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Abstract

This research examines how people make relative judgments—evaluations of a target option relative to a 
specific referent. Normatively, such judgments should depend only on the difference between the target 
and the referent. However, we document an absolute effect: relative judgments are systematically 
influenced by the target's absolute level. As a result, when both the target and the referent are good, 
people judge the target as better, whereas when both are bad, they judge the target as worse. This bias 
carries over to choice: people are more likely to choose the target option over the referent when both 
options are good, but less likely to choose the target when both options are bad. We explain these findings 
through relevance insensitivity, which posits that people are insufficiently sensitive to the normative 
relevance of the information they receive and tend to exhibit seemingly opposite biases in different 
situations. Consistent with this account, we show that the absolute effect arises only when people are 
asked to make a relative judgment; when making absolute judgments, people instead exhibit a relative 
effect. Finally, we identify three boundary conditions: the absolute effect is attenuated when the absolute 
level is difficult to evaluate, when the absolute level is moderate rather than extreme, and when people 
make parallel-relative rather than target-oriented judgments.
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