Inductive inferences about disease: The effect of shared causal features
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Introduction

Causal or deep features of concepts have been found to play
an important role in categorization judgments (e.g.,Ahn,
1998). Individuals are more likely to categorize based on a
matching cause than matching effects (Ahn & Dennis,
1997). Causal features can be charactenized as those that give
rise to or explan the surface features of a concept, such as
perceptual or behavioral attributes.

The present research explored how the presence of shared
deep and surface features affects other types of induction,
specifically, the projection of new attributes or information
to a novel case. The key 1ssue examined was whether shared
deep-features have a greater impact than shared surface-
features of a concept on the mapping of information from a
known case to a novel one. Specifically, does a disease
which shares a deep feature with a novel disease (i.e., a fea-
ture that is more central to the concept of disease) serve as a
better case or analogue from which to infer new information
about a novel disease?

Experiment 1

Method and Results

Subjects received descriptions of a new, unclassified disease
(target) and a known disease (source). Further, the source
disease contained additional information about an attribute
that could potentially be mapped to or inferred in the target
disease. The source and target diseases shared either the same
deep feature (same underlying cause) or the same surface
feature (same symptom).

People were more likely to map additional information to
the target disease when diseases shared a deep rather than a
surface feature (p<.0167). Further, deep-feature matches were
judged to be more similar, and had a greater impact on cate-
gorization judgments, in that a novel disease was more
likely to be classified as an instance of the known disease
when it had a matching deep versus a matching surface fea-
ture.

Expenment 2 was conducted to determine what effect the
number of shared features has on inductive judgments. Spe-
cifically, diseases either shared a single deep feature or shared
multple surface features.

Experiment 2

Method and Results

Subjects received descriptions of target and source diseases,
where deep-feature matches shared the same underlying

cause, and surface-feature matches shared multiple symp-
toms. Again, source disease descriptions contained additional
information about an attribute that could potentally be
mapped to the new (target) disease.

In contrast to the results of Experiment 1, it was found
that people were more likely to project or map new informa-
tion to the novel disease when diseases shared multiple sur-
face features rather than a single deep feature (p<.0167). Ad-
ditonally, surface-feature matches were also rated more simi-
lar than deep-feature matches, but surface-feature matches did
not have a greater impact on categorization judgments than
deep-feature matches.

General Discussion

When diseases shared a cause versus a symptom, the like-
lihood that new information would be mapped to a novel
disease increased. However, when diseases shared multiple
symptoms the likelihood of projecting new information was
greater than when diseases just shared a cause. The present
results suggest that several surface features can be as power-
ful as one shared deep feature in mapping new information
to a novel case. It is possible that shared multiple symp-
toms were viewed as implying the existence of a common
cause. Multple shared surface features, however, did not
drive categorical judgments to a greater extent than a single
shared deep feature. In general, the causal status of features
plays an important role in inductive processes.
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