motivation manipulation. Upon completion of this questionnaire, 

participants were debriefed and rewarded for their participation. 

Dependent Measures 

As mentioned, before reading the discussion protocol, participants 

indicated a preference for one of the two candidates, and this measure was 
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repeated after participants finished reading the discussion protocol. This second 

measure serves as the final choice indicator. Participants opting for candidate A 

received a score of 1 (correct), and participants opting for candidate B received a 

score of 0 (incorrect). In addition, the candidates’ perceived job suitability was 

measured on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Two items for 

each candidate assessed to what degree participants thought candidate A, 

respectively B, was a good teacher, and to what degree they would like to have 

candidate A, respectively B, as their teacher. The two questions were highly 

correlated (r A = .76, p < .00, and r B = .78, p < .00) and were combined into a 

single index of candidate suitability for each candidate. The two indices were 

negatively correlated, r = -.32, p < .00.  

 

4.2.3 Results 
Initial Preferences and Manipulation Checks 

To check whether I was successful in creating profiles that led to an initial 

preference for candidate B, I asked participants to indicate a preliminary preference 

for one of the candidates. One hundred and eighty-five participants indicated an 

initial preference for candidate B as intended. Because I intended to investigate the 

potential effects of the manipulations on preference changes, data from 

participants who already supported the better candidate (N = 24) were excluded 

from further analyses. Thus, the hypotheses were tested using data from 185 

participants.  

In addition to indicating an initial preference, participants rated each 

candidate’s perceived job suitability after reading the (incomplete) profiles. A 2 

(epistemic motivation: high/ low) x 2 (upward spin A: yes/no) x 2 (downward spin 

B: yes/no) x 2 (suitability Candidate A vs. B) analysis of variance with repeated 

measures on the last factor showed that based on the candidate profiles, 

participants who indicated an initial preference for candidate B indeed perceived 

this candidate to be better suited for the job than candidate A, (M = 5.18 vs. 3.48), 
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F (1, 176) = 413.22, p < .001, η2 = .70. There were no differences between 

conditions, all ps > .10. Thus, the candidate profiles had the intended effect of 

making candidate B the seemingly better option.  

Several questions on the post-discussion questionnaire served to check 

whether participants had correctly understood the instructions (1 = strongly disagree, 

7 = strongly agree). As a check for the task relevance manipulation, I asked 

participants whether they had been informed that the task they had performed 

measured one’s ability to integrate information. As a check for process 

accountability, I asked whether they had been informed that they would be asked 

to elaborate on the way in which they had reached their decision. Epistemically 

motivated participants agreed more strongly with both statements than did 

participants who had not been epistemically motivated, F (1, 176) = 83.77, p < 

.001 (M = 4.96 vs. 2.87), and F (1, 176) = 163.03 p < .001 (M = 6.03 vs. 2.96), 

respectively. For task relevance, I also found an interaction between epistemic 

motivation and spin A, F (1, 176) = 4.45, p = .036. Decomposition of this 

interaction effect, however, showed that the effect of epistemic motivation held 

true for participants who had not read upward spin on candidate A, F (1, 176) = 

61.38, p < .001, as well as for those who had, F (1, 176) = 25.66, p < .001. 

Decision quality 

A 2 (epistemic motivation: high/ low) x 2 (upward spin A: yes/no) x 2 

(downward spin B: yes/no) log linear analysis showed a main effect for epistemic 

motivation, χ2 (1, N = 185) = 4.54, p < .033: When epistemic motivation was high, 

participants chose candidate A as their final choice more often than when 

epistemic motivation was low (M = 87.1 % vs. 75 %). This finding lends support 

to hypothesis 1, which predicted that participants would choose the correct 

decision alternative more often if they were epistemically motivated than if they 

were not. Furthermore, there was a marginally significant interaction between 

epistemic motivation and downward spin B, χ2 (1, N = 185) = 3.20, p = .074. Final 

decisions in favor of candidate A were more frequent when epistemic motivation 



CHAPTER 4 86

was high rather than low when downward spin B was present (MEM high = 93.6 % 

vs. MEM low = 73.9 %), χ2 (1, N = 93) = 3.60, p < .01, but not when it was absent 

(MEM high = 80.4 % vs. MEM low = 76.1 %), p > .10 (means and standard deviations 

for all experimental conditions are shown in Table 4.2). This finding contradicts 

hypothesis 3b, which predicted a stronger effect of downward spinning of 

candidate B when epistemic motivation was low rather than high. On the contrary, 

although only marginally significant, this finding suggests that epistemically 

motivated participants were more strongly influenced by negative spinning of 

candidate B than non-epistemically motivated participants. 

Perceived candidate suitability 

Because the discussion protocol included new information concerning 

both candidates A and B, final decisions could be based on the reappraisal of the 

perceived suitability of candidate A, candidate B, or both. Therefore, I asked 

participants to indicate for each candidate separately the extent to which they 

judged them to be suitable for the job6.  

For perceived suitability of candidate A, a 2 (epistemic motivation: high/ 

low) x 2 (upward spin A: yes/no) x 2 (downward spin B: yes/no) analysis of 

variance showed an interaction between epistemic motivation and upward spin A, 

F (1, 176) = 4.48, p < .036, η2 = .03. Breaking this interaction down to simple 

effects showed that when epistemic motivation was low, participants rated 

candidate A as better suited for the job when upward spin on A was present than 

when it was not (M = 5.34 vs. 4.88), F (1, 177) = 4.33, p < .039. When epistemic 

motivation was high, upward spin A did not significantly influence candidate A’s 

perceived suitability, (MspinA = 5.14 vs. 5.34), p > .10.  

                                                      
6 After reading the discussion protocol, participants should generally perceive candidate A 
as being better suited for the job than candidate B. A paired t-test showed that this was 
indeed the case (M = 5.18 vs. 3.82), t = 10.45, df = 183, p < .001. 
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This supports hypothesis 3a, which predicted that effects of upward spin A would 

be greater when epistemic motivation was low rather than high. No other effects 

concerning ratings for candidate A were significant. 

For perceived suitability of candidate B, results from a 2 (epistemic 

motivation: high/ low) x 2 (upward spin A: yes/no) x 2 (downward spin B: 

yes/no) ANOVA showed a main effect of epistemic motivation, F (1, 176) = 5.11, 

p < .025, η2 = .03: When epistemic motivation was low, participants judged 

candidate B to be better suited for the job than when epistemic motivation was 

high (M = 4.00 vs. 3.64). This finding supports hypothesis 1, which predicted that 

higher levels of epistemic motivation would lead to lower evaluations of candidate 

B. A main effect for upward spin A, F (1, 176) = 6.05, p = .015, η2 = .03, showed 

that participants who had read spin supportive of candidate A perceived candidate 

B to be less suited for the job than participants who had not read upward spin on 

A (M = 3.63 vs. 4.02). Thus, upward spinning of candidate A had a negative effect 

on the perceived suitability of candidate B. A main effect of downward spin on 

candidate B, F (1, 176) = 8.37, p = .004, η2 = .05, showed that participants who 

had read negative spin on candidate B perceived this candidate to be less suited 

than participants who had not read negative spin on B (M = 3.60 vs. 4.05). This 

finding is consistent with hypothesis 2b, which predicted lower ratings for 

candidate B as a result of downward spinning of B. No other effects were 

significant. 

 

4.2.4 Discussion 
The aim of study 4.1 was to examine to what extent preference change 

could be induced by increasing participants’ level of epistemic motivation – the 

motivation to engage in deep, systematic processing of information – and by 

introducing spinning of information to focus attention on negative aspects of 

participants’ initial preference, and on positive aspects of an alternative decision 

option.  
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Firstly, I predicted that epistemic motivation would lead to more frequent 

preference change – and thus to improved decision quality – due to higher 

perceived suitability of candidate A, and lower perceived suitability of candidate B. 

The results largely support this prediction: When epistemic motivation was high, 

participants judged candidate B to be less suited for the job, and revised their initial 

preference accordingly, thus choosing candidate A more often after reading the 

discussion protocol.  

Upward spin A did not affect the perceived suitability of candidate A, as 

hypothesis 2a predicted. However, I did find an effect of upward spinning of 

information about candidate A on the perceived suitability of candidate B, causing 

ratings for candidate B to go down. In addition, in line with hypothesis 2b, I found 

a main effect of downward spin B on ratings for candidate B, also causing these to 

go down. This suggests that candidate B may have been the focal candidate (based 

on its status as the initially preferred alternative) against which new information 

was judged. That is, participants may have judged new information about both 

candidates according to its implications for the perceived suitability of candidate B, 

more so than for its implications for the suitability of candidate A. As I suggested 

before, the recognition that candidate A is better than previously thought may not 

lead to a change in preference unless the initially preferred alternative is 

simultaneously recognized as being less suitable than previously thought.  

In line with predictions, I found that epistemic motivation interacted with 

upward spin A: When epistemic motivation was high, participants read the 

protocol and subsequently judged candidate A to be more suitable than previously 

thought, regardless of any form of spin. When epistemic motivation was low, the 

information in the discussion protocol led to higher ratings for candidate A only 

when upward A was present, which is consistent with hypothesis 3a. Under these 

conditions, participants did not have the motivation to adequately process the new 

information, and only revised their initial preferences when an upward spin on 

candidate A was given. Still, that did not lead to more frequent final choices in 
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favor of candidate A, possibly due to a continued liking of candidate B, their 

initially preferred candidate.  

Surprisingly, I found a (marginally significant) interaction between 

epistemic motivation and downward spin B on decision quality. This suggested 

that when epistemic motivation was high, participants were more influenced by 

downward spin B, and more often chose candidate A, as opposed to when 

epistemic motivation was low, as hypothesis 3b predicted. The main effects of 

epistemic motivation on both decision quality and on ratings of candidate B 

indicate that participants with high epistemic motivation processed the information 

in the protocol, and adjusted their candidate evaluations and decisions accordingly. 

Rather than being a direct cause of preference reversals, downward spinning of 

candidate B in these cases may have served to corroborate participants’ revised 

judgments, thereby increasing the frequency of correct decisions. However, as I 

measured all of the dependent variables at the same point in time, after the 

discussion protocol in which all information became shared, I cannot directly test 

this explanation.  

I did not find evidence for the prediction that downward spinning of 

information about candidate B would lead to better decision making when 

epistemic motivation was low. A possible reason for this is that focusing attention 

on negative characteristics of candidate B via downward spinning may have given 

rise to feelings of resistance to yielding in participants who were not motivated to 

reconsider their initial preference to begin with (cf. Greitemeyer & Schulz-Hardt, 

2003). 

An important characteristic of the present design and one that merits 

further attention is that both the new information mentioned in the discussion 

protocol, and upward and downward spinning of this information pointed in the 

direction of candidate A. That is, the discussion protocol presented participants 

with new positive information about candidate A, and new negative information 

about candidate B. In addition, the spin manipulations promoted the positive 
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characteristics of candidate A, and emphasized the negative aspects of candidate B. 

Thus, both the information itself, as well as the spin manipulations, could drive 

participants towards a change of preference. Indeed, we see that the majority of 

participants did change preferences when making their final decisions. This stands 

in contrast to earlier studies, often measured at the group level, which report low 

decision quality because of participants’ unwillingness to revise initial choices. To 

disentangle potential confounds between effects of information and spinning of 

information, I conducted a second study in which the spin manipulations were 

reversed. 

 

4.3 Study 4.2 
4.3.1 Overview and hypotheses 

In study 4.2, I presented participants with the same decision task as 

before. This time, the discussion protocol included negative spinning of candidate 

A, and positive spinning of candidate B. I predicted, as in study 4.1, that epistemic 

motivation would lead participants to engage in a critical evaluation of decision-

relevant information, and to more frequent choices for candidate A (Hypothesis 1). 

As in study 4.1, I expected that spinning of information would generally be 

successful in affecting candidate evaluations and final decisions. However, the spin 

on information about both candidates ran counter to the information in the 

protocol. Whereas the information in the protocol was largely supportive of 

candidate A and presented new negative information about candidate B, I included 

a downward spin on A, and an upward spin on B. Thus, either form of spin 

essentially confirmed initial (erroneous) preferences. Hypothesis 2a, therefore, was 

that downward spinning information about candidate A would lead to less 

frequent preference change, i.e., more incorrect final decisions than when no spin 

on candidate A was present. In study 4.1 I found that spinning of A affected the 

perceived suitability of both candidates, whereas spinning of candidate B only 

affected the perceived suitability of candidate B. I suspected that candidate B, due 
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to its status as the candidate of preference, was the focal point and used a 

reference standard against which new information was judged. If this was indeed 

the case then in study 4.2 I should again find that spinning of candidate A affects 

both candidates – both the candidate it directly concerns, i.e., candidate A, as well 

as the focal candidate B. Hypothesis 2b was that upward spinning of information 

about candidate B would lead to less frequent preference change and therefore 

more incorrect final decisions than when no spin on candidate B was present. 

Also as in study 4.1, I expected effects of spinning on decision quality and 

suitability ratings to be attenuated by epistemic motivation. That is, I expected that 

downward spinning of candidate A would be less effective and thus lead to higher 

ratings and more frequent choices for candidate A when epistemic motivation was 

high rather than low (Hypothesis 3a). Finally, I expected that upward spinning of 

candidate B would be less effective and thus lead to lower ratings for B, and more 

frequent choices for candidate A when epistemic motivation was high rather than 

low (Hypothesis 3b). 

 

4.3.2 Method  
Participants and design 

One hundred and sixty-three students from the University of Amsterdam 

(122 women, 41 men, M = 21.16 years) participated in the experiment in exchange 

for course credit or 7 Euros (approximately 10 USD). Participants were assigned 

randomly to the conditions of a 2 (epistemic motivation: high/low) x 2 (downward 

spin on Candidate A: yes/ no) x 2 (upward spin on Candidate B: yes/ no) 

between-subjects design. Dependent variables were perceived suitability of 

candidate A and candidate B, and quality of final decisions. 

Decision task and procedure  

Both the decision task and the procedure were similar to those used in 

study 4.1. Again, participants read incomplete profiles, stated an initial preference 

for one of the two candidates, and then read a discussion transcript, after which 
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they made their final decisions. This time however, I included a downward spin on 

information about candidate A, and an upward spin on information about candidate 

B. That is, information about candidate A was followed by statements emphasizing 

the candidate’s negative characteristics, and downplaying positive ones. 

Information about candidate B, in contrast, was followed by statements that 

emphasized the candidate’s positive characteristics, whilst downplaying negative 

ones. Epistemic motivation was operationalized as before via a combined task 

relevance/ process accountability manipulation. 

Dependent measures 

The dependent measures, too, were the same as those in study 4.1. 

Decision quality was coded dichotomously as (in)correctness of choice. 

Participants opting for candidate A received a score of 1 (correct), and participants 

opting for candidate B received a score of 0 (incorrect). Participants rated both 

candidates’ perceived job suitability on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 

strongly agree). Two items assessed to what degree they thought candidate A, 

respectively B, was a good teacher, and to what degree they would like to have 

candidate A, respectively B, as their teacher. As before, the two questions were 

highly correlated (r A = .74, p < .00, and r B = .78, p < .00), and therefore were 

combined into a single index of candidate suitability for each candidate. The two 

indices were (weakly) negatively correlated, r = -.18, p = .033.  

 

4.3.3 Results 
Initial Preferences and Manipulation Checks 

Twenty-two participants stated an initial preference for candidate A, 

instead of candidate B as intended. Two questions that served as checks to see 

whether participants had understood the instructions were answered incorrectly by 

six participants. Data from these participants were therefore excluded from 

analyses, leaving 135 participants. 
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In addition to indicating an initial preference, participants rated each 

candidate’s perceived job suitability after reading the (incomplete) profiles. A 2 

(epistemic motivation: high/ low) x 2 (upward spin A: yes/ no) x 2 (downward 

spin B: yes/ no) x 2 (suitability Candidate A vs. B) analysis of variance with 

repeated measures on the last factor showed that, based on the candidate profiles, 

participants perceived candidate B to be better suited for the job than candidate A, 

(M = 5.54 vs. 3.97), F (1, 127) = 221.25, p < .001, η2 = .64. There were no 

differences between conditions, all ps > .10. Thus, the composition of the 

candidate profiles was successful in making candidate B the seemingly better 

option.  

Several questions on the post-discussion questionnaire served to check 

whether participants had correctly understood the instructions (1 = strongly disagree, 

7 = strongly agree). As a check for the task relevance manipulation, I asked 

participants whether they had been informed that the task they had performed 

measured one’s ability to integrate information. As a check for process 

accountability, I asked whether they had been informed that they would be asked 

to elaborate on the way in which they had reached their decision. Epistemically 

motivated participants agreed more strongly with both statements than did 

participants who had not been epistemically motivated, F (1, 176) = 83.77, p < .00 

(M = 4.96 vs. 2.87), and F (1, 176) = 163.03 p < .00 (M = 6.03 vs. 2.96), 

respectively.  

Decision quality 

A 2 (epistemic motivation: high/ low) x 2 (downward spin A: yes/ no) x 2 

(upward spin B: yes/ no) log linear analysis showed a main effect for downward 

spin on A, χ2 (1, N = 135) = 10.45, p < .001: When downward spin A was present 

participants chose A less often than when no spin was given (47% vs. 73.9%), a 

finding that supports hypothesis 2a. This effect was qualified by an interaction 

between downward spin A and epistemic motivation, χ2 (1, N = 135) = 4.46, p < 

.035, showing that downward spinning of candidate A led to lower decision quality 
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when epistemic motivation was low (80% vs. 36.4%), χ2 (1, N = 68) = 13.35, p < 

.001, but not when it was high (67.6% vs. 57.6%), χ2 (1, N = 67) = 2.98, p < .084. 

This finding is consistent with hypothesis 3a, which predicted a stronger effect of 

downward spinning of A when epistemic motivation was low rather than high. 

There was a marginally significant interaction between epistemic motivation and 

upward spin on candidate B, χ2 (1, N = 135) = 3.51, p < .061. Although none of 

the simple effects reached significance, decision quality was higher when epistemic 

motivation was high and upward spin B was not given (M = 71.4 %) than when 

upward spin B was present (M = 53.1 %), or when epistemic motivation was low 

(M = 53.8 %). This stands in contrast to hypothesis 3b, which predicted a stronger 

effect of upward spin B when epistemic motivation was low rather than high. 

Perceived candidate suitability 

As in study 4.1, I asked participants to indicate for each candidate 

separately the extent to which they judged them to be suitable for the job7.  For 

perceived suitability of candidate A, results showed that downward spinning of A 

led to lower perceived suitability of this candidate (M = 5.45 vs. 4.61), F (1, 127) = 

19.40, p < .001, η2 = .13. Also, there was an interaction between epistemic 

motivation and downward spin A, F (1, 127) = 5.21, p < .024, η2 = .04. Breaking 

this interaction down to simple effects showed that participants rated candidate A 

as less suited for the job when downward spin on A was present compared to 

when it was not, when epistemic motivation was low (M = 5.60 vs. 4.31), F (1, 

127) = 22.30, p < .001, but not when it was high (M = 5.31 vs. 4.90), p > .10. This 

supports hypothesis 3a, which predicted that effects of downward spin A would be 

greater when epistemic motivation was low rather than high. No other effects 

concerning ratings for candidate A were significant. 

                                                      
7 As in study 4.1, a paired t-test which compared the perceived suitability of candidate A 
with the perceived suitability of candidate B showed that after reading the discussion 
protocol, participants generally perceived candidate A as being better suited for the job 
than candidate B, (M = 5.03 vs. 4.63), t = 2.68, df = 134, p < .008. 
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For perceived suitability of candidate B, results again showed a main effect 

of downward spin A, F (1, 127) = 5.42, p < .021, η2 = .04: Participants rated 

candidate B as more suitable when downward spin A was given than when it was 

not (M = 4.86 vs. 4.42). I also found a marginal main effect for upward spinning of 

candidate B, F (1, 127) = 3.48, p < .065, η2 = .03: Participants rated candidate B as 

more suitable when upward spin B was given than when it was not (M = 4.82 vs. 

4.46). An interaction between epistemic motivation and upward spin B, F (1, 127) 

= 3.68, p < .057, η2 = .03 showed that upward spinning of candidate B led to 

higher ratings for this candidate when epistemic motivation was high (M = 5.05 vs. 

4.32), F (1, 127) = 7.17, p < .008, but not when it was low (M = 4.59 vs. 4.60), p 

>.10. This effect is contrary to what was predicted in Hypothesis 3b, which 

suggested a stronger effect of upward spinning of candidate B when epistemic 

motivation was low. 

 

4.3.4 Discussion 
Study 4.2 showed no direct effect of epistemic motivation on decision 

quality. Thus, hypothesis 1, which predicted that higher levels of epistemic 

motivation would lead to improved decision quality, was not supported. 

Downward spinning of A affected decision quality by leading to lower suitability 

ratings and fewer choices in favor of candidate A (cf. Hypothesis 2a). Upward 

spinning of candidate B led to higher suitability ratings for candidate B as 

expected, although the effect was only marginally significant, and was not found 

for decision quality. Thus, I found only weak support for Hypothesis 2b. One 

reason for this finding, or lack thereof, is that since candidate B was already 

considered to be the better option, putting a positive spin on this candidate had no 

effect because it only confirmed initial opinions.  

I found interactions between epistemic motivation and spinning of 

information on both decision quality and candidate suitability ratings. For ratings 

concerning the suitability of candidate A, these results were as expected: 
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Downward spinning of information about candidate A led this candidate to be 

perceived as less suited for the job, especially when epistemic motivation was low 

(cf. Hypothesis 3a). When epistemic motivation was high, downward spinning of A 

had no effect. For upward spinning of candidate B, on the other hand, results 

showed greater sensitivity to spin for participants who had high levels of epistemic 

motivation. Contrary to what hypothesis 3b predicted, epistemically motivated 

participants perceived candidate B to be more suitable, and chose this candidate as 

their final choice more often than non-epistemically motivated participants as a 

result of upward spinning of this candidate. These results are remarkable for two 

reasons. First, they show that participants show greater sensitivity to spinning of 

candidate A – the initially non-preferred candidate – when epistemic motivation 

was low, and greater sensitivity to spinning of candidate B – the initially preferred 

alternative – when epistemic motivation was high. Second, spinning of candidate A 

affected both candidates’ suitability ratings, and decision quality. Spinning of 

candidate B only affected suitability ratings for candidate B. Although somewhat 

unexpected and partially contrary to what I predicted, these results are largely 

consistent with findings from study 4.1. Therefore, I will discuss the combined 

results from both studies and their implications in greater detail in a general 

discussion.  

 

4.4 General discussion 
People have a general tendency to engage in preference-consistent 

evaluation of (new) information, which often results in a continued adherence to 

their initially preferred alternative. New information may concern their initial 

preference either directly or indirectly; that is, it may include items about their 

initially preferred alternative, and/or items about a non-preferred alternative. In 

which manner, and to what extent these different forms of decision-relevant 

information affect decision outcomes depends, as the results show, on several 

factors. One is that information processing depends on decision-makers’ level of 
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epistemic motivation. Also, spinning of information may influence the evaluation 

of information, and hence may determine final decisions. Spinning can be in an 

upward direction, by which information about a decision alternative is portrayed 

more positively, or in a downward direction, by which the alternative is portrayed 

more negatively. Decision outcomes are also dependent on the specific decision 

alternative (preferred or non-preferred) that is subjected to spin. These factors will 

be discussed in greater detail in the following paragraphs. 

Epistemic motivation is defined as the degree to which people desire to 

develop and maintain a rich and accurate understanding of a decision problem. 

When epistemic motivation is low, people are likely to engage in relatively 

effortless and heuristic processing of information. When epistemic motivation is 

high, on the other hand, people are more likely to engage in deep and effortful 

information processing. To understand the effects these different forms of 

processing may have on decision quality, it is important to keep the following 

assumptions in mind:  

First, people want to make good decisions. However, they may vary in the 

amount of energy they are willing to expend to reach a good decision. In the 

present design, people form initial preferences based on initial information that, 

unbeknownst to them, is not representative of the total set of decision-relevant 

information. In effect, they believe their initial preferences to be correct. What 

distinguishes people with high vs. low levels of epistemic motivation is the extent 

to which they are willing to critically scrutinize new information and revise initial 

preferences. This has important implications for the manner in which they process 

new information.  

Second, once initial preferences are formed, people have a tendency to 

engage in preference-consistent evaluation of new information. This tendency may 

affect decision-makers both high and low in epistemic motivation. Again, the 

difference between people with high and low levels of epistemic motivation is the 

extent to which they are able to overcome this bias through information 
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processing. I have described the tendency for people to engage in preference-

consistent evaluation of information as a bias that people are susceptible to, 

regardless of their motivation to process information. I have argued, however, that 

the extent to which people are able or willing to overcome this tendency does, 

indeed, depend on epistemic motivation. When epistemic motivation is high, 

people experience a greater need to come to an accurate understanding of the 

decision problem. Therefore, they are more willing to take in new information and 

process it in a systematic manner. The results partially supported these predictions. 

In study 4.1, epistemic motivation, as expected, led to better decision quality, i.e., 

more frequent final decisions in favor of candidate A. In study 4.2 no direct effect 

of epistemic motivation was observed.  

Spinning of information was generally successful in influencing decisions, 

although spinning of candidates A and B were shown to have asymmetric effects: 

Whereas spinning of A affected suitability ratings of both candidates A and B, 

spinning of B affected only ratings of candidate B. As I suggested before, because 

candidate B was the initially preferred candidate, new information may have been 

judged in terms of its implications for the perceived suitability of this candidate, 

more than for its implications for the non-preferred alternative. 

In both studies, susceptibility to spin was moderated by participants’ level 

of epistemic motivation. For spinning of information about candidate A, results 

were as expected: Participants in both studies were influenced by spinning of 

information about candidate A – both upward, as in study 4.1, and downward as in 

study 4.2 – when epistemic motivation was low rather than high. When epistemic 

motivation was low, participants lacked the motivation to thoroughly examine the 

available information. For these participants, spinning may have served as a 

heuristic cue; rather than having to think through the available information to 

come to a conclusion, spin provided participants with a quick and easy way to 

come to a final decision. In the case of information-consistent spinning, i.e., 

upward spinning of information about candidate A and downward spinning of 
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information about candidate B, reliance on spin could actually lead to improved 

decision quality. However, when spin confirmed initial, erroneous preferences – as 

was the case with downward spinning of information about candidate A and 

upward spinning of information about candidate B – decision quality suffered.  

A more striking result was that contrary to expectations, highly motivated 

participants were influenced by spinning of information about candidate B. 

Downward spinning of candidate B led to more frequent preference reversals, and 

as a result, improved decision quality (study 4.1). Upward spinning of candidate B, 

on the other hand, resulted in less frequent preference reversals, and fewer correct 

decisions (study 4.2). When spinning thus concerned their initially preferred 

alternative, epistemically motivated participants also demonstrated reliance on 

heuristic cues in information processing. This is consistent, however, with earlier 

studies which showed that systematic processing can be biased, and include the use 

of heuristic cues. For example, Darke, Chaiken, Bohner, Einwiller, Erb and 

Hazlewood (1998) conducted a study on the effects of heuristic cues on 

participants with high vs. low accuracy motivation. In this study, Darke and 

colleagues found that heuristic cues influenced attitudes through both heuristic and 

biased systematic processing under high motivation, but only via heuristic 

processing when motivation was low. Results from studies 1 and 2 show a similar 

pattern: When epistemic motivation was low, participants relied on spin, i.e., a 

heuristic cue, to reach a decision about the suitability of candidate A. For suitability 

of candidate B, spinning either confirmed their initial preference and therefore had 

no effect; or conversely it was negative with regard to their preferred alternative, 

and therefore rejected. When epistemic motivation and concomitant accuracy 

needs were high, systematic information processing took place. For candidate A, 

information was processed in an objective, unbiased manner. With regards to the 

initially preferred candidate B, information processing was systematic, but biased 

to include spin. According to Chaiken and Maheswaran (1994), heuristic cues may 

bias systematic processing when the direction systematic processing should take is 
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unclear, for example, when ambiguous messages are presented. An ambiguous 

message may be one in which supporting and opposing arguments are presented, 

as was the case in the current studies. Also, when an initial preference is 

inconsistent with new information, causing ambiguity, heuristic cues may guide 

systematic information processing. In the present studies, this resulted in more 

frequent preference changes when spinning of B was negative, and less so when 

spinning of B was positive.  

Limitations 

Several limitations warrant attention; the first concerns the manipulation 

of epistemic motivation. To induce epistemic motivation, I manipulated both the 

relevance of the decision task as a whole, as well as the extent to which participants 

were accountable for the way in which they reached a decision. These were 

expected to produce identical results, i.e., higher levels of epistemic motivation, 

and more systematic processing. However, I cannot exclude the possibility that 

under some conditions they might have dissimilar effects on information 

processing and decision quality. Still, encouraged by evidence from previous 

studies in which one or the other was manipulated, I believe that they influenced 

processing in similar ways and thus were mutually enforcing in the present design. 

A second limitation concerns the operationalization of spin. I manipulated 

presence of spin by added statements to the information in the discussion 

protocol, that reflected whether the information was deemed to be positive or 

negative, and important or not. One could argue that in most situations spin may 

be more subtle and inconspicuous, and because it is not easily detected, more 

effective. Also, an alternative manifestation of spin could be to not mention info. In 

order to avoid confounding information availability and spin, I decided against this 

option. For the same reason, so as not to cause variations in the actual information 

available to participants, I refrained from manipulation spin in a more subtle way, 

for instance by modifying the wording of information. As the results show, the 

spin manipulation of choice by no means proved to be too blunt, and was effective 
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in influencing decisions. In fact, a more subtle operationalization might have gone 

altogether unnoticed, by participants both high and low in epistemic motivation. 

Although the present results strongly suggest differences in information 

processing due to differences in levels of epistemic motivation, the dependent 

variables consisted of outcome-related rather than direct process measures. Future 

research is needed to gain more insight into the decision process, and to obtain 

evidence directly related to processing differences. Finally, the picture of decision-

making that emerges from these studies is rather complex. The combination of 

existing initial preferences, new information, spinning of information, and 

epistemic motivation all have been shown to have main as well as interaction 

effects on decision-making. For a better understanding of how the different factors 

affect decision processes, future studies might do well to simplify the decision 

situation to disentangle the different processes that may be at play simultaneously.  

Conclusion 

Results from the two studies presented in this paper showed that spinning 

of information affects decision-making and does so for people high and low in 

epistemic motivation, albeit in different ways. When motivation to process 

information is low, information is processed in a preference-consistent manner. 

When epistemic motivation is high, systematic information processing takes place, 

although it may be influenced by heuristic cues.     

Spinning of information proved an effective means by which preference-

consistent information evaluation could be reduced, at least when the spin was 

consistent with the information. That is, when both the information and spin 

pointed out a candidate’s positive characteristics, this candidate was rated as better 

suited, compared to when such spin was absent. When information and spin called 

attention to a candidate’s negative characteristics, this candidate was rated as less 

suited compared to when spin was absent. When, on the other hand, spinning 

contradicted new information and instead confirmed initial preferences, suitability 

ratings were affected by spin and decision quality was lower.   
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In conclusion, it seems that with regard to the persuasive power of 

information, spinning may effectively stimulate preference change, provided that 

one is careful in choosing which decision alternative is spun. To avoid defensive 

reactions to spinning when people lack motivation to revise initial preferences and 

thoroughly process information, positive spinning of decision alternatives other 

than those initially preferred may lead to a desired change in preference. When 

people are sufficiently motivated to critically examine their initial preference and 

related information, preference change is best produced by including spinning of 

the initially preferred alternative.  
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CHAPTER 5  
General discussion 

 
5.1 Introduction 

Decision-making is a pervasive aspect of our lives, and (therefore) a much-

studied topic of research in psychology. Many decisions are the result of group 

decision-making. Groups are thought to be potentially better decision-makers than 

individuals because they can benefit from the knowledge and viewpoints the 

various members bring to the group. For the group to take advantage of its 

members’ knowledge, this knowledge needs to be exchanged and processed, and 

integrated into a decision. In this dissertation, I have attempted to advance our 

understanding of decision-making by focusing on how information is exchanged 

and processed, with specific interest in the motivational underpinnings of 

information processing. In this final chapter I will summarize the main findings 

and discuss theoretical and practical implications. 

In the studies reported in this dissertation I have approached the topic of 

decision-making by focusing on decision-making under so-called hidden profile 

conditions. Stasser and Titus (1985, 2003) initially developed the hidden profile 

paradigm to study information exchange and resulting decision quality in groups. 

They created a decision situation in which the information relevant to the decision 

is not fully available to decision-makers initially. Rather, individual group members 

receive a subset of the complete set of information, on the basis of which they 

form an initial preference for a decision alternative. The information contained in 

this subset is biased to create a favorable impression of a suboptimal alternative, 

and a negative, or less positive, impression of the superior alternative. Thus, the 

complete profiles of the decision alternatives are hidden to individual group 

members. By pooling the group members’ information in a group discussion, the 
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group as a whole can uncover the hidden profile and identify the superior decision 

alternative.  

Over the past twenty-odd years, the hidden profile paradigm has proven 

to be a useful tool to gain insight into the process of group decision-making. 

Hidden profile decision tasks reflect many real-life situations, in which people 

often do not share all decision-relevant information. It also has the advantage of 

allowing for a great deal of experimental control, permitting greater certainty in 

drawing conclusions regarding causality. At the same time, however, hidden profile 

research has been limited in several respects. First, it has focused mainly on the 

dissemination of information in groups, without giving much consideration to 

information processing. One of the goals of the research reported in this 

dissertation was to study the effects of information processing on decision quality. 

Specifically, it was designed to investigate the role of epistemic motivation in 

determining the extent and depth to which information is processed. A second 

limitation of hidden profile research conducted thus far, is that it has taken a rather 

black-and-white approach to information dissemination, by counting whether 

information was mentioned or not, without paying attention to variations in how 

information is mentioned. Biased information dissemination, or spinning of 

information, can have a significant impact on decision-making, as this dissertation 

shows. 

In sum, the purpose of this dissertation has been to advance our 

understanding of decision-making by both broadening and deepening the scope of 

decision research. To this end, I studied how information dissemination, 

information processing, and spinning of information shape the decision process. 

Specifically, I examined how decision-makers’ level of epistemic motivation, or the 

motivation to engage in extensive and deep processing of information, affects 

these decision variables. In the following section I will summarize the main 

findings and their implications.  
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5.2 Summary of findings 
In all studies presented in this dissertation, decision-making took place 

under hidden profile conditions, in which decision-makers were dependent on 

others to provide them with decision-relevant information in order to identify the 

best decision alternative. In Chapter two, this information could be obtained 

during a group discussion, after which the group members made a collective 

choice for one of the alternatives. In Chapters three and four, no group discussion 

took place, but rather participants received new information in the form of a 

discussion protocol. This protocol was said to be a transcription of an actual group 

discussion concerning the same decision issue the participants were faced with. 

Because the discussion protocol contained all decision-relevant information, 

information processing was not dependent on information exchange, in contrast to 

decision-making via group discussion. Also, having participants read a discussion 

protocol, rather than engage in group discussion, allowed for a standardized 

manipulation of spin, that was independent of the amount information that was 

exchanged. Thus, although in Chapters three and four no actual group interaction 

took place, the decision task was intended to reflect a group process, whilst 

allowing for greater experimental control in the manipulation of information 

availability and spin. 

Decision-making as a function of epistemic motivation 
In Chapter two I set out to examine how groups’ level of epistemic 

motivation, or the motivation to engage in deep and thorough processing of 

information, may lead to better quality decision-making. In half of the groups, 

epistemic motivation was induced by making group members process accountable. 

Process accountability – having to account for the ways in which judgments and 

decisions were reached (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999) – has been shown to stimulate 

systematic information processing (De Dreu et al., 2000), and to reduce self-

enhancement tendencies and related information processing biases (e.g., De Dreu 

& van Knippenberg, 2005; Sedikides et al., 2002; Simonson & Staw, 1992). I tested 
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the prediction that groups whose members have high levels of epistemic 

motivation will engage in more extensive processing of information, relative to 

groups with lower levels of epistemic motivation. Information processing was 

assessed by counting the number of times information was repeated after having 

been mentioned once (Larson, Christensen, Franz, & Abbott, 1998). At the group 

level, depth and thoroughness of information processing may be reflected in the 

repetition of information because “repetition may be a way of ensuring that the 

group as a whole continues to attend to the information and fully consider it in 

developing a problem solution” (Larson, Christensen, Abbott, & Franz, 1996, p. 

318). In other words, repetition indicates that the information is deemed important 

enough to be considered in the decision process. 

Whereas I found no differences in the amount of information that was 

exchanged, results showed that epistemically motivated groups processed more 

shared and unshared information than groups that had not been epistemically 

motivated. Furthermore, as a result of increased processing of unshared 

information about the superior alternative, epistemically motivated groups chose 

this alternative more often than groups that had not been epistemically motivated.  

In Chapters three and four, the role of epistemic motivation in the 

decision process proved somewhat more complex. In study 1 of Chapter four, 

epistemic motivation was found to affect decision-makers’ final decisions; 

epistemically motivated participants chose the correct decision alternative more 

often than participants who had not been epistemically motivated. Also, epistemic 

motivation affected decision-makers’ ratings of the perceived suitability of the 

decision alternatives. After reading all information about the decision alternatives, 

epistemically motivated decision-makers rated their initially preferred alternative as 

less suitable than decision-makers who had not been epistemically motivated. In 

Chapter three and in study 2 of Chapter four, no main effects of epistemic 

motivation emerged, but rather epistemic motivation interacted with preference 

information (Chapter 3) and spinning of information (Chapters 3 and 4) to 
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determine suitability ratings and final decisions. I will discuss these findings in 

more detail in the following paragraphs. 

Spinning of information  

In Chapters three and four I investigated how spinning of information 

influences decision-making. People may put a spin on information, by presenting it 

in a manner that creates a positive or negative impression of the information, in an 

attempt to influence others’ evaluation of information, and thereby their decision. 

The purpose of the studies presented in these chapters was to investigate the 

conditions under which spinning of information is effective. Participants in these 

studies developed an initial preference for a decision option based on incomplete 

information. Then, they received the full set of information in the form of a 

discussion protocol. This was said to be a transcribed version of an actual 

discussion that had taken place between three people who were deciding on same 

issue the participant was facing. Spin was manipulated by adding evaluative 

statements to items of information that were mentioned in the discussion protocol. 

Upward spinning of a decision alternative involved adding statements that 

emphasized the importance of positive information, and that downplayed the 

importance of negative information about the alternative. Downward spinning of a 

decision alternative, conversely, involved adding statements that emphasized the 

importance of negative information, and that downplayed the importance of 

positive information about the alternative. 

Spinning may facilitate decision-making because it offers a ready-made 

interpretation of information, reducing the need for a thorough evaluation of 

information. The upshot of this is that if spin supports the correct alternative, 

decision quality should improve. If spin favors an incorrect decision alternative, 

decision quality should suffer. I predicted that spinning of information would 

generally be successful in influencing decision outcomes. In Chapter three, I 

manipulated upward spinning of the non-preferred (but better) alternative. Such 

upward spin should help decision-makers overcome preference consistent 
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evaluation of information, and lead them to make the correct decision more often. 

In addition, in Chapter four I included spinning of the initially preferred 

(suboptimal) alternative. In study 4.1, upward spinning of the non-preferred 

alternative, and downward spinning of the preferred alternative were manipulated 

orthogonally. In study 4.2, this pattern was reversed: The discussion protocol 

included separate manipulations of downward spinning of the non-preferred 

alternative, and upward spinning of the preferred alternative. 

In Chapter three, no main effects of spin emerged. Instead, the effects of 

spin seemed to be moderated by decision-makers’ level of epistemic motivation, 

and knowledge of others’ preferences. I will discuss these interactions in 

subsequent paragraphs. In Chapter four, spinning of information was found to 

affect decision quality and suitability ratings directly, although the results suggest 

that the effects of spin are contingent on the particular decision alternative that it 

pertains to – i.e., the preferred vs. a non-preferred alternative – as well as the 

direction of the spin. In study 4.1, information about the non-preferred alternative 

was accompanied by an upward spin, and/or information about the preferred 

alternative was accompanied by a negative spin. Spin did not affect decision quality 

or ratings of the non-preferred alternative’s perceived suitability. However, both 

upward spinning of the non-preferred alternative, and downward spinning of the 

preferred alternative led to lower perceived suitability of the preferred alternative. 

In study 4.2, the direction of spin was reversed so that information about the non-

preferred alternative was accompanied by a downward spin, and/or information 

about the preferred alternative was accompanied by an upward spin. Downward 

spinning of the non-preferred alternative led to lower suitability ratings and less 

frequent final decisions in favor of this option. Since this was in fact the objectively 

better choice, decision quality was lower than when no downward spin had been 

presented. Downward spinning of the non-preferred alternative also led to higher 

suitability ratings for the initially preferred alternative, compared to when no spin 

was presented. In addition, suitability ratings for the preferred alternative were 
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higher as a result of upward spinning of this alternative. Thus, in both studies, spin 

affected the evaluation of the initially preferred decision alternative, irrespective of 

whether the spin concerned the preferred or non-preferred option. This repeated 

finding suggests that decision-makers’ initial preference may have served as a 

reference standard against which new information, including spin, was judged. In 

addition to these main effects of spin, a consistent pattern emerged for the 

interaction between decision-makers’ level of epistemic motivation and spin, as the 

following paragraph will show. 

Epistemic motivation moderates the effects of spin 

Relying on spin offers decision-makers a quick and easy way to reach a 

decision, and reduces the need for a thorough re-evaluation of information. 

Therefore, epistemic motivation was expected to moderate the effects of upward 

and downward spin. Because high epistemic motivation leads to a more 

evenhanded consideration of alternatives, and a stronger focus on content rather 

than context, the predicted spin effects should be attenuated when participants 

have high rather than low epistemic motivation.  

In Chapter three, upward spin interacted with epistemic motivation as 

predicted: After reading upward spin about the initially non-preferred alternative, 

participants with low levels of epistemic motivation rated this alternative as better 

suited than participants with high levels of epistemic motivation. This effect was 

only marginally significant, but was corroborated in both studies presented in 

Chapter four. In study 4.1, as in Chapter three, upward spinning of the non-

preferred alternative led to higher rated suitability of this alternative when 

epistemic motivation was low, compared to when it was high. Furthermore, in 

study 4.2, downward spinning of the non-preferred alternative also had a stronger 

effect on suitability ratings of this alternative when epistemic motivation was low, 

compared to when it was high.  

Unexpectedly, spinning of the preferred alternative affected decision-makers 

with high levels of epistemic motivation more than decision-makers with low levels 
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of epistemic motivation. In study 4.1, participants who had been epistemically 

motivated changed their preference more frequently, thus making a correct 

decision more often, than participants who had not been epistemically motivated, 

especially if they had read a downward spin on their initially preferred alternative. 

In study 4.2, epistemically motivated participants again were influenced by 

spinning of the initially preferred alternative more strongly than non-epistemically 

motivated participants. Whereas participants who had not been epistemically 

motivated were unaffected by the upward spin, epistemically motivated 

participants evaluated the preferred alternative more positively as a result of 

upward spinning of this alternative. Since participants preferred a suboptimal 

alternative, and spin supported this alternative, decision quality was lower as a 

result of reliance on spin.  

In sum, the spin studies reported in Chapters three and four showed that 

decision-makers both low and high in epistemic motivation may be susceptible to 

spin. When epistemic motivation was low, spin was successful in influencing 

decision-making if it targeted the non-preferred alternative. When epistemic 

motivation was high, spin successfully influenced decision-making by targeting the 

preferred alternative.   

Preference diversity and preference information 

In Chapter two I manipulated the information individual group members 

had at their disposal, to instill an initial preference for one of three decision 

alternatives. In spite of a clear overall preference for the intended option, some 

participants preferred another alternative. As a result, half of the groups had pre-

discussion heterogeneity of preferences. To account for the potential effect this 

might have on discussion patterns and decisions, I included preference diversity as 

a separate factor in the analyses. Results showed that groups with heterogeneous 

preference compositions, i.e., whose members did not prefer the same decision 

alternative initially, chose the correct alternative more often than homogeneously 

composed groups whose members all preferred the same – suboptimal – decision 
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alternative. Although preference diverse groups processed more (shared and 

unshared) information than groups with homogeneous preferences, information 

processing did not mediate the effect of group composition on decision quality. 

The effect of preference diversity on decision quality may have been driven instead 

by the fact that in most preference diverse groups, at least one group member 

already supported the superior decision option.  

The groups in this study, due to the differences in preference distribution, 

may have had different informational and normative forces leading to a group 

decision. However, in absence of further process measures, no firm conclusions 

regarding the nature of the influence process can be drawn. To better understand 

the role preference diversity may play in decision-making, in Chapter three I 

decided to manipulate preference information. As before, participants in this study 

developed an initial preference for a decision option based on incomplete 

information. They subsequently received the full set of information in the form of 

a discussion protocol. In the introduction to the protocol, half of the participants 

read that one or more of the group members had expressed a preference for a 

decision alternative other than the one the participant preferred.  

Based on the findings from Chapter two, one might expect that preference 

information leads to renewed consideration of the alternative decision option, and 

of (new) information concerning this option. This in turn should lead to the 

realization that this alternative, indeed, constitutes a better choice. However, a 

critical issue in the study reported in Chapter two, and in other work on preference 

diversity in group decision-making, is that group members did not know about 

their fellow group members’ decision preference prior to engaging in discussion. In 

fact, such knowledge may have important effects on the appraisal of the 

information that is shared during discussion. People tend to resist persuasion when 

they are forewarned of someone’s persuasive intent (Hass & Grady, 1975; 

Papageorgis, 1968; Petty & Cacioppo, 1979a). Results reported in Chapter three 

support this finding: Preference information proved to be a strong determinant of 
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information processing and decision quality, but only when decision makers were 

not sufficiently motivated to (objectively) process information. Preference 

information led to bolstering of initial preferences and – since these preferences 

did not constitute the best option – more incorrect final decisions. When epistemic 

motivation was high, information processing was unaffected by preference 

information.  

Interpreting these findings from a dual-process perspective suggests that 

for decision-makers low in epistemic motivation, preference information may have 

served as a heuristic cue that led them to discard new information that had a 

negative implication with regard to their own preference, and that was supportive 

of a different alternative. When epistemic motivation was high, and people thus 

were motivated to engage in systematic and evenhanded processing of 

information, effects of preference diversity information disappeared and decision-

makers accurately revised their initial, suboptimal decision preferences. There is, 

however, an alternative explanation for these findings. When epistemic motivation 

was high, decision-makers may have been willing to consider the non-preferred 

option more seriously, in part because others had expressed a preference for this 

option. Epistemic motivation is characterized by the desire to hold opinions and 

form attitudes that are correct. Epistemically motivated participants, upon reading 

that others had a preference that differed from their own, may have engaged in 

extensive, critical information processing to understand why others had a different 

preference, and to ensure that their final decisions were indeed correct. Thus, for 

these participants, preference information, rather than lead to resistance and 

bolstering of initial preferences, may have stimulated systematic information 

processing. As a result, epistemically motivated participants were more likely to 

revise their initial preference and choose the correct alternative. For the moment, 

this explanation remains speculative, as I found no differences in decision quality 

between epistemically motivated participants who had received preference 

information, versus those who had not. Instead, I found that preference 
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information affected non-epistemically motivated participants; when epistemic 

motivation was low, participants showed fewer preference reversals following 

exposure to preference information, and chose the incorrect alternative more 

often.  

Preference information and spin 

In Chapter three, in addition to manipulating preference information, I 

included upward spinning of information about the non-preferred alternative. 

Whereas I did not find any main effects of spin, I found that the interaction 

between preference information and epistemic motivation, reported in the 

previous section, was stronger when participants had also been exposed to upward 

spinning of the non-preferred alternative. That is, when epistemic motivation was 

low, participants who had received preference information, and had read an 

upward spin on the non-preferred alternative, gave their initially preferred 

alternative the highest suitability ratings. It seems that participants who lacked the 

motivation to systematically process information, resisted change when they had 

been forewarned about others’ preferences. By subsequently putting a positive spin 

on the alternative others preferred – and the participants did not – feelings of 

resistance were increased further, and led to higher suitability ratings for the 

preferred alternative. In contrast, when epistemic motivation was low, participants 

who had not received preference information, and had read an upward spin on the 

non-preferred alternative, gave their initially preferred alternative the lowest 

suitability ratings. In these instances, no bolstering of participants’ initial preference 

took place, and suitability ratings for the preferred alternative were lower as a result 

of upward spinning of the non-preferred alternative. In addition, when epistemic 

motivation was low, spinning led to higher suitability ratings of the spun 

alternative. 

Consistent with these findings, the studies presented in Chapter four 

showed that, in absence of explicit preference information, spinning of the non-

preferred alternative successfully influenced suitability ratings of both decision 
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options. In these studies I found no evidence that participants engaged in 

bolstering of their initial preference, or experienced resistance to yielding. Possibly, 

preference information raised feelings of defensiveness because it was so explicit, 

and given before participants read the information in the discussion protocol. This 

may have led participants to doubt the veracity of information. Spin, on the other 

hand, was included in the protocol and could influence information processing in a 

more subtle way. However, spin may not always be so subtle; if spin had been 

more explicit, it, too, might have been taken as an indication of others’ 

preferences, and as a result led to resistance effects and bolstering of initial 

preferences.  

 

5.3 Implications  
Implications for group decision-making 

Building upon past studies on group decision-making that investigated 

information exchange as the major determinant of decision quality, the present 

studies show that, in addition, the extent and quality of information processing are 

an important element of decision-making. If groups are to realize their potential as 

decision-makers, they not only need to exchange information, but process this 

information and integrate it into a decision. Furthermore, how information is 

communicated, which until now had received very little attention in hidden profile 

research, was shown to exert a significant impact on decision quality. Spinning of 

information about decision alternatives influenced decision-makers’ evaluation of 

these alternatives, as well as their final choices. Finally, preference diversity was 

also found to influence decision outcomes. Epistemic motivation was found to 

affect decision-making directly by stimulating information processing, as well as 

indirectly by moderating the impact of preference information and spin. These 

findings contribute to our understanding of group decision-making, with 

theoretical as well as practical implications.  
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From a practical point of view, the present findings show that group 

decision-making may benefit from increasing decision-makers’ epistemic 

motivation. Making decision-makers process accountable, or increasing the 

personal relevance of the task, stimulates information processing and reduces 

preference-consistent evaluation of information. Higher levels of epistemic 

motivation can stimulate decision-makers to be open to new information, and 

benefit from preference diversity. Rather than simply comply with a majority point 

of view, or conversely, reject others’ perspectives, epistemically motivated 

decision-makers adopt an information-driven approach to decision-making.  

Increased openness to information and viewpoints as a result of epistemic 

motivation may come at a price. Decision-makers were found to be susceptible to 

spin even when epistemic motivation was high. In fact, the susceptibility to spin on 

the part of epistemically motivated decision-makers may be a consequence of their 

willingness to consider new information. Thus, even when information processing 

is optimized, it will only improve decision quality if it is based on sufficient and 

correct information. Decision quality may be improved by making decision 

strategies explicit before reviewing decision-relevant information. Often, the 

criteria for adopting or rejecting a decision alternative remain implicit and 

unspecified, and may vary from person to person. In the absence of clearly 

specified criteria for determining the quality of information, decision-makers may 

rely on others’ evaluations, thus becoming more susceptible to spin. Defining 

decision criteria beforehand may promote the independent evaluation of 

information, reducing reliance on others’ evaluations. In addition, there are 

financial costs associated with decision-making. A thorough evaluation of 

information takes time and resources. The pay-off to raising levels of epistemic 

motivation may be limited when the decision is relatively straightforward or does 

not have important consequences. 
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 Epistemic motivation and the nature of information processing 

When considering the theoretical implications of the present findings, it is 

important to keep in mind the following assumptions that lie at the basis of 

decision-making, as I mentioned also in the general discussion in Chapter four: 

First, people generally want to make good decisions. To do so, they gather 

information, and process this information to form a judgment. Second, once a(n 

initial) judgment has been reached, people tend to evaluate new information in a 

manner that is consistent with their pre-formed judgments (e.g., Schulz-Hardt, 

Frey, Lüthgens, & Moscovici, 2000). These principles apply to decision-making 

regardless of decision-makers’ level of epistemic motivation. However, in this 

dissertation I have argued that the extent to which information is processed, and 

the willingness of decision-makers to revise and change initial judgments indeed 

are dependent on epistemic motivation. When epistemic motivation is high, 

decision-makers should be more likely to expend energy to critically evaluate 

information, less likely to rely on ‘quick-and-dirty’ heuristic strategies to form a 

decision, and instead should engage in information-driven decision-making. When 

epistemic motivation is low, on the other hand, decision-makers are more likely to 

rely on heuristic cues, and to engage in preference-driven information processing.  

Throughout this dissertation I have referred to dual process models of 

persuasion (see e.g., Chaiken & Trope, 1999, for a review), which distinguish 

between two distinct modes of information processing, to explain how epistemic 

motivation may affect decision quality by influencing the nature and extent of 

information processing. Well-known examples of dual process models are the 

Heuristic Systematic Model (Chaiken et al., 1989), and the Elaboration Likelihood 

Model (Petty and Ciacioppo, 1986). Specifically, I have used the principles of the 

HSM (Chaiken et al., 1989) as a vantage point from which to study the effects of 

epistemic motivation on information processing. The HSM and the ELM, 

although different in a number of respects, share a number of features. Rather than 

go into the intricacies of one or the other model, I have used the general 
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distinction in processing modes, proposed by both models, as a basis from which 

to explain motivation-related differences in information processing.  

The present findings suggest that a clear-cut distinction in processing 

modes as proposed by dual-process models may not be an accurate depiction of 

decision-making in practice. Instead, what these findings show is that even 

decision-makers with high levels of epistemic motivation may rely on heuristic cues 

to make a decision. In Chapter 4, for example, epistemically motivated participants 

proved susceptible to spinning of their initially preferred alternative, rating this 

alternative as more or less suitable, in accordance with the direction – upward or 

downward – of spin. These findings are consistent, however, with results from 

earlier studies on attitude formation, which suggest a more complex relationship 

between heuristic and systematic information processing. Darke et al. (1998), for 

example, found that under high motivation heuristic cues influenced attitudes 

through both heuristic and biased systematic processing. Chaiken and Maheswaran 

(1994) found evidence that heuristic and systematic processing occurred 

simultaneously when motivation (as a result of high task importance) was high. 

Also, they found that heuristic cues could bias systematic processing under high 

motivation when, in addition, participants were presented with ambiguous 

information.  

The results presented in this dissertation, and the examples described 

above, may not come as a surprise to proponents of a unidimensional 

conceptualization of information processing. According to this ‘unimodel’ 

(Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999), heuristic and systematic processing, instead of 

being qualitatively different in nature, are characterized by the same underlying 

process. The unimodel treats heuristic cues and message arguments as functionally 

equivalent. That is, rather than ascribe a qualitatively different role to cues and 

arguments in information processing, the unimodel assumes these to differ in 

terms of the “contents of evidence relevant to a conclusion, rather than a 

qualitative difference in the persuasion process as such” (Kruglanski & Thompson, 
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1999, p. 90). It defines cues and heuristics as “information types extraneous to the 

message arguments as such” (p. 92), a description consistent with classical dual-

process conceptualizations. That is, in line with dual-process models, the unimodel 

acknowledges that cues and message arguments constitute different forms of 

information. However, different from dual-process theorizing, it does not see these 

information types as differing in their relevance to reaching a conclusion, or in the 

present context, decision. The unimodel concurs with dual process theories in 

assuming that “the elaboration of persuasively relevant information can vary in 

extent. Similarly, all three [the unimodel, HSM, and ELM] assume that such 

elaboration can be affected by motivational and cognitive ability considerations” 

(Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999, p. 92). 

In describing the theory and findings of the studies presented in this 

dissertation, I have labeled the information that was presented in the candidate 

profiles and discussion protocols, and the spin that did or did not accompany it, in 

dual-process terms. I have referred to spin as a heuristic cue, which I expected to 

influence decisions when decision-makers were not sufficiently motivated to 

systematically process the relevant information. The current findings, which show 

that epistemically motivated participants were also influenced by spin, could be 

construed as supporting a unimodel approach: Both information and spin are used 

by decision-makers as evidence in the decision process. Whether one or the other 

model would provide a better description is not a matter of primary importance in 

this dissertation; Whether spin is labeled a heuristic cue, or more generally is 

considered ‘information extraneous to the message arguments’ does not change 

the interpretation of results. With regard to the role of epistemic motivation, the 

unimodel may turn out to provide a more parsimonious explanation than dual-

process models. Rather than having to account for findings suggesting both 

heuristic and systematic processing take place, whether in addition or in opposition 

to each other, the unimodel simply posits that people differ in the extent to which 

they will use available, relevant information. The results presented in previous 
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chapters show that contributing to this difference is decision-makers’ level of 

epistemic motivation. Unfortunately, it remains unclear why epistemically motivated 

decision-makers were affected by spinning of information. Future research is 

needed to gain more insight into the decision process, and to obtain evidence 

directly related to processing differences. One way to do this would be to include 

measures taken during the decision process, although there is a danger that this 

would disrupt the very process we are trying to uncover. 

In the next paragraphs, I will discuss limitations of the present design and 

additional ways to further our knowledge of the process of decision-making.  

 
5.4 Limitations  
Manipulation of epistemic motivation, spin, and preference diversity 

According to lay epistemic theory (e.g., Kruglanski & Webster, 1996), 

epistemic motivation can be rooted in individual differences, or result from 

characteristics of the (decision) situation. Throughout this dissertation, I have 

manipulated such situational characteristics, rather than measured levels of 

dispositional epistemic motivation. In addition to affording greater control in 

inducing equal levels of epistemic motivation in all group members, this offers a 

practical (as well as ethical) advantage for decision-making in non-experimental 

settings: It is generally easier and more acceptable to change a situation, than it is 

to change people. In this manner, the present set of studies adds to previous work 

regarding techniques for raising the quality of group decisions. 

In Chapter two, epistemic motivation was induced by making group 

members process accountable. Past work has demonstrated that process 

accountability leads to higher motivation to engage in deep and systematic 

information processing. Chapter two provided indirect evidence for this idea 

through measures of information sufficiency and repetition of (unshared) 

information. In Chapters three and four, to induce epistemic motivation, I 

manipulated process accountability again, as well as the relevance of the decision 
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task as a whole. Task relevance increases motivation because it makes participants 

aware of the importance of the task and the significant consequences it could have 

for them (Howard-Pitney et al., 1986), and it is known to increase systematic 

information processing (Johnson & Eagly, 1989). Process accountability and task 

relevance were expected to produce identical results, i.e., higher levels of epistemic 

motivation, and more systematic processing. Minor differences notwithstanding, 

both variables are thought to share a common core that induces higher levels of 

epistemic motivation. This does not exclude the possibility that under some 

conditions they might have dissimilar effects on information processing and 

decision quality. However, in line with evidence from previous studies in which 

one or the other was manipulated, I believe that they influenced processing in 

similar ways and thus were mutually enforcing in the present design.  

An important note concerns the manipulation checks for epistemic 

motivation. These were generally limited to checking whether participants had 

understood the instructions, and as such do not show an actual effect of the 

manipulation. In Chapter two, however, I presented results from a follow-up study 

that was aimed specifically at checking the effect of the manipulation. Results 

showed that participants that had been exposed to the process accountability 

manipulation indeed indicated feeling process accountable, more so than 

participants that had not been exposed to this manipulation. Also, and as intended, 

they reported feeling accountable for the decision process, rather than the decision 

outcome. In Chapter two I explained the importance of distinguishing between 

these two forms of accountability, which, as research shows, may have different 

effects on decision-making.  

A second note concerns the operationalization of spin. Spinning was 

defined as the intentional and strategic use of information, aimed at influencing the 

interpretation of information and the adoption of a specific decision alternative. I 

subsequently operationalized spin by adding evaluative statements to information 

in the discussion protocol about one or both decision alternatives. That is, 
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decision-makers first read an item of information, followed immediately by a 

statement that reflected whether the information was deemed to be positive or 

negative, and important or not. Thus, spin did not manifest itself through the 

actual wording of the message, which was the same in both the spin and non-spin 

conditions. One could argue that in most situations spin may be more subtle and 

inconspicuous, and because it is not easily detected, more effective. Also, an 

alternative manifestation of spin could be to not mention info. In order to avoid 

confounding information availability and spin, I decided against this option. For 

the same reason, so as not to cause variations in the actual information available to 

participants, I refrained from manipulating spin in a more subtle way, for instance 

by modifying the wording of information. As the results show, the spin 

manipulation of choice by no means proved to be too blunt, and was effective in 

influencing decisions. In fact, a more subtle operationalization might have gone 

altogether unnoticed, by participants both high and low in epistemic motivation. 

A third dependent variable in the present studies concerned information 

regarding relevant others’ initial decision preferences. In Chapter two, in which 

decision-makers worked together as a group, group members did not receive any 

information regarding others’ preferences. Before engaging in group discussion, 

participants individually read information that should lead to an initial preference, 

which was intended to be the same for all group members. However, half of the 

groups in the study did not uniformly prefer one of the decision alternatives as 

intended. For this reason, the group’s preference composition was included as a 

post-hoc factor in the analyses. In Chapter three, I manipulated whether decision-

makers had information regarding others’ preferences. In contrast to Chapter two, 

no interaction took place between participants. Instead, participants individually 

read a discussion protocol that was said to be a transcription of a group discussion 

about the same decision task the participant was faced with. Before reading the 

protocol, half of the participants read that one or more of the group members had 

expressed a preference for a decision alternative other than the one the participant 
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preferred. In the group study in Chapter two, most groups had one member with a 

diverging preference. In Chapter three I did not specify the exact number of group 

members that had expressed a different preference. Possibly, knowing or thinking 

that one holds an opinion consistent with a minority, or conversely, majority 

standpoint plays a role in the extent to which one is willing to revise initial 

preferences. Future studies might try to disentangle minority and majority 

influence effects, as well as the role of epistemic motivation as a possible 

moderator of effects.  

Measuring process 

Although the present results strongly suggest differences in information 

processing due to differences in levels of epistemic motivation, the dependent 

variables consisted of outcome-related rather than direct process measures. Future 

research is needed to gain more insight into the decision process, and to obtain 

evidence directly related to processing differences. This holds particular relevance 

for the dual-process perspective: If heuristic and systematic processing under 

certain conditions can lead to similar outcomes, as the present results seem to 

indicate, then more direct process measures are needed to clearly identify and 

explain possible differences in processing. Also, results showed a discrepancy 

between participants’ suitability ratings and their final decisions. Differences 

between participants in their perceived suitability of the candidates did not 

necessarily translate into differences in decision quality. This suggests that 

decisions are based on interdependent, but separate evaluations of both candidates, 

which are influenced also by participants’ initial preference for a decision 

alternative. The evaluation of an initially preferred candidate, and the evaluation of 

an initially non-preferred candidate seem to be of a different nature and gave rise 

to different processing tendencies. Additional measures and/or measuring points 

could allow for a more in-depth look into the decision process. 

Finally, the picture of decision-making that emerges from these studies is 

rather complex. The combination of existing initial preferences, new information, 



GENERAL DISCUSSION 125

spinning of information, and epistemic motivation all have been shown to have 

main as well as interaction effects on decision-making. For a better understanding 

of how the different factors affect decision processes, future studies might do well 

to simplify the decision situation to disentangle the different processes that may be 

at play simultaneously.  

Spinning in groups 

The studies presented in this dissertation represent a first attempt to 

systematically investigate the form of a communicated message. As such, they 

complement the wealth of studies that have looked at the amount and type of 

information as factors that shape the decision process. Whereas in the present 

studies the focus was on the effects spinning may have on recipients of spun 

information, it is equally important to direct attention to the conditions under 

which spinning may occur. Furthermore, important knowledge can be gained by 

studying spinning in interactive, more complex, decision situations. In group 

discussions information exchange may not be independent of spin, as it was in the 

current studies. For example, an alternative manner in which decision makers may 

try to influence the evaluation of decision alternatives is by withholding 

information, as Wittenbaum et al. (2003) reported.  

 

5.5 Conclusion 
The research presented in this dissertation, in conjunction with earlier 

work on group decision-making, shows that for decision-makers to attain high-

quality decisions, three important components of decision-making need to be 

attended to. These are the amount of information that is exchanged, how 

information is exchanged, and the extent to which this information is processed. 

Decision outcomes will likely be strongly determined by initial preferences, unless 

decision-makers are willing and able to be open to new information and engage in 

deep processing of this information. Raising decision-makers’ level of epistemic 

motivation enhances information processing, and as such can lead to improved 
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decision quality. The quality of decision-making is dependent also on the quality of 

information that is exchanged. Contrary to what has been (implicitly) assumed in 

most studies to date, information exchange often reflects decision-makers’ 

personal preferences or interests. To satisfy these interests, decision-makers may 

bias information to promote the adoption of a specific decision alternative, or 

rejection of a different option. This so-called spinning of information was found to 

affect the evaluation of decision alternatives and influence final decisions.  

Whereas I expected higher levels of epistemic motivation to be beneficial 

in attenuating possible effects of spin, the pattern of findings proved more 

complex, depending also on the target of spin. Decision-makers with low epistemic 

motivation were more responsive to spinning of a non-preferred alternative, and 

either ignored or reacted against spinning of their preferred alternative. Epistemic 

motivation did not prevent spin from affecting decision quality. Decision-makers 

with high epistemic motivation were susceptible to spinning of their preferred 

alternative, which may have been the result of their greater openness and 

willingness to seriously consider new information. Thus, although epistemic 

motivation promotes information processing, good quality decisions can be 

attained only if information processing is based on correct information.  

All in all, these results break new ground in our understanding of the 

psychological processes underlying information dissemination and processing in 

decision-making. That said, future work is needed to provide further insight into 

the role of information availability, information processing, preference information 

and spin, and specifically their interactions. The recognition that decision-making 

is more than the exchange of information, would provide a good starting point for 

continued investigation.  
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Samenvatting (Dutch summary) 
 

Begin 2004 vonden er ernstige rellen plaats rond een voetbalwedstrijd 

tussen NAC en FC Groningen. Op de avond van de wedstrijd braken er gevechten 

uit tussen relschoppers en de politie. Pas nadat de politie drie 

waarschuwingsschoten had gelost kon de orde worden hersteld. Naar aanleiding 

van deze gebeurtenissen kreeg het zogenaamde auditteam voetbalvandalisme, 

ingesteld door het ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, de 

opdracht een onderzoek in te stellen om inzicht te krijgen in de aanleidingen en 

oorzaken van het incident. Eén van de conclusies uit het onderzoeksrapport luidde 

dat met name in het delen van informatie en het op waarde schatten daarvan 

fouten zijn gemaakt. Helaas waren dit ook precies de elementen die zij essentieel 

achtten voor het voorkomen en bestrijden van voetbalvandalisme. 

Dit proefschrift gaat over het gebruik van informatie in 

besluitvormingsprocessen. In een vijftal hoofdstukken heb ik verslag gedaan van 

theorieën en onderzoek gericht op de rol van informatie-uitwisseling en –

verwerking in de totstandkoming van beslissingen op groeps- en individueel 

niveau. Het centrale punt in dit proefschrift is de rol die epistemische motivatie, of de 

behoefte om informatie diepgaand te verwerken om een gedegen keuze te kunnen 

maken, speelt in de verwerking van informatie en de kwaliteit van de daaruit 

voortvloeiende beslissing. Een tweede belangrijk punt in dit proefschrift is de vraag 

in hoeverre vertekeningen in informatie van invloed zijn op besluitvorming. Veel 

onderzoek is gericht op de hoeveelheid informatie die wordt uitgewisseld, zonder 

veel acht te slaan op hoe informatie wordt uitgewisseld. Groepsleden kunnen hun 

eigen belangen en voorkeuren hebben, die mogelijk weerspiegeld worden in de 

wijze waarop zij informatie aan anderen overdragen. Ik heb onderzocht in 

hoeverre epistemische motivatie de effecten van het doelbewust vertekenen van 

informatie, ofwel spinning, kan beïnvloeden. 
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In Hoofdstuk 1 ben ik gestart met een uiteenzetting van de huidige stand 

van onderzoek op het gebied van groepsbesluitvorming, en aspecten die tot op 

heden onderbelicht zijn gebleven. Van groepen wordt vaak verondersteld dat zij 

betere beslissingen kunnen nemen dan individuele besluitvormers. Groepen 

hebben, wanneer zij de kennis van individuele groepsleden samenvoegen, toegang 

tot meer informatie dan individuele groepsleden. Om van de unieke kennis en 

standpunten van de verschillende groepsleden te kunnen profiteren, moet deze 

uitgewisseld, en vervolgens verwerkt worden. Uit eerder onderzoek is gebleken dat 

groepen hun potentiële meerwaarde ten opzichte van individuele besluitvormers 

vaak niet verzilveren; tijdens discussies komt voornamelijk informatie op tafel die 

al bij meerdere groepsleden bekend is, en niet die informatie die slechts bij een 

enkel groepslid bekend is en zou kunnen leiden tot nieuwe inzichten. Dat is vooral 

een probleem wanneer reeds gedeelde informatie niet representatief is voor de 

totale hoeveelheid informatie die alle groepsleden opgeteld bezitten, zoals 

onderzoek binnen het zogenaamde ‘hidden profile’ paradigma (Stasser & Titus, 

1985) overtuigend heeft aangetoond. Men spreekt van een ‘hidden profile’ of 

verborgen profiel, wanneer informatie die individuele groepsleden tot hun 

beschikking hebben, aanleiding geeft tot een andere keuze dan het geval zou zijn 

wanneer zij over de informatie van alle groepsleden tezamen zouden beschikken. 

Stel, je bent lid van een sollicitatiecommissie, en na een eerste selectie draait het nu 

nog om een keuze tussen enkele personen. Op basis van de cv’s van de kandidaten 

heb je een lichte voorkeur ontwikkeld voor persoon A. Je had echter een andere 

afspraak op de dag dat deze kandidaat was uitgenodigd voor een gesprek. Ook de 

overige commissieleden hebben drukbezette agenda’s en blijken niet bij alle 

gesprekken aanwezig te kunnen zijn. Informatie die tijdens de gesprekken bekend 

wordt zou van invloed kunnen zijn op de uiteindelijke keuze van de commissie. 

Daarvoor is het noodzakelijk dat de verschillende leden elkaar op de hoogte stellen 

van wat zij tijdens de gesprekken hebben vernomen.  
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Hoewel reeds veel onderzoek is verricht naar de rol van informatie-

uitwisseling in besluitvorming, is er veel minder aandacht geweest voor de vraag 

wat er, eenmaal op tafel, met die informatie gebeurt. Informatie moet niet alleen 

uitgewisseld, maar ook verwerkt worden en geïntegreerd om daadwerkelijk invloed 

te hebben op beslissingen. De verwerking van informatie kan op verschillende 

manieren plaatsvinden, zoals zogenaamde dual-process modellen veronderstellen 

(Chaiken & Trope, 1999). Dergelijke modellen maken onderscheid tussen snelle, 

oppervlakkige informatieverwerking waarbij men informatie beoordeelt op basis 

van eerder ontwikkelde beslisregels of heuristieken, en meer systematische, 

intensieve verwerking van informatie die gekenmerkt wordt door een kritische 

evaluatie van argumenten. Men kan zich bij het beoordelen van informatie 

bijvoorbeeld laten leiden door de bron van die informatie, met in het achterhoofd 

de beslisregel dat experts altijd gelijk hebben, of zich richten op de inhoud en de 

waarde van de informatie zelf. Het dual-process perspectief is niet alleen van 

toepassing op individuele informatieverwerking, maar kan ook bijdragen tot een 

beter inzicht in informatieverwerking en besluitvorming in groepen.  

Of mensen informatie systematisch verwerken hangt af van de mate 

waarin zij epistemisch gemotiveerd zijn. Dat wil zeggen, naarmate mensen sterker 

de behoefte voelen om diepgaand inzicht te krijgen in de keuzekwestie, zullen zij 

meer geneigd zijn zich in te spannen voor een grondige verwerking van informatie. 

In Hoofdstuk 2 heb ik deze verwachting getoetst in een experiment waarbij ik 

epistemische motivatie induceerde door groepsleden ‘process accountable’ te 

maken, ofwel verantwoordelijk te maken voor de wijze waarop zij tot een 

beslissing kwamen. De beslissingskwestie had een zogenaamd verborgen profiel: 

groepsleden lazen individueel informatie over drie sollicitanten, op basis waarvan 

zij tot een eerste voorkeur voor één van de drie kwamen. De informatie die zij tot 

hun beschikking hadden was niet compleet, maar zodanig verdeeld onder de 

groepsleden dat zij individueel niet tot een juiste keuze konden komen. Vervolgens 

bespraken zij de informatie in groepen van drie personen. Uit de resultaten bleek 
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dat groepsleden niet meer informatie uitwisselden als gevolg van verhoogde 

epistemische motivatie, maar informatie wel beter verwerkten – vooral informatie 

die in eerste instantie niet bij alle groepsleden bekend was. Als gevolg daarvan 

kozen zij vaker het juiste alternatief dan groepen die niet epistemisch gemotiveerd 

waren. Ook bleek dat groepen waarvan de leden voorafgaand aan de 

groepsdiscussie niet allemaal dezelfde voorkeur voor een alternatief hadden, vaker 

een juiste keuze maakten.  

In Hoofdstuk 3 heb ik de invloed van epistemische motivatie op 

informatieverwerking verder onderzocht. Daarnaast heb ik onderzocht hoe het 

spinnen van informatie besluitvorming beïnvloedt. Net als in de voorgaande studie 

lazen deelnemers onvolledige informatie over twee sollicitanten, op basis waarvan 

zij tot een eerste voorkeur voor kandidaat B kwamen. Anders dan in Hoofdstuk 2 

namen zij vervolgens niet deel aan een groepsgesprek, maar kregen zij aanvullende 

informatie in de vorm van een gefingeerd verslag van een groepsdiscussie. Op die 

manier kregen de deelnemers beschikking over de totale hoeveelheid informatie. 

Epistemische motivatie werd gemanipuleerd door in de instructies persoonlijke 

relevantie van de taak voor de deelnemers te benadrukken. Ook werd in de 

instructies informatie gegeven over de voorkeur van de deelnemers aan de 

(gefingeerde) groepsdiscussie. Die voorkeur, voor kandidaat A, week af van de 

voorkeur van de deelnemers. Voorts werd informatie gespind door alle informatie 

die betrekking had op kandidaat A positiever voor te stellen, door middel van 

toegevoegde zinnen. Zo kon men bijvoorbeeld lezen dat A “erg enthousiast is 

wanneer hij iets vertelt”, waaraan was toegevoegd “dat is wel echt een pluspunt, 

want daar ontbreekt het bij veel docenten aan.” Informatie die minder positief was 

werd afgezwakt, zoals blijkt wanneer de opmerking dat A “zelden bereikbaar is 

voor studenten”, gevolgd wordt door “maar dat doet er niet toe, als hij maar goed 

les geeft.” 

Uit de resultaten bleek dat informatie over andermans voorkeur ertoe 

leidde dat deelnemers minder bereid waren hun oorspronkelijke voorkeur voor 
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kandidaat B te herzien, en daardoor vaker een verkeerde beslissing namen. Dat 

gold echter alleen voor deelnemers met lage epistemische motivatie. Wanneer 

informatie over kandidaat A positief werd gespind, werd deze kandidaat juist 

positiever beoordeeld dan wanneer informatie niet werd gespind. Ook dit gold 

alleen voor deelnemers met lage epistemische motivatie. Bij lage epistemische 

motivatie leken deelnemers onder invloed van spin bereid hun eigen voorkeur los 

te laten, tenzij ze over voorkeursinformatie beschikten. Mogelijk beoordeelden zij 

de informatie als minder objectief of betrouwbaar wanneer ze wisten dat deze 

afkomstig was van iemand met een andere voorkeur dan zijzelf. Deze effecten 

traden niet op wanneer epistemische motivatie hoog was. De resultaten 

ondersteunden daarmee de veronderstelling dat epistemische motivatie 

systematische verwerking van informatie stimuleert, waardoor men meer let op de 

inhoud van de informatie dan op de vorm of verzender van die informatie.  

In Hoofdstuk 4 werd het effect van spin op besluitvorming, en de rol van 

epistemische motivatie als moderator van dat effect, nader onderzocht. In studie 

4.1 werd niet alleen informatie over kandidaat A positief gespind, maar werd 

informatie over kandidaat B, die in eerste instantie de voorkeur genoot, negatief 

gespind. Dat wil zeggen dat informatie die positief was werd afgezwakt, en 

informatie die negatief was juist werd benadrukt. Epistemische motivatie bleek van 

invloed op de kwaliteit van de beslissing: deelnemers die gemotiveerd waren om 

die informatie grondig en kritisch te verwerken kozen vaker de juiste kandidaat dan 

deelnemers met lage motivatie. Daarnaast bleek, zoals eerder in Hoofdstuk 3, dat 

het positief spinnen van informatie over kandidaat A ertoe leidde dat men deze 

kandidaat positiever beoordeelde dan wanneer informatie niet werd gespind, maar 

alleen bij lage epistemische motivatie. Verrassender echter was de bevinding dat 

het negatief spinnen van informatie over de eigen voorkeur, kandidaat B, vooral 

van invloed was op de eindkeuzes van deelnemers met hoge epistemische 

motivatie. Zij kozen vooral vaker voor kandidaat A dan deelnemers met lage 

epistemische motivatie, wanneer kandidaat B negatief werd gespind. Het is echter 
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moeilijk vast te stellen in hoeverre hun keuze bepaald werd door de informatie, of 

door het spinnen van informatie, omdat beide de steun aan kandidaat B 

ondermijnden. Dat wil zeggen, de informatie in het verslag bevatte nieuwe 

negatieve informatie over kandidaat B, die werd versterkt door een negatieve spin 

op kandidaat B. In studie 4.2 werden om die reden de rollen omgedraaid; terwijl de 

informatie in het verslag voornamelijk positief was over kandidaat A, werd deze 

afgezwakt door een negatieve spin. De informatie over kandidaat B, die 

voornamelijk negatief was, werd door middel van spin juist positiever voorgesteld. 

Wederom bleek dat het spinnen van informatie over kandidaat A met name 

effectief was bij deelnemers met lage epistemische motivatie, terwijl het spinnen 

van informatie over kandidaat B vooral het oordeel van deelnemers met hoge 

epistemische motivatie beïnvloedde. Dat leidde er in dit geval toe dat deelnemers 

met hoge motivatie, als gevolg van het positief spinnen van hun 

voorkeursalternatief, minder vaak een juiste keuze maakten. 

In Hoofdstuk 5 werden de resultaten van alle studies nog eens op een rijtje 

gezet. Op basis daarvan kunnen een aantal conclusies worden getrokken met zowel 

theoretische als praktische implicaties. Eén van de conclusies is dat beslissingen 

sterk beïnvloed worden door eerder gevormde voorkeuren, een constatering die 

samenvalt met bevindingen uit eerder onderzoek. Epistemische motivatie 

stimuleert informatieverwerking en kan op die manier bijdragen tot verhoogde 

besluitvormingskwaliteit. Spinnen van informatie, een aspect van informatie-

uitwisseling waar tot op heden weinig aandacht voor is geweest, blijkt eveneens van 

invloed op besluitvorming. Echter, het verhogen van epistemische motivatie staat 

niet gelijk aan het verminderen van de invloed van spin. Het effect van spin lijkt 

vooral afhankelijk te zijn van welk beslissingsalternatief wordt gespind. 

Besluitvormers met lage epistemische motivatie lijken minder gevoelig voor het 

spinnen van hun eigen voorkeursalternatief: negatieve spin wordt verworpen en 

positieve spin heeft geen effect omdat men reeds overtuigd is van de juistheid van 

de keuze. Zij stappen eerder over naar een andere voorkeur wanneer de 
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geschiktheid van het aanvankelijk niet geprefereerde alternatief toeneemt als gevolg 

van positieve spin. Besluitvormers met hoge epistemische motivatie daarentegen 

blijken juist gevoelig voor spin wanneer die betrekking heeft op hun eigen 

voorkeur. Dat geldt voor zowel positieve spin, waarbij men vaker vasthoudt aan de 

eigen voorkeur, als voor negatieve spin, naar aanleiding waarvan men de eigen 

voorkeur negatiever beoordeelt. Een mogelijke verklaring is dan ook dat 

epistemische motivatie ertoe leidt dat men alle informatie als relevant beschouwt 

voor het vormen van beslissing. Een juiste beslissing kan echter alleen genomen 

worden wanneer men kwalitatief goede en minder goede (vertekende) informatie 

weet te onderscheiden. Recente gebeurtenissen vormen wat dat betreft een 

treffende illustratie: wordt de beslissing tot het wel of niet beginnen van een oorlog 

bepaald door het bewijs (of gebrek daaraan) dat men heeft dat een tegenstander 

verboden wapens heeft, of omdat een ander zegt dat het zo is? Welk argument 

zwaarder weegt lijkt ook in dit geval mede bepaald door reeds bestaande 

voorkeuren voor een bepaalde beslissing, en een gebrek aan openheid voor 

informatie die inconsistent is met die voorkeuren.  

Samenvattend vormen de bevindingen in dit proefschrift een pleidooi 

voor een bredere opvatting van groepsbesluitvorming, waarbij tevens aandacht 

wordt besteed aan hoe informatie wordt uitgewisseld en verwerkt. De erkenning dat 

besluitvorming meer is dan het delen van informatie zou een vruchtbaar startpunt 

van toekomstig onderzoek kunnen zijn. 
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workshops. Thank you all for creating such a stimulating environment. 

 

A big “Thank you!” goes to all of my friends. I will not mention you by name, but 

I trust that you know who you are (and if you don’t I will be sure to remind you!). 

This past year especially your support has been what kept me going and what 

strengthened my belief that everything would turn out all right. And it did.  

 

 Lotte Scholten 

maart  2007
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