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This paper is concerned with the notion of pseudo-contingencies, as it was developed and investigated in a recent series of experiments (Fiedler & Freytag, 2001). Although pseudo-contingencies represent a new illusion that to our knowledge has been completely overlooked in cognitive and social psychology, this phenomenon is probably very common and it may play an essential role for many judgment and decision processes. As the name suggests, a pseudo-contingency mimics a contingency, but it is none. Whereas contingencies are based on joint observations of two (or more) attributes, pseudo-contingencies arise from the isolated observation of two univariate stimulus distributions associated with the same group or category, which functions like an associative bridge. To illustrate this with an example related to diagnostic decisions, one might observe, on one occasion, that in the group of people who underwent psychotherapy the prevalence of psychotic symptoms is rather high. On a different occasion, then, one might observe that the rate of threatening behavior in this group is also rather high. Such a coincidence of two univariate tendencies (i.e., psychotic symptoms; threat) is then mistaken as evidence that threat is contingent on psychotic symptoms, especially when there is contrast group of people in which the prevalence of psychotic symptoms and threat is very low. This sort of inductive reasoning represents a category mistake, because the evidence only refers to the attribute baserates, or marginals of a contingency table, but is irrelevant to diagnosing a contingency. Even though the baserate of psychotic symptoms is high, as is the baserate of threatening behavior in the group, the threat may be higher in the minority without psychotic symptoms than in the majority with psychotic symptoms. Logically, the high threat baserate sets an especially tight criterion for demonstrating that the threat rate in people with psychotic symptoms is elevated. Psychologically, however, people do not follow this rationale but report – often very severe – pseudo-contingency illusions.

After the phenomenon is described and distinguished conceptually from other paradigms (e.g., illusory correlations, evaluative conditioning, Simpson's paradox), the findings of several experiments are presented. In particular, these experiments demonstrate the amazing strength of the illusion, the impact of a contrast group with reverse baserates, that the illusion occurs when the group is conceived as a common effect and even more so when the group is a common cause, that illusion is stronger when the univariate stimulus distributions are observed successively rather than simultaneously, that pseudo-contingencies may even override genuine contingencies interspersed within the same stimulus series, and that the illusion is typically stronger on implicit than on explicit measures.

The final discussion will address theoretical implications of the reported findings for research and social reality, particularly with reference to judgment and decision making under uncertainty. Pseudo-contingencies are common in economical decision making, politics, risk assessment, evaluation, and in the (mis-)interpretation of scientific findings. Explaining the origins of the illusion and why the evolution of human intelligence has not equipped us with appropriate devices to avoid this category mistake affords a challenging but potentially enlightening discussion topic. 

