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UNCERTAINTY MANAGEMENT BY

MEANS OF FAIRNESS JUDGMENTS

Kees van den Bos

E. Allan Lind

I. Introduction

The world is an uncertain place. For example, many people have jobs with in-

definite tenure, and success at work often depends on adaptability and flexibility

in the face of an uncertain future (Lord & Hartley, 1998). Rapid changes are hap-

pening everywhere and news of layoffs and national and international conflicts

reaches us almost daily. Above all, people are unpredictable, and most of us have

experienced both unanticipated disappointments and unexpected successes in our

personal, work, or political worlds. In this chapter, we explore how people use

perceptions of fair or unfair treatment to cope with uncertainty in their daily lives.

We present a number of studies, most of them very recent, that address the rela-

tionship between uncertainty and fairness judgments. We argue that these studies

show that when people feel uncertain or when they attend to the uncertain aspects

of their worlds they have especially strong concerns about fairness. In addition, we

present data showing that sometimes uncertainty can prompt heuristic processing

of fairness information. We use these findings to forge a new, more cognitive,

theory of fairness judgments and to suggest a new perspective on how people cope

with uncertainty.

Fairness plays a key role in people’s lives, and a substantial body of research

shows that people’s beliefs, feelings, attitudes, and behaviors are affected greatly by

whether they feel they have been treated fairly or unfairly (for overviews, see, e.g.,

Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996; Folger & Cropanzano, 1998; Lind & Tyler, 1988;

Tyler & Lind, 1992; Tyler & Smith, 1998). In organizational settings, feeling that

one has been treated fairly typically leads to a variety of positive consequences,

such as higher commitment to organizations and institutions (Moorman, 1991;

1
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2 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

Folger & Konovsky, 1989; Korsgaard, Schweiger, & Sapienza, 1995; McFarlin &

Sweeney, 1992), more extrarole citizenship behavior (Konovsky & Folger, 1991;

Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1993), greater likelihood of conflict prevention and res-

olution (Bobocel, Agar, Meyer, & Irving, 1998), better job performance (Lind,

Kanfer, & Earley, 1990), and higher levels of job satisfaction (Folger &

Cropanzano, 1998). People who experience unfair treatment, on the other hand,

are more likely to leave their jobs (Alexander & Ruderman, 1987), are less likely

to cooperate (Lind, 2001), show lower levels of morale and higher levels of work

stress and overt and covert disobedience (Huo, Smith, Tyler, & Lind, 1996), are

more likely to initiate lawsuits (Lind, Greenberg, Scott, & Welchans, 2000), and

may even start behaving in antisocial ways (for reviews, see Greenberg, 1993,

1997; Greenberg & Lind, 2000).

Outside of organizational contexts the impact of fairness judgments is similarly

profound. The belief that one has been treated fairly by judges, the police, or other

social authorities enhances acceptance of legal decisions (Lind, Kulik, Ambrose,

& De Vera Park, 1993), obedience to laws (Tyler, 1990), and evaluations of public

policies (Lind, 1990; Tyler, Rasinski, & McGraw, 1985), whereas the belief that one

has been treated unfairly has been shown to prompt protest behavior (Vermunt,

Wit, Van den Bos, & Lind, 1996) and recidivism among spousal abuse defen-

dants (Paternoster, Brame, Bachman, & Sherman, 1997). Because fairness judg-

ments influence so many important attitudes and behaviors, studying why fairness

is important to people, how they form judgments of fairness, and what the effects

of perceived fairness are on their reactions are crucial issues for understanding

how people think, feel, and behave in their social environments (Cropanzano &

Folger, 1989, 1991; Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997; Folger & Konovsky, 1989;

Greenberg, 1990, 1993). In this chapter, the psychology of fairness is in fact the

primary focus of our attention.

Because norms and values of fairness and justice play such a substantial role

in guiding social behavior, it comes as no surprise that fairness judgments have

received considerable attention from social psychologists. In fact, the 1976 issue

of the Advances in Experimental Social Psychology series focused entirely on

the conceptions of fairness and justice that were then current in social psychology

(see Berkowitz & Walster, 1976). Since the mid-1970s the bulk of work on the

social psychology of fairness has focused on establishing empirically the conse-

quences of fair or unfair treatment (for reviews see, e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler

& Lind, 1992). Social psychologists now have lots of evidence of the importance

of fairness issues in various real-world settings, and they have identified a variety

of ways that fairness affects people’s reactions and behaviors. In other words, re-

searchers know quite a lot about what the effects of social fairness are. However,

these advances may have been achieved at the expense of deeper insights into

what we think are the two most fundamental questions in the psychology of social

fairness: why people care about fairness and how fairness judgments are formed.
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We argue in this chapter that relatively little is known about the why and how

of perceived fairness and that hard empirical data that can be used to answer these

two questions is scarce. We are not alone in this conclusion. Tyler, for example,

has proposed that psychologists should explore why fairness matters (Tyler, 1997;

Tyler, DeGoey, & Smith, 1996). Ambrose and Kulik (2001) recently have argued

that little is known about the processes by which fairness judgments are formed. In

this chapter we present an overview of the empirical work (largely theory-driven

laboratory experiments) that we and other researchers have conducted since the

early 1990s on issues surrounding the how and why of fairness judgments. We then

draw on this work as we put forward a new theory of the social psychology of

fairness judgments.

The new studies we review and the theory we propose are unusual for the social

psychology of fairness because they analyze fairness judgments from a frankly

cognitive perspective. There has been a strong tendency in fairness studies con-

ducted since the mid-1970s to analyze the psychology of fairness as a component of

the social psychology of groups, without much concern for the cognitive dynam-

ics involved. For example, three well-known theoretical accounts of procedural

fairness—the Thibaut and Walker (1975) instrumental model, the Lind and Tyler

(1988) group-value model, and the Tyler and Lind (1992) relational model—have

all emphasized group-oriented aspects of fairness effects. Although these prior

models have been important for the development of the social psychology of fair-

ness, they have largely neglected the cognitive basis of fairness. In this chapter we

begin to fill this gap. This is not to say that all previous theories totally neglected

the cognitive foundations of justice (see, e.g., Folger, 1986; Messick, 1993), but

our model is new, we think, in its explicit emphasis on the social-cognitive aspects

of the psychology of fairness judgments. Thus, we make the case for a perspective

on fairness that incorporates both the social and cognitive aspects of fairness.

In the empirical work we describe later we used cognitive-oriented analyses to

make and test predictions concerning the why and how of fairness judgments. What

we try to do in the current chapter is to integrate these various empirical articles,

draw new conceptual conclusions, present a social-cognitive model of the psychol-

ogy of fairness, and discuss the implications of this model. We argue that fairness

matters so much to people because fairness helps them to deal with uncertainty.

As social or cognitive conditions arise that prompt concerns about uncertainty, we

suggest, people become especially attentive to the information they need to form

fairness judgments because solid, firmly constructed fairness judgments either

remove uncertainty or alleviate much of the discomfort that uncertainty would

otherwise generate.

The remainder of this chapter consists of six sections. In the next two sections

we discuss our conceptualization of uncertainty and fairness. After this, we lay

out in three sections the empirical basis for our social-cognitive model. We do

this by reviewing a number of recent studies which, we argue, demonstrate that
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people show a special need for firm fairness judgments in uncertain situations.

Following this, we suggest that both the why and how of social fairness are affected

considerably by uncertainty: Fairness matters to people because it is important in

processes of uncertainty management and because uncertainty has a crucial role in

the construction of fairness judgments. We close by discussing some implications

of our theory and drawing conclusions.

II. Uncertainty in Social Life

Because we propose that uncertainty plays a crucial role in the psychology of

fairness judgments, it is important to describe how we use the term “uncertainty” in

this chapter and how this definition is related to concepts like confidence, control,

and self-esteem. This is what we do in the current section.

Psychologists tend to think of uncertainty as meaning either the belief that

something is probabilistically determined or the belief that however deterministic

an event is, one does not understand the event well enough to predict it. In the

literatures on behavioral decision making and game theory the word is used to

refer to the belief that one has only probabilities of events to work with in making

a decision. Thus, a classic gamble is a decision under uncertainty (Kahneman,

Slovic, & Tversky, 1982; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Social psychologists often

extend that to mean that one’s own level of understanding is such that one cannot

say for sure what will happen, even in situations where more information might

be available outside the person (e.g., De Vries & Wilke, 1991; Sniezek, May, &

Sawyer, 1990; Van Dijk, Wilke, Wilke, & Metman, 1997). So people might say

they are uncertain about whether someone can be trusted because they do not

know that person well enough to make a certain judgment about trustworthiness

(Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). Generalizing the same concept still further,

social psychologists often talk about uncertain situations; situations in which one

feels that one does not really understand important features of the situation or that

one does not have sufficient information about relationships, agendas, or norms

(cf. Garner, 1962; Kagan, 1972).

It is this last, broad sort of uncertainty that we are addressing in this chap-

ter. More specifically, following Kagan (1972) and Sorrentino and his associates

(Sorrentino, Hodson, & Huber, in press; Sorrentino, Short, & Raynor, 1984), our

theory about uncertainty management considers management of uncertainty a

rather basic motive and argues that uncertainty occurs either when a person con-

fronts an inability to predict the future or when a person confronts an incompatibil-

ity between different cognitions, between cognitions and experiences, or between

cognitions and behavior. Thus, situations, social or not, that provoke feelings of

uncertainty, doubt, or confusion will, we argue, meet our definition of uncertainty
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and provide the stimulus for seeking and using fairness judgments. The key element

is the salience of either the unpredictability of future events or the inconsistency

between important cognitions, experiences, or behaviors. As is shown later when

we present research relevant to our theory, the range of uncertainty-provoking situ-

ations is quite broad (see also McGregor, Zanna, Holmes, & Spencer, 2001): In the

empirical work we describe later, uncertainty is induced by a variety of situations

ranging from forced contemplation of death to interaction with a new supervisor

in an experimental work group.

This broad conception of uncertainty allows us to draw on various research

traditions, such as theories of uncertainty resolution (see especially Section IV),

human judgment under uncertainty (see especially Section V), and anchoring ef-

fects in uncertain situations (see especially Section VI), that are useful for our

study of the psychology of fairness judgments. This conception encompasses both

cognitive and affective aspects of uncertainty, temporary and stable aspects of

uncertainty (we call this state and trait uncertainty, respectively), and social con-

textual factors and individual differences in uncertainty orientation (Sorrentino

et al., 1984). After all, uncertainty can be produced by contextual factors that

challenge people’s certainty about their cognitions, perceptions, feelings, and be-

haviors and ultimately their certainty about and confidence in their sense of self

(Hogg, in press). This self-certainty can be very important because the self-concept

is the critical organizing principle, referent point, or integrative framework for di-

verse perceptions, feelings, and behaviors. The locus of uncertainty can be found

in many aspects of the social context, and therefore anyone is prone to uncertainty.

However, biographical factors also affect stable individual differences in levels of

uncertainty and impact people’s orientation toward how they manage uncertainty

(Sorrentino et al., 1984, in press). Furthermore, people strive more strongly, of

course, for certainty about aspects of life which are important to them (Hogg &

Mullin, 1999).

We argue here that people have a fundamental need to feel certain about their

world and their place within it and that too much uncertainty threatens the mean-

ing of existence. Uncertainty can be threatening, and people generally feel a need

either to eliminate uncertainty or to find some way to make it tolerable and cog-

nitively manageable. As we note below, it remains to be seen whether fairness

has its ameliorative effect on uncertainty by making things seem more certain,

by making uncertainty more tolerable, or both. Consider the threats that can ac-

company uncertainty: Uncertainty deprives one of confidence in how to behave

and what to expect from the physical and social environment within which one

finds oneself. Uncertainty about one’s attitudes, beliefs, feelings, and perceptions,

and about one’s relationship to other people, is generally aversive (e.g., Fiske &

Taylor, 1991; Hogg, in press; Lopes, 1987; Sorrentino & Roney, 1986) because

it is ultimately associated with reduced control over one’s life. Thus, uncer-

tainty often motivates behavior that reduces subjective uncertainty. For example,
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McGregor et al. (2001) found that after induced personal uncertainty, individuals

became more rigid and close-minded about their attitudes, values, and identifica-

tions and planned to engage in more self-consistent activities. Doing so effectively

eliminated the psychological discomfort associated with uncertainty. Epistemic

motives related to uncertainty are important social psychological phenomena. Fes-

tinger (1954), for example, based social comparison theory on the proposition that

knowing that one is correct is a critical human motivation that drives people to

make interpersonal social comparisons when nonsocial means are unavailable.

Thus, we argue that uncertainty plays an important role in human life. This

is not to say that people want to reduce uncertainty all the time. Of course, be-

ing completely certain about all or many aspects of one’s life may make one’s

life rather dull and there are clearly instances in which people strive for uncer-

tainty rather than seek to reduce it. Sometimes people want to experience new,

uncertain events, and on occasion they even seek the thrill of possible danger,

like bungee jumping or parachuting. Furthermore, the uncertainty involved in a

fair gamble is stimulating, at least for some people. But even when uncertainty

is sought, it usually is still managed (at least to some extent). Related to this, a

growing literature on organizational risk taking has as its basis the proposition

that innovation, entrepreneurship, and ultimately business success in a changing

environment depends not on avoiding uncertainty but instead on managing it (see

generally MacCrimmon & Wehrung, 1986; Shapira, 1995). But whether uncer-

tainty is avoided or managed, it is clear that uncertainty and how people manage

it are important issues in human life. We propose here that there are good reasons

to assume that uncertainty and uncertainty management play a crucial role in the

psychology of fairness judgments.

Confidence is a concept that is closely related to certainty, as we use the term

here (Kuhn & Sniezek, 1996). Confidence tends to refer to feelings of certainty,

with more of a cognitive and sometimes even an affective component. Lack of

confidence implies more fear of error than does raw uncertainty. People would

only say that someone lacked confidence about something that should be known

or understood (cf. Treadwell & Nelson, 1997). People might feel uncertain about

a gamble, but they would not often say they lacked confidence about it because the

inherent probabilistic nature of a gamble means that no one could be confident.

Feelings of confidence in social situations touches on the issue of self-esteem

(cf. Leary & Baumeister, 2000) because the confidence that one can handle social

situations is a component of self-confidence (cf. Hogg & Mullin, 1999).

Control is a feeling that one can affect things in predictable ways (e.g., Langer,

1975; Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Thompson, Armstrong, & Thomas, 1998; for an

exception, see Nickels, Cramer, & Gural, 1992), so this concept too is related to

certainty and uncertainty. As we social psychologists use the term, control implies

that one can (or has the illusion that one can) change one’s own outcomes or
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one’s situations if one wishes to do so (Tan & Lipe, 1997). Confidence and control

are related in that both seem to be reassuring and to promote feelings of being

an effective actor in one’s social context (Spreitzer & Mishra, 1999), but logically

people could be confident about things they have no control over (cf. Langer, 1975).

Another link is that when individuals talk about self-confidence the implication

is that self-confident people either have control over events in their lives or have

the belief that they can deal with events that they cannot control (cf. Loewenstein,

1996; Ric, 1997).

This brings us ultimately to the concept of self-esteem. Most American and

European psychologists, it seems to us, assume that confidence and feelings of con-

trol are components of positive self-esteem and that the absence of these lead to low

self-esteem (cf. Brockner et al., 1998; Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997;

Heatherton & Polivy, 1991; Hogg & Abrams, 1990; Koper, Van Knippenberg,

Bouhuijs, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1993; Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Rosenberg, 1979;

Smith & Tyler, 1997). Some Eastern philosophies and cultures might question this

(see, e.g., Martin, 1999), but the Western psyche, it seems to us, does not have

much appreciation of the possibility that one can have a more passive, less control-

ling view of the universe and still be content with oneself. More important for the

current purpose is that Western people (including Western social psychologists)

might well say that people with low self-esteem are uncertain about themselves

(cf. Hogg, in press). People can be certain that everything they do is bad and hence

have low self-esteem, but it is more common for people who are certain about

themselves to have high self-esteem. This suggests that self-esteem, like confi-

dence and control, to some extent is different from certainty and to some extent

shares similar elements with it. In the present chapter, we are interested more in

the similarities these concepts share, but mention important distinctions where

necessary.

Now that we have discussed how we treat uncertainty and related concepts here,

we discuss in the next section how we define the concept of fairness judgments.

After this, we discuss empirical studies that show that uncertainty is important in

the why and how of the psychology of fairness judgments.

III. Fairness Judgments

Fairness, as we psychologists study it, is an idea that exists within the minds of

individuals (Adams, 1965; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, Boeckmann, Smith, & Huo,

1997). This subjective sense of what is fair or unfair is the focus of the psychology

of fairness and can be contrasted with objective principles of fairness and justice

that are studied by philosophers, among others (for an overview, see Cohen, 1986).
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Unlike the objective principles of fairness and justice, subjective feelings about

fairness and unfairness are not necessarily justified by reference to the external

standards of what is fair and just proposed by philosophical (and other normative)

theories of justice. Rather the concern of psychologists is what people think is fair

and unfair.

Thus, we agree with Mikula and Wenzel (2000) that the emphasis of psycholo-

gists on fairness judgments is important because abstract philosophical principles

of justice allow for a diversity of different translations into concrete terms. To

be sure, judgments of fairness and justice may be socially shared, but such a

consensus indicates only grounds for intersubjectivity, not for objectivity. Thus,

as we approach them, fairness judgments are always subjective judgments and the

aim of our psychological study of social justice is to understand the causes and

consequences of subjective fairness judgments (cf. Mikula & Wenzel, 2000; Tyler

et al., 1997).

It is important to emphasize here that judgments of what people judge to be fair

and judgments of what they consider to be just or morally right might differ sub-

stantially. “Justice” and “morality” are often seen as more formal terms, and they

carry a connotation of legal authority and ethical rules that is precisely what we do

not mean in most psychological theorizing and research on the topic. In contrast

“fairness” better connotes the subjective, ready judgment that is and has long been

the true topic of psychological study. We have the impression that participants in

research studies find it easier and more relevant to provide judgments of fairness

than judgments of justice or morality. This is the reason, we assume, that most

social psychologists in our field usually ask people to rate fairness rather than to

rate justice or morality (see, e.g., the list of measures in the Appendix of Tyler &

Lind, 1992), and this is the reason that we prefer to use the label “fairness judg-

ments” rather than “justice judgments” or “judgments of morality.” “Fairness

judgments” simply reflects better both common research practices and the core be-

lief under study.1 Thus, notwithstanding the fact that social psychologists usually

call this area “the psychology of social justice,” we speak here of the “psychology

of fairness judgments,” and we talk about fairness judgments as both our major

theoretical construct and as what is being measured in our studies, noting when

other measures are used.

1It is true that the terms “fairness” and “justice” can be distinguished in English (as can the Dutch

equivalents eerlijkheid and rechtvaardigheid ). However, the distinction may be more difficult to make

in other languages. In French, for example, relevant nouns include justesse versus justice, and the

distinction between the two does not correspond very well to the fairness–justice distinction in English

and Dutch. This does not invalidate the point we are making here; it only suggests that it is perhaps

easier to talk about distinctions between fairness and justice in English and Dutch than in some other

languages. Another advantage to shifting our terminology to fairness is that, in English and Dutch at

least, the term “social justice” tends to suggest a philosophy of income and power redistribution in

society, and this is not in fact what we usually study.
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IV. Uncertainty and the Why of Fairness Judgments:

Uncertainty Enhances Concerns for Fairness

It is time now to discuss the research evidence on the role of uncertainty in

the psychology of fairness. In the current section we describe research findings

that show that uncertainty is a key factor in why people care about fairness. More

specifically, we review studies that show that fairness matters more to people

(a) when they are uncertain about a social authority’s trustworthiness, (b) when

they are uncertain about their life situation as a consequence of being reminded

of their mortality, and (c) when they are prompted to attend to uncertain aspects

of their lives. After we have given an overview of these studies, we discuss other

research findings that converge on the same point—that people have a greater

interest in, and arguably a greater need for, fairness in uncertain as opposed to

certain situations. Studies that are important for our line of reasoning are discussed

more extensively, but, for details of a particular study, the reader is referred to the

write-up of that study.

A. UNCERTAINTY ABOUT AN AUTHORITY’S TRUSTWORTHINESS

In our 1998 article with Henk Wilke, we set out to provide an answer to the

question of why fairness matters to people (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). We

took as a starting point the idea in fairness heuristic theory (e.g., Lind, 1992, 2001;

Lind et al., 1993; Van den Bos, Lind, & Wilke, 2001) that people especially need

fairness judgments when they are concerned about potential problems associated

with social interdependence and socially based identity processes. The tension

between the benefits of interdependence and social identity on the one hand and

the risks associated with interdependence and social identity on the other has

been termed “the fundamental social dilemma” (e.g., Lind, 1995). In essence, this

dilemma is concerned with the question of whether one can trust others not to

exploit or exclude one from important relationships and groups (cf. Huo et al.,

1996; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Smith, Tyler, Huo, Ortiz, & Lind, 1998; Tyler & Lind,

1992).

An important subgroup of social relations are authority processes. Based on

the work by Tyler and Lind (1992; Lind et al., 1993; Tyler & DeGoey, 1996),

we argued that because ceding authority to another person raises the possibility

of exploitation and exclusion, people frequently feel uneasy about their relation-

ship with authorities and about the outcomes they receive from the authority. We

reasoned that when people are trying to decide how to react to an outcome they

received from an authority, they want to have information about whether they can

trust the authority.
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Furthermore, we posed the question: Do people often have direct information

about an authority’s trustworthiness? We suggested that, in many social, organi-

zational, or political contexts, they do not (cf. Winder, Kerkhof, & Klandermans,

1999). Continuing our reasoning along the lines suggested by fairness heuristic

theory, we reasoned that even, and perhaps especially, if people do not have in-

formation about the authority’s trustworthiness, they must find some way to judge

the outcome they received from the authority. How do they do this? We sug-

gested that in such situations—in which people are, in essence, uncertain about

authority’s trustworthiness—decisions about how to react to outcomes are made

through reference to judgments about the fairness of the authority’s procedures.

In other words, in situations in which definitive trust information is lacking, pro-

cedural fairness serves as a heuristic substitute in the process of deciding how

to judge an outcome one has received from the authority. As a consequence, we

expected that when people have no information about authority’s trustworthiness,

they will react more positively toward the outcome they received from the authority

when they believe that the authority had been employing fair as opposed to unfair

procedures.

On the other hand, this line of thought also suggests that when people do have

direct, explicit information about authority’s trustworthiness—when they are, in

terms of our current analysis, more certain about the nature of the authority—

they are less in need of procedural fairness as a heuristic substitute. We therefore

expected that when people do not have information about an authority’s trust-

worthiness, they would show what is usually termed a fair process effect (Folger,

Rosenfield, Grove, & Corkran, 1979). That is, they would react more positively

toward the outcome they received from the authority when the authority had been

employing a fair as opposed to an unfair procedure. In contrast, according to this

reasoning, less strong fair process effects should occur when people have direct

information about authority’s trustworthiness.

We conducted two experiments to test these predictions. The first experiment

was a scenario experiment and the second study was an experiment in which par-

ticipants actually experienced manipulations of authority’s trustworthiness and

procedure. Both experiments showed evidence that supported our line of reason-

ing. We describe here only the second, experiential experiment. In that study,

participants were placed in separate cubicles, each of which contained a com-

puter with a monitor and a keyboard. Participants were told that the computers

were connected to one another and that people in the cubicles could communicate

with each other by means of the computer network. The computers were used to

present the stimulus information and to collect data on the dependent variables

and the manipulation checks. Participants were informed that they participated

in the study with two other persons. One of the three participants would be ap-

pointed to the position of supervisor, referred to as position A. The other two
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persons would be assigned to the positions of work performers, labeled as po-

sitions B and C. After this, positions were assigned. Participants were, in fact,

always appointed to position B. Participants were informed that the person ap-

pointed to A, the supervisor position, was given that appointment because of his

or her experience in another, comparable study and that those appointed to po-

sitions B and C were assigned to these positions because they did not have this

experience.

The experimental procedure was then outlined to the participants: After the ex-

perimental tasks were explained, participants would practice the tasks for 2 min,

after which time they would work on the tasks for 10 min. Furthermore, it was

communicated to the participants that, after all sessions of the experiment were

completed, a lottery would be held among all participants. The winner of this

lottery would receive 100 Dutch guilders. (Actually, when the experiment was

complete, the 100 Dutch guilders were randomly given to one participant; a pro-

cedure to which none of the participants objected upon debriefing.) Participants

were informed that a total of 200 lottery tickets would be divided among all partici-

pants. Participants were further told that after the work round the person appointed

to position A would divide some lottery tickets between the participant and the

person supposedly in position C.

After the task that participants would perform had been explained, the trust in-

formation that participants received was manipulated. In the trust-certain-positive

and trust-certain-negative conditions, participants were presented with fictitious

survey results allegedly filled in by persons who had participated with A in a prior

study: In the trust-certain-positive condition, participants were informed that A had

been rated as very trustworthy. A had received a mean score of 6.9 on a 7-point

scale ranging from not to be trusted at all (1) to to be trusted completely (7). The

majority of the scores had been 7, and the lowest score that had been given to A

was 6. In the trust-certain-negative condition, participants were informed that A

had been rated as very untrustworthy. A had received a mean score of 1.1 on the

7-point scale. The majority of the scores had been 1, and the highest score given

to A was 2. In the trust-uncertain condition, participants received no information

about A’s trustworthiness.

After this, participants worked on the tasks for 10 min. Participants were then

told how many tasks they had completed in the work round, and—to ensure that

participants compared themselves to C and to make this study comparable with

our other experiments (Van den Bos, 1999; Van den Bos, Lind, Vermunt, & Wilke,

1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998)—the participants were told

that C had completed an equivalent number of tasks. Participants were then told

that A would divide the lottery tickets between them and C. All participants were

asked to think for 1 min about the percentage of lottery tickets that they should

receive relative to C and to write down this percentage on the piece of paper next
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to the computer.2 Participants were informed that at the end of the experiment the

pieces of paper would be thrown way.

We manipulated the procedure that the participants encountered next (cf. Van

den Bos, 1999; Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, &

Vermunt, 1998). In the voice condition, A (the supervisor) allegedly asked the

participants, by means of the computer network, to type in their opinion about the

percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to C. Participants in the no-

voice condition were informed that they would not be asked to type their opinion

about the percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to C.3

Participants then received three lottery tickets (and were not informed about the

number of tickets C received). Dependent variables and manipulation checks were

then assessed. The dependent variable that we discuss here asked participants to

rate how satisfied they were with the three lottery tickets that they received. When

the participants had answered the dependent variables and manipulation checks,

they were thoroughly debriefed and paid for their participation.

As predicted, participants’ outcome satisfaction judgments showed a strong

interaction effect. Figure 1 shows the effect. A strong, significant procedure effect

was found in the condition where participants were uncertain about whether they

could trust the authority: In this condition participants were more satisfied with

their outcome when they had received an opportunity to voice their opinions than

when they not had received such an opportunity. Weaker, nonsignificant, procedure

effects were seen when participants knew that they could or could not trust the

authority, indicating that in these conditions outcome satisfaction did not differ as

a function of voice versus no-voice procedures.

Thus, these results show that people’s reactions to an outcome they received

from an authority are strongly affected by procedural fairness information when

they do not know whether the authority can be trusted. When people subject to

authority are uncertain about the authority’s trustworthiness they are more willing

to accept the outcomes the authority gives to them if those outcomes are allocated

2The percentages of lottery tickets that participants believed that they should get relative to the

other participant and which they wrote down on the pieces of paper showed no significant effects of

manipulations. As in the other experiments to be presented here, the great majority of the participants

indicated that they should get 50% of the tickets (in this experiment, 130 of 138 participants did so;

the grand mean percentage was 50.3%). Similarly, and in correspondence with the other experiments

to be discussed in this chapter, the great majority of the participants who were allowed voice typed in

that they should receive 50% of tickets (in the current experiment 68 of 69 participants did so, and the

mean percentage was 50.7%). These findings are congruent with equity theory: Participants preferred

to divide outcomes equally between themselves and the other participant (who contributed an equal

amount of inputs and who hence deserved—according to equity theory—to receive the same amount

of outputs as the participants themselves).
3As in most experiments discussed in this chapter, research findings showed that participants judged

their procedure to be more fair following an opportunity to voice their opinions than following no such

opportunity. This suggests that the manipulation of procedural fairness was perceived as intended.
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Fig. 1. Mean outcome satisfaction judgments as a function of authority’s trustworthiness and

procedure (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind 1998, Experiment 2). Means are on 7-point scales with higher

values indicating more positive ratings of outcome satisfaction. (Van den Bos, K., Wilke, H. A. M., &

Lind, E. A. (1998). When do we need procedural fairness?: The role of trust in authority. Journal of

Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 1449–1458. Copyright ©C 1998 by the American Psychological

Association. Adapted with permission).

by fair rather than unfair procedures. However, when people have been informed

about the authority’s trustworthiness—when their certainty about the authority is

strong—they make less use of procedural fairness information, so that fair process

effects on the outcome judgments are less evident for these people. In other words,

people seem much more likely to use fairness judgments as heuristic substitutes

for trust when they are uncertain about authority’s trustworthiness.

A careful inspection of Fig. 1 reveals that positive and negative trust in and of

themselves did not affect the mean level of outcome satisfaction very much. This

result might seem counterintuitive, but in the present context it is not unreasonable

that positive and negative trust should have little effect on outcome judgments.

Tyler et al., (1997; Tyler & DeGoey, 1996; Tyler & Lind, 1992), for example, have

shown that valenced trust is more important for attitudes and behaviors that have a

longer term horizon (e.g., willingness to comply) than variables such as (probably

immediate) outcome satisfaction. The trust certainty manipulation appears to have

been successful: The manipulation-check findings that were presented in the Van

den Bos, Wilke, and Lind (1998) article reveal that positive and negative trust infor-

mation did in fact affect trust perceptions as well as voluntary compliance with the

authority’s decisions. Our positive and negative trust information was therefore per-

ceived as intended and was successful at affecting some well-specified variables.

Most important for the present discussion, the findings summarized in Fig. 1 reveal

that it may sometimes be more valuable to focus on the distinction between known

versus unknown trust than on positive versus negative trust. Focusing on the cer-

tainty distinction yields insights into the psychology of social justice and trust that

previous research, which has focused on the valence distinction, has missed.

It should also be noted that similar effects of certainty about trust also can be

found in other settings: In a survey of parents who were interviewed about an
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organization that was responsible for their children’s day care, Van den Bos, Van

Schie, and Colenberg (in press) found that when respondents were uncertain about

the organization’s trustworthiness, their judgments of the organization’s reliability

were more strongly affected by their perceptions of the organization’s procedures

than were the judgments of respondents who had indicated that they had favorable

(and presumably more certain) information about the organization’s trustworthi-

ness. These results are in correspondence with those of the experiment presented

above and suggest that our line of reasoning also holds in domains quite different

from the psychology laboratory. Future research should investigate other domains

of social behavior and different operationalizations of trust to find out the gener-

alizability of these effects, but the findings just presented yield new insights into

the psychology of why fairness matters.

The findings discussed here provide a good example of one basic phenomenon

we want to focus on in this chapter: enhanced attention to, or use of, fairness

information under conditions of high uncertainty. In this instance, the study shows

that people care more about fairness, and especially procedural fairness, when

they are uncertain about whether they can trust authorities. Fairness matters less

when individuals are certain about authority’s trustworthiness. Interestingly, we

have seen that, as predicted, fairness matters less both when people know that the

authority can be trusted and when they know that the authority cannot be trusted. In

accordance with the line of reasoning presented here, this illustrates the important

role certainty and uncertainty play in determining when fairness matters to people:

When people are uncertain about whether they can trust authorities fairness matters

more than when they are certain that the authority either can or cannot be trusted. In

short, we found the predicted moderation of fairness effects when the uncertainty

concerned an important issue in the social context—the trustworthiness of an

authority. In the studies we describe next, we present further evidence for the role

of uncertainty in the why of fairness judgments.

B. UNCERTAINTY FOLLOWING REMINDERS OF DEATH

The experiments by Van den Bos, Wilke, and Lind (1998) focused on the

cognitive process that leads people to use fairness less when they have been

made more certain—relative to, for example, their situation at the beginning of

an experiment—about an authority’s trustworthiness. Van den Bos and Miedema

(2000) took this idea one step further by hypothesizing that people are more af-

fected by variations in fairness when they are asked to think about things that make

them feel uncertain. These authors tried to show that this would substantially ad-

vance insights into why fairness matters to people. More specifically, Van den Bos

and Miedema focused on a very important antecedent of feelings of uncertainty

(cf. McGregor et al., 2001), people’s fear of death. In doing so, these authors used

terror management theory to derive their hypotheses.
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According to terror management theory (for overviews, see, Greenberg,

Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997; Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999;

Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991), the fear of death is rooted in an

instinct for self-preservation that humans share with other species. Although hu-

man beings share this instinct with other species, only humans are aware that death

is inevitable. This combination of an instinctive drive for self-preservation with an

awareness of the inevitability of death creates the potential for paralyzing terror.

Terror management theory posits that this potential for terror is managed by a cul-

tural anxiety buffer, a social psychological structure consisting of things like one’s

worldview and self-esteem. To the extent that this buffer provides protection against

death concerns, reminding individuals of their death should increase their need for

that buffer. Thus, reminders of death should increase the need for the protection

provided by the buffer and therefore lead to strong negative evaluations of people

whose behaviors and beliefs threaten on that worldview and lead to strong positive

evaluations of those whose behaviors and beliefs uphold or provide an opportunity

to reconstruct the worldview. (For more extensive discussion of terror management

theory, see Greenberg et al., 1997; Pyszczynski et al., 1999; Solomon et al., 1991.)

On the basis of terror management theory,Van den Bos and Miedema (2000)

argued that participants who are asked to think about their mortality would react

more negatively toward violation of norms and more positively toward things that

uphold or bolster cultural norms and values. It is reasonable to assume that most

people judge unfair procedures to be in violation with cultural norms and values

and think of fair procedures as being in correspondence with norms and values

of good behavior and conduct (Lind & Tyler, 1988). Van den Bos and Miedema,

therefore, predicted that participants would show stronger fair process effects in

mortality salient conditions than in mortality nonsalient conditions.

Van den Bos and Miedema (2000) describe three experiments, but we discuss

only the first experiment. In this experiment, the same experimental paradigm was

used as in the experiment discussed above (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998,

Experiment 2), with the exceptions described later. In the first part of the instruc-

tions, participants were informed that they would participate in the study with

another person, referred to as “Other.” The participants were told that after the

work round the experimenter would divide some lottery tickets between them

and the other participant. After the work round, participants were told how many

tasks they had completed in the work round, and—to ensure that participants com-

pared themselves to Other—the participants were told that Other had completed

an equivalent number of tasks.

After this, the participants were told that before the experimenter divided the

lottery tickets between them and Other, they would be asked to answer some ques-

tions supposedly unrelated to the experiment and that after they had completed

these questions, the experiment would continue. Mortality salience was then ma-

nipulated. As in most previous terror management studies, the mortality salient

condition was induced by having participants respond to two open-ended questions
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concerning their thoughts and feelings about their death: (1) “Please briefly de-

scribe the emotions that the thought of your death arouses in you”; and (2) “Please

write down, as specifically as you can, what you think will happen to you as you

physically die.” After this, these participants were told that by pushing the return

button on the keyboard the study would continue. Participants in the mortality non-

salient condition were not asked to write something down; a manipulation which

is in correspondence with previous terror management studies (e.g., Greenberg

et al., 1990, Study 1; Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1989,

Studies 1–5).

The procedure was then manipulated. In the voice condition, the experimenter

asked participants to type in their opinions about the percentage of tickets that

they should receive relative to Other. Participants in the no-voice condition were

informed that they would not be asked to type such an opinion. Dependent variables

and manipulation checks were then assessed. The main dependent variables were

participants’ positive affective reactions to the way they were treated (i.e., how

happy, content, and satisfied participants felt about the way they were treated).

As expected, a significant interaction between mortality salience and proce-

dure was found. Figure 2 graphs this effect. In the mortality nonsalient condition,

participants’ affective reactions were significantly more positive following an op-

portunity to voice their opinion than following no such opportunity, but this fair

process effect was stronger in the mortality salient condition. Findings of Exper-

iments 2 and 3 of Van den Bos and Miedema (2000) replicate and extend these

results (using other operationalizations of procedural fairness and ratings of affect).

Thus, as predicted, when people have been thinking about their own mortality they

react more strongly to perceived procedural fairness than when they have not been

thinking about this subject.

Fig. 2. Mean positive affective reactions toward treatment as a function of mortality salience

and procedure (Van den Bos & Miedema, 2000, Experiment 1). Means are on 7-point scales with

higher values indicating more positive reactions toward treatment. (Van den Bos, K., & Miedema, J.

(2000). Toward understanding why fairness matters: The influence of mortality salience on reactions

to procedural fairness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79, 355–366. Copyright ©C 2000

by the American Psychological Association. Adapted with permission).
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In the context of our current discussion, these findings provide evidence that

when people are reminded about aspects of their lives that make them feel un-

certain they are in greater need of fairness. This position is strengthened by the

results of research (Van den Bos, 2001c) showing that reminding people about their

own mortality does indeed make them feel uncertain about themselves and that

these feelings of uncertainty explain how people react toward subsequent events.

McGregor et al. (2001) also found that mortality salience caused uncertainty-

related feelings. One of the Van den Bos (2001c) experiments was based on the

fact that there is good evidence that state self-esteem is an indicator of the extent

to which people are uncertain about themselves (see, e.g., Heatherton & Polivy,

1991). Therefore, state self-esteem measures were taken as indicators of perceived

uncertainty in the experiment, and it was predicted that these measures would re-

veal that participants’ state self-esteem was lower in mortality salient as opposed

to nonsalient conditions. Furthermore, it was hypothesized that state self-esteem

would mediate the relationship between manipulations of mortality salience and

fairness. The results indeed showed that reminding participants about their death

lowered their levels of state self-esteem and that state self-esteem mediated par-

ticipants’ reactions to subsequent variations in distributive fairness (participants

received an outcome that was equal to the outcome of a comparable other partici-

pant or that was worse than the outcome of the comparison other). These findings

lend further support to the hypothesis that mortality salience may lead people to

become more uncertain about themselves (as indicated by lower levels of state

self-esteem; see also McGregor et al., 2001) and hence react more strongly to

variations in fairness.

In additional research that supports and extends this line of thought, Miedema,

Van den Bos, and Vermunt (2000) recently collected data that show that people react

more strongly to variations in fairness when their self-image has been threatened

(by having them think of situations in which important aspects of their selves were

questioned by other people who are very important for them). The findings of

these studies show that reminding people of things that threaten their egos (e.g.,

being judged as not intelligent) leads to stronger procedural fairness effects than

does reminding people of events that do not threaten their egos (e.g., being judged

as intelligent). These results are in accordance with our suggestion that fairness

is more important for people when they are uncertain about important aspects of

their lives. It is now time, however, to move to a review of studies that provide

very direct evidence that uncertainty is a key antecedent of why fairness matters.

These studies are discussed in the next section.

C. UNCERTAINTY SALIENCE

Van den Bos (2001a) extended the studies described above by focusing explicitly

on uncertainty as a factor in people’s reactions to perceived fairness. The findings
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by Van den Bos and Miedema (2000); Van den Bos, 2001c; Miedema, Van den

Bos, & Vermunt, 2000) suggest that when people are reminded of aspects of their

lives that lead them to feel uncertain they will react more strongly to variations

in fairness. An interesting and potentially important implication of this is that

fairness matters especially to people when their uncertainties have been made

salient. However, in the Van den Bos and Miedema studies the implication is

just that: an implication. The studies showed that mortality salience, which was

presumed to increase feelings of uncertainty, is a moderator of fair process effects,

but the Van den Bos and Miedema research presented no direct evidence of the

importance of uncertainty salience for people’s reactions to perceived fairness.

Van den Bos (2001a) conducted three experiments. Each experiment provides

evidence that uncertainty salience itself is an important determinant of people’s re-

actions to perceived fairness. We discuss here only the first experiment in the series.

In this experiment, the same setup was used as in Van den Bos and Miedema (2000,

Experiment 1). Instead of a mortality salience manipulation, however, uncertainty

salience was manipulated directly. Participants in the uncertainty salient condition

were asked two questions that solicited participants’ thoughts and feelings of their

being uncertain: (1) “Please briefly describe the emotions that the thought of your

being uncertain arouses in you”; and (2) “Please write down, as specifically as

you can, what you think physically will happen to you as you feel uncertain.”4

Participants in the uncertainty nonsalient condition were asked two questions that

were similar in format, but did not remind participants of their uncertainties (see

Van den Bos, 2001a): (1) “Please briefly describe the emotions that the thought

of you watching TV arouses in you”; and (2) “Please write down, as specifically

as you can, what you think physically will happen to you as you watch TV.” As

in Van den Bos and Miedema (2000, Experiment 1), the fairness manipulation

varied whether participants received an opportunity to voice their opinions about

the percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to the other participant.

The main dependent variables were participants’ negative affective reactions to

their treatment in the experiment (i.e., how disappointed and sad participants felt

about the way they were treated).

Following the line of reasoning we are advancing in this chapter, participants’

reactions should be influenced more strongly by perceived fairness in the uncer-

tainty salient conditions than in the nonsalient conditions. In fact, this prediction

was supported by a significant interaction between uncertainty salience (salient vs

nonsalient) and procedure (voice vs no voice). Figure 3 diagrams this effect. As

expected, the effect of the procedural fairness manipulation was stronger in the

uncertainty salient condition than in the nonsalient condition.

4 Two judges coded whether the answers that participants wrote down had anything to do with

death. As in the experiments by Miedema, Van den Bos, and Vermunt (2000), the judges agreed that

answers had nothing to do with death. Thus, as expected, death-related thoughts cannot explain the

findings reported in Van den Bos (2001a) and Miedema et al. (2000).
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Fig. 3. Mean negative affective reactions toward treatment as a function of uncertainty salience and

procedure (Van den Bos, 2001a, Experiment 1). Means are on 7-point scales with higher values indicat-

ing more negative reactions toward treatment. (Van den Bos, K. (2001a). Uncertainty management: The

influence of uncertainty salience on reactions to perceived procedural fairness. Journal of Personality

and Social Psychology, 80, 931–941. Copyright ©C 2001 by the American Psychological Association.

Adapted with permission.)

Findings of Experiments 2 and 3 of Van den Bos (2001a) replicate and extend

these results (using other operationalizations of uncertainty salience, procedural

fairness, and ratings of affect).5 Thus, data from three experiments show that uncer-

tainty salience influences reactions to perceived fairness: Asking people to think

about their uncertainties leads to stronger effects of perceived fairness on affective

reactions to treatment. These findings reveal that fairness matters more to peo-

ple when they focus on uncertain aspects of their lives. Thus, these findings tell

us something that is very fundamental to the point we are trying to make in this

section: Fairness has particularly strong effects for people when they have been

thinking about issues that are related to their uncertainties. This in turn suggests a

novel answer to the question posed earlier about why fairness matters so much to

people: It may well be the case that fairness is attended to and fair situations are

sought out because fairness may provide protection against things people are un-

certain about and/or because it makes uncertainty more tolerable. In other words,

fairness is important for people because they use fairness judgments in processes

of managing uncertainty.

D. OTHER STUDIES

The findings reviewed above are important because they suggest that fairness

matters to people because fairness judgments give them an opportunity to manage

5In the nonsalient condition of Van den Bos (2001a, Experiment 1), the fair process effect did not

reach conventional levels of significance, F(1, 73) = 2.30, p < .07 (one-tailed). However, in a follow-

up experiment (Van den Bos, 2001a, Experiment 3), statistically significant effects were found in the

nonsalient condition on positive affective reactions toward treatment, F(1, 156) = 45.54, p < .001

(one-tailed).
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their uncertainty about important life events or issues. A study related to this

proposition is reported by See (2000). She argued that in many public policy

contexts people have insufficient knowledge to know which policy they should

support. See proposed that fairness matters more when people feel they have

insufficient topical knowledge or information about subject matters important in

the issue they face. This led her to predict that fairness judgments would have

greater impact on public policy attitudes for individuals who have low subject

matter knowledge than for those with high knowledge. In a study of acceptance of

new environmental regulation policy, See hypothesized that those who felt they had

low knowledge about environmental issues would rely heavily on their perceptions

of the fairness of the policy-making body in deciding policy acceptance, whereas

fairness would have little or no effect on those who felt they had high knowledge

about these issues. See’s survey data showed that respondents with low knowledge

of environmental matters based their support for a proposed environmental policy

in North Carolina on their perceptions of procedural fairness and that individuals

with high knowledge were not influenced by perceptions of procedural fairness,

relying more on their own subject matter knowledge when evaluating the policy

issue. In correspondence with the studies described above, the See study shows

that fairness matters more under conditions of information uncertainty.

Quite a number of organizational studies have shown strong fairness effects

associated with changes in corporate practices, policies, or structure—changes

that are likely to provoke considerable uncertainty about what one’s work life will

be like in the future. The use of fair process has been found to be associated with

acceptance of innovations such as the use of new information or control systems

(Eddy, Stone, & Stone-Romero, 1999; Kidwell & Bennett, 1994), the introduction

of new management structures (Kirkman, Shapiro, Novelli, & Brett, in press), the

institution of smoking bans (Greenberg, 1994), and other significant changes in

working policies or conditions (Daly & Geyer, 1994; Parker, Bales, & Christensen,

1997). Conceptually similar findings are seen in the results of studies by Brockner

and his colleagues (Brockner, Grover, Reed, DeWitt, & O’Malley, 1987; Brockner,

Konovsky, Cooper-Schneider, Folger, Martin, & Bies, 1994; for a review, see

Brockner & Greenberg, 1990) which show strong justice effects in the context of

layoffs, a situation that perhaps raises the greatest uncertainty in organizational

contexts. None of these studies have compared the effects of fair treatment at these

times to those at more normal (and less uncertain) periods in the life of the worker

and the organization, but some organizational scholars (e.g., Cobb, Wooten, &

Folger, 1995; Kim & Mauborgne, 1997) have suggested that fairness is especially

important when there is turmoil and uncertainty in the workplace.

There is, however, one very recent study that shows stronger fairness effects

at times of uncertainty than during more normal work times. Lind et al. (2000)

studied the behavior of terminated workers as a function of the fairness of their

treatment at termination and their treatment during the course of employment. The

line of reasoning we are advancing here suggests that, notwithstanding the fact
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that treatment at termination involves a much more limited “sample” of treatment

experiences than does treatment over the whole course of employment, treatment

at termination will be a more powerful determinant of posttermination attitudes

and behaviors. This is because, as we noted above, uncertainty is probably at

its greatest during layoffs or firings. Lind et al. found much stronger impact of

the fairness of treatment at termination on subsequent behavior—in this case the

filing of wrongful termination claims—findings that are quite congruent with our

uncertainty hypothesis.

Similar findings are seen in nonorganizational contexts. Van den Bos, Bruins,

Wilke, and Dronkert (1999) found that people appear to use perceptions of pro-

cedural unfairness to ward off potential threats to themselves (see also Gilliland,

1994). Hafer (2000) has shown, using a Stroop color-naming task, that people

react to personal threat by attending to justice beliefs, and these results, we argue,

corroborate the hypothesized psychological processes. (We return to this point

under Section VII, where we discuss the relationship between our model and other

fairness theories.) All of these findings converge on the same basic proposition:

Interest in fairness increases substantially in the presence of any number of factors

that increase uncertainty about one’s physical or social context.

The question of why fairness matters to people is a challenging one that has

fascinated and puzzled philosophers and social theorists for centuries. In the current

section, we have shown that people seem to make the greatest use of fairness

information when they are faced with uncertainty, and we have argued that fairness

is sought in this situation precisely because it provides a way to manage uncertainty.

As we discuss in greater detail later, when a person feels that things are fair,

uncertainty is less vexing. In the next two sections we try to show that uncertainty

also is important in the process of forming fairness judgments.

V. Uncertainty and the How of Fairness Judgments, Part 1:

Information Uncertainty Leads to Substitution Processes

In the next several sections of the chapter we argue that not only does uncertainty

stimulate an interest in fairness, but it also drives some specific cognitive processes

in the construction of fairness judgments. To put it differently: Uncertainty is im-

portant not only for why fairness matters (as was discussed in the previous section),

but also for how fairness judgments are formed. Our approach here is driven by the

literature on human judgment under uncertainty (e.g., Kahneman et al., 1982) and

by the functional approach to the cognitive dynamics of fairness that characterizes

our earlier work on fairness heuristic theory (e.g., Lind, 2001; Van den Bos, 2001b;

Van den Bos et al., 2001). We predict here that the way people form fairness judg-

ments works in service of the use of these judgments to manage uncertainty, and,

as we note later, we find empirical support for this prediction.
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If we want to understand what people judge to be fair we have to consider how

uncertainty-related issues affect the fairness judgment process. In the current sec-

tion, we argue that in the process of forming fairness judgments, people tend to

look first for fairness information that is most relevant in the particular situation

in which they find themselves. However, it is not uncommon that people lack in-

formation about the most relevant fairness issues. We describe research findings

that show that in these information-uncertain situations people start using other

information—as heuristic substitutes—to assess what is fair. We have labeled this

effect the fairness substitutability effect. People substitute one type of fairness

information for another, we suggest, to avoid uncertainty about whether they are

being treated fairly. It would make little sense, after all, to use fairness as a way

to manage uncertainty (cf. the previous section) unless there was a ready psycho-

logical solution to the problem of uncertainty about fairness. We show that the

substitutability effect gives unique insights into how people form judgments of

outcome and procedural fairness under conditions of information uncertainty.

A. SUBSTITUTABILITY EFFECTS ON OUTCOME

FAIRNESS JUDGMENTS

In a 1997 article with Riël Vermunt and Henk Wilke, we set out to try to

investigate how judgments of outcome fairness are formed (Van den Bos, Lind,

et al., 1997). Probably the most well-known and the most widely accepted answer

to the question of how people decide whether their outcome is fair or unfair has

been provided by equity theory (e.g., Adams, 1965; Walster, Berscheid, & Walster,

1973; Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978). In essence, equity theory proposes

that people judge an outcome as fair when their own outcome-to-input ratio equals

some comparative or referent outcome-to-input ratio. This process is often driven

by social comparison with others’ outcomes and inputs such that people judge their

outcome as fair when the ratio of their own inputs and outcomes equals the ratio

of inputs and outcomes of comparison others (Messick & Sentis, 1983). Equity

theory and other related conceptions of justice—such as relative deprivation the-

ory (Crosby, 1976; Stouffer, Suchman, DeVinney, Star, & Williams, 1949) and

the distributive justice conceptions of Blau (1964), Deutsch (1975, 1985), and

Homans (1961)—all emphasize the importance of social comparison information

in the process of evaluating outcomes. As Messick and Sentis (1983) note, a central

theme in the literature on outcome fairness is that the comparison of a person’s

outcome with those of comparison others influences the person’s beliefs about the

fairness or justice of his or her own outcome.

Equity theory has received wide support in social and organizational studies.

In fact, some articles in the 1976 volume of the Advances in Experimental Social

Psychology even went so far as to argue that equity ratings are the most important

type of fairness judgment (see Berkowitz & Walster, 1976). Thus, equity theory has
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been very influential. But as we noted in the 1997 article, one of its basic proposi-

tions is that in order to judge whether an outcome is fair, people have to know what

outcomes comparison others have received. The Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997)

article began by asking whether people always know the outcomes of others, as

most theorizing on equity theory assumes they do (for overviews, see Adams,

1965; Messick & Sentis, 1983; Walster et al., 1973, 1978). We argued that they

frequently do not. For instance, in everyday life we often do not know the salaries

of the people with whom we work, and even if we do, we may not have a good idea

of their contributions. If, as we believe, social comparison information about out-

comes frequently is not available, then in everyday life the issue of how people form

judgments of outcome fairness is more complicated than equity theory suggests.

Using this reasoning led us to predict substitutability effects in the fairness

judgment process. We proposed that when information about outcomes of others

is not available, people would start using other fairness-relevant information that

is available. But what information is available? We suggested that procedural

information is frequently present, even in situations where others’ outcomes or

contributions are unknown. Thus, in many situations people may turn to the fairness

of procedures to determine how to judge their outcome, using procedural fairness as

a heuristic substitute to judge the fairness of their outcome. Therefore, in situations

where a person only knows his or her own outcome but not other equity-relevant

information, we predicted a fair process effect: People would judge their outcome

to be more fair following a fair rather than an unfair procedure.

However, we also reasoned that when a person does have enough information to

form an equity judgment—when, for example, information is available about the

outcome of a comparable other person—the person making the fairness judgment

will use this social comparison information as a basis for forming outcome fairness

judgments. Therefore, we expected less strong fair process effects in situations

where a person knows what outcome the referent other received. When people

had social comparison information about outcomes there would be less need for

procedural fairness to serve as a heuristic substitute in the process of forming

judgments of outcome fairness.

The results of two studies, one scenario experiment and one experiential ex-

periment, corroborated our line of reasoning. In the present chapter, we discuss

only the second experiment. In it, we used the same paradigm as in the Van den

Bos and Miedema (2000) study described earlier in the chapter. After participants

had completed the work round, they were told how many tasks they had com-

pleted in the work round, and—to ensure that participants felt they could compare

their contributions to those of the Other—the participants were told that Other had

completed an equivalent number of tasks.

After this, our experimental manipulations were induced. First, the procedure

was manipulated. In the voice condition, the experimenter asked participants to

type in their opinions about the percentage of tickets that they should receive

relative to Other. Participants in the no-voice condition were informed that they
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would not be asked to type such an opinion. The participants then received three

lottery tickets. This was followed by the manipulation of the outcome of the other

participant. In the Other-better condition, the participant was informed that Other

received five tickets. In the Other-worse condition, participants were informed

that Other received one ticket. In the Other-equal condition, participants were

told that Other received three tickets. In the Other-unknown condition, partici-

pants were told nothing about the number of tickets Other received. After this,

we assessed how fair participants considered the three lottery tickets that they

received.

First of all, it should be noted that participants who received an equal number of

lottery tickets judged their outcome to be more fair than participants who received

more tickets than the other participant and also to be more fair than participants

who received fewer tickets than the other participant. In addition, we found that

the outcome fairness judgments of participants who received more tickets did not

differ from judgments of participants who received fewer tickets. These findings

are congruent with equity theory. More interesting, in the context of the current dis-

cussion, is the fact that participants’ judgments of outcome fairness also showed

a significant interaction effect between procedure and the outcome of the other

participant. Figure 4 shows this effect. In accordance with our predictions, partic-

ipants who did not know the outcome of the other participant judged their own

outcome to be significantly more fair when they had received an opportunity to

voice their opinion than when they received no such opportunity. Furthermore, in

the conditions in which participants knew the outcome of the other participant,

judgments did not differ significantly as a function of whether participants were

or were not allowed a voice in the outcome award process.

Fig. 4. Mean outcome fairness judgments as a function of outcome of other participant and pro-

cedure (Van den Bos, Lind, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1997, Experiment 2). Means are on 7-point scales

with higher values indicating more positive ratings of outcome fairness. (Van den Bos, K., Lind, E. A.,

Vermunt, R., & Wilke, H. A. M. (1997). How do I judge my outcome when I do not know the outcome

of others? The psychology of the fair process effect. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72,

1034–1046. Copyright ©C 1997 by the American Psychological Association. Adapted with permission).
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These findings strongly support our line of reasoning: When people are un-

certain about outcomes of social comparison others they indeed use procedural

fairness—as a heuristic substitute—to assess how to react to their own outcome

(yielding fair process effects on people’s judgments of outcome fairness). But peo-

ple rely less on procedural information when they are certain about the outcome

received by comparison others (resulting in nonsignificant fair process effects).

This shows that, to understand the fairness judgment process, it is important to

take into account conditions of information certainty or uncertainty. The findings

also show an important limitation of equity theory: Equity theory describes what

information people need to judge their outcome as fair or unfair, but it does not

deal with the issue of what happens when important information is missing. The

results of Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997) suggest that classifying information

conditions is an important precondition before we as scientists and practition-

ers can say whether the processes proposed by equity theory are operating (Van

den Bos, 2001b). More generally, the findings suggest that fairness judgments are

formed in quite different ways depending on whether people are uncertain about

the most relevant fairness information (in the case of outcome fairness judgments:

information about inputs and outcomes of self and one or more comparison others;

cf. Messick & Sentis, 1983).

In a later article (Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998) we expanded

on these findings and argued that the substitutability process occurs not just when

perceivers lack strong social comparison information of the sort present in the

other-outcome-known conditions of the Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997) studies. In

other situations where it is reasonable to suppose that perceivers are uncertain about

important elements needed to judge outcome fairness, they rely more strongly on

procedural information in the process of judging outcome fairness, and hence their

outcome fairness judgments are more strongly affected by procedural information.

In the Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, and Vermunt (1998) article, we tested this

line of reasoning by comparing the strength of procedural effects in the presence

of social comparison-based versus expectation-based information. In the second

study presented in the article, all participants received three lottery tickets, and this

outcome was manipulated to be better than expected (participants had expected to

receive one ticket), worse than expected (five tickets had been expected), equal to

the outcome of a comparison other (Other received three tickets), better than the

outcome of the comparison other (Other received one ticket), or worse than the

outcome of the comparison other (Other received five tickets). The second inde-

pendent variable was the presence or absence of an opportunity to voice an opinion

(cf. Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997). The primary dependent variables included

participants’ outcome fairness judgments.

There is evidence that expectation-based reference points may be sufficiently

weak or ambiguous that fair process effects will occur (e.g., Austin, McGinn, &

Susmilch, 1980; Blau, 1964). On the basis of this, we argued that knowing that your
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outcome is equal to, better than, or worse than the outcome of a comparison other

provides more relevant information and a more diagnostic reference point regard-

ing how to respond to your outcome than knowing only that your outcome is better

or worse than expected. Following the fairness substitutability proposition, this

implies that people who receive an outcome that is better or worse than expected

will use other information—such as procedural information—more than people

who receive an outcome that they know is equal, better, or worse than that of the

comparison other. Therefore, we predicted an interaction between procedure and

outcome such that outcome fairness judgments would show strong effects of pro-

cedural fairness when outcomes were better or worse than expected, whereas less

strong fair process effects would appear when outcomes were equal to, better than,

or worse than the outcome of a comparison other. The findings were supportive of

this prediction (for details, see Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998).

Skitka (in press) has replicated the Van den Bos, Lind, et al. (1997) findings

using different operationalizations of outcome certainty. In the Van den Bos, Lind,

et al. experiments, certainty about outcome fairness was manipulated by giving

participants either complete or incomplete information about social comparison-

based equity. Skitka has found comparable effects by making a distinction be-

tween situations in which people have a very clear a priori sense of fair outcomes

(a moral mandate) and situations in which they do not have a strong moral man-

date. Her findings showed stronger effects of procedure on outcome evaluations

among respondents who had no clear a priori sense of which outcomes were fair

or unfair than among those who did have strong moral mandates.

B. SUBSTITUTABILITY EFFECTS ON PROCEDURAL

FAIRNESS JUDGMENTS

Extending on the findings reviewed above, Van den Bos (1999) investigated

whether the substitutability effect could shed new light on the question of how

judgments of procedural fairness are formed. In contrast to the studies discussed

in the previous paragraphs, Van den Bos focused on the reverse effect: the positive

effect of perceived outcome fairness on fairness judgments of procedure—what

might be termed a fair outcome effect. Van den Bos predicted and found a fair

outcome effect that was patterned in such a way as to show that there are impor-

tant psychological implications of making a distinction between what was called

explicit and implicit no-voice conditions.

This distinction requires some additional explanation. Following Folger’s early

research (e.g., Folger, 1977; Folger et al., 1979), studies on procedural justice have

frequently investigated how people react to being allowed an opportunity to voice

their opinion versus not being allowed such an opportunity. This is now probably

the most used manipulation of procedural justice (e.g., Brockner et al., 1998;
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Lind et al., 1990; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992; Tyler, Rasinski, &

Spodick, 1985; Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1996).

The Van den Bos (1999) article sought to make a distinction between two types of

no-voice procedures that exist in everyday life and that have been used in previous

research studies. One type of no-voice procedure has been used in studies by

Folger (1977) and Lind et al. (1990). In both these studies, only participants who

ultimately were allowed voice were informed about a possibility that participants

could have an opportunity to voice their opinion about an important decision the

experimenter was going to make. After being told that voice was possible, these

participants were informed that they would in fact have an opportunity to exer-

cise voice. Participants in the no-voice condition were not informed about the

possible voice opportunity and hence were not allowed a voice only implicitly. In

the Van den Bos (1999) article this was labeled as an implicit no-voice procedure.

In other research a different type of no-voice procedure was used (e.g., Brockner

et al., 1998, Study 5; Hunton, Hall, & Price, 1998; Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997;

Van den Bos et al., 1996; Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998; Van den Bos, Wilke,

Lind, & Vermunt, 1998): In these studies participants in both the voice and no-

voice conditions were informed that there was a possibility that participants could

get an opportunity to voice their opinion about a decision the experimenter was

going to make. Participants in the voice conditions were then told that they would

receive voice, whereas participants in the no-voice conditions were informed that

they would receive no opportunity to voice their opinion. This latter procedure was

called an explicit no-voice procedure.

Previous research had made no distinction between implicit and explicit no

voice, and in previous articles (including our own articles) these two types of no-

voice procedures had been treated as if they were one and the same thing. The Van

den Bos (1999) article tried to show, however, that making this distinction is not

only methodologically important but that it also may help to further insights into

how people form judgments of procedural fairness. On the basis of the substitutabil-

ity proposition, Van den Bos argued that when information about procedure is not

available (as in the case of implicit no-voice procedures), people will be uncertain

as to how they should judge the procedure, and they therefore will use the fairness of

their outcome to assess how to respond to the procedure. As a result, the procedural

fairness judgments of these people were expected to show strong effects for the

fairness of the outcome. However, persons who are explicitly denied voice have ex-

plicit information about procedure and hence have less need to rely on outcome in-

formation, yielding weaker fair outcome effects on procedural fairness judgments.

The second study in the Van den Bos (1999) article was an experiment that

was comparable to those reviewed above. In the voice condition, the experimenter

asked participants to type in their opinion about the percentage of tickets that they

should receive relative to the other participant. Participants in the explicit no-voice

condition were informed that they would not be asked to type their opinion about



28 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

the percentage of tickets that they should receive relative to the other participant. In

the implicit no-voice condition, participants received no information about voice

or no-voice procedures (and hence implicitly received no voice opportunity). After

this, participants received three lottery tickets, and they were told that the other

participant received either three tickets (Other equal condition) or five tickets

(Other better condition). The main dependent variable, for our purposes here, was

the participants’ procedural fairness judgments.

Participants’ procedural fairness judgments showed significant effects for pro-

cedure, outcome, and the interaction between procedure and outcome. The main

effect of procedure revealed that perceptions of procedural fairness were most pos-

itive when participants had received voice, moderately positive when participants

implicitly had received no voice, and least positive when participants explicitly

had received no voice. The main effect of outcome indicated that participants who

received an outcome that was equal to the other participant’s outcome judged the

procedure to be more fair than participants who received an outcome that was

worse than the other participant’s outcome. More interestingly, the interaction ef-

fect qualified these effects. Figure 5 shows the interaction effect. As expected, there

were strong, significant fair outcome effects on participants’ procedural fairness

judgments in the implicit no-voice condition, revealing that participants judged

their procedure to be more fair when their outcome was equal to rather than worse

than the outcome of the other participant. In the explicit no-voice and the voice

conditions, weaker, nonsignificant effects of outcome were found, indicating that

in those conditions procedural fairness judgments did not differ as a function of

the other participant’s outcome.

These findings show that it is important to make a distinction between im-

plicit and explicit no-voice procedures because these two variations of no-voice

Fig. 5. Mean procedural fairness judgments as a function of procedure and outcome of other par-

ticipant (Van den Bos, 1999, Experiment 2). Means are on 7-point scales with higher values indicating

more positive ratings of procedural fairness. (Van den Bos, K. (1999). What are we talking about when

we talk about no-voice procedures? On the psychology of the fair outcome effect. Journal of Experi-

mental Social Psychology, 35, 560–577. Copyright ©C 1999 by Academic Press, an imprint of Elsevier

Science. Adapted with permission).
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manipulations invoke quite different fairness judgment processes. When infor-

mation about procedure is not available—as is the case in the implicit no-voice

conditions—people may find it difficult to decide how they should judge the proce-

dure. Under such conditions of uncertainty about procedural information, people

will use the fairness of their outcome, as a heuristic substitute, to determine how to

respond to the procedure. As a result, the procedural fairness judgments of these

people show strong fair outcome effects. However, under conditions of greater

certainty about procedural fairness (such as when individuals explicitly have been

denied voice or have received voice), people have less need to rely on outcome

information, yielding weaker fair outcome effects on their procedural fairness

judgments. This suggests that uncertainty about procedural information is a key

moderator of how procedural fairness judgments are formed.

Now that Van den Bos (1999) has identified that important differences within

no-voice procedures exist, future research might do well to focus on other rules of

procedural justice and consider how fairness reactions to these rules might differ

depending on whether the rule is explicitly or implicitly violated. Leventhal (1980),

for example, suggests that procedural justice involves such qualities as lack of bias,

representation, correctability, consistency, and other qualities. It is interesting to

note here that there is some evidence suggesting that when information about

biased procedures is absent (as opposed to present) people rely more on outcome

information (Daly & Tripp, 1996). Van den Bos and Lind (2001) found that there are

conditions under which the substitutability process works across people and justice

dimensions in that information about another person’s fair or unfair treatment may

have more impact if one does not yet know whether one’s own treatment will be

fair. Although not cast in certainty about procedural fairness terms, the results of

research by Bobocel, Son Hing, Davey, Stanley, and Zanna (1998) indicate that

prior values and beliefs associated with fair treatment can have an important impact

on policy preferences.

In the studies that we discussed earlier in this section, the effects of informa-

tion about a procedure on outcome fairness judgments were explored (Van den

Bos, Lind, et al., 1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998). In most

of these fair process studies, we focused on the characteristics, or the absence,

of outcome information and on the possibility of procedural fairness acting as a

heuristic substitute under conditions of uncertainty about outcome information.

The studies by Van den Bos (1999), Daly and Tripp (1996), and others expand the

line of reasoning to the reverse effect: the influence of outcome information on

procedural fairness judgments. Collectively, all these studies show that informa-

tion about either type of fairness—outcome or procedural—can act as a substitute

for missing information about the other. In each case, people are substituting one

type of fairness information for another when the more relevant information is

not available. This suggests a second way that uncertainty impacts the psychol-

ogy of fairness judgments. When people are forming fairness judgments they are
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involved in a special type of uncertainty management: They are trying to resolve the

uncertainties they encounter in the fairness judgment process. What is especially

interesting about the findings presented here is that they show that information

uncertainty internal to the fairness judgment process leads to strong fairness sub-

stitutability effects on fairness judgments. Future research might profitably explore

the hypothesis that greater substitutability effects are expected in situations that

generate general uncertainty external to the fairness judgment process (such as

situations that induce uncertainty salience; cf. Van den Bos, 2001a). In the next

section, we argue that—in addition to substitutability effects—another important

consequence of the use of fairness judgments for uncertainty management is that

it may lead to primacy effects in the construction of fairness judgments.

VI. Uncertainty and the How of Fairness Judgments, Part 2:

Uncertainty Leads to Primacy Effects

Conditions of uncertainty foster anchoring effects (e.g., Tversky & Kahneman,

1974), and Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) took this fact as a starting

point to study anchoring effects, and particularly primacy effects, on procedural

and distributive fairness judgments. Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke argued

that because ceding authority to another person provides an opportunity for ex-

ploitation, people frequently feel uncertain about their relationship with authorities

whom they do not know or with whom they have not interacted before. The the-

oretical analysis put forward by these authors suggested that a key approach to

resolving this uncertainty is to refer to impressions of fairness to decide whether

the authority is trustworthy, will be neutral, and will accord one appropriate stand-

ing (cf. Tyler & Lind, 1992; Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). Van den Bos,

Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) argued that an implication of this cognitive process is

that the moment people enter this uncertain situation they start searching for in-

formation on which they can build fairness judgments. Furthermore, on the basis

of fairness heuristic theory (e.g., Lind, 1992), the authors argued that once people

have established fairness judgments, perceived fairness serves as a heuristic for

interpreting subsequent events. Therefore, they suggested, fairness judgments are

more strongly influenced by information that is available in an earlier stage of

interaction with the authority than by information that becomes available later.

Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) were intrigued by frequently replicated

survey findings that show that procedural justice factors explain more variance in

fairness judgments than distributive justice factors (e.g., Folger & Konovsky, 1989;

Lind et al., 1993; Tyler & Caine, 1981, Studies 2 and 4; Tyler & Folger, 1980;

Tyler, Rasinski, & McGraw, 1985). In order to explain these survey findings, Van

den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke explored whether the conditions in which people
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form judgments about procedural and distributive fairness might affect the impact

of each fairness dimension. Specifically, they focused on the order in which people

receive information about procedure and outcome.

If there is a typical order in which procedural and distributive fairness judgments

are formed, it is that in which people receive procedural information before they

receive outcome information. For instance, the manner in which a court trial is

conducted is typically known before the verdict is rendered. A second type of

situation, however, is also possible: People might learn of the outcome before they

receive information about the procedure that was followed. For example, suppose

a student takes a multiple-choice test. Two weeks later she is informed that she

has failed to pass the test, and only 2 months after this she receives information

that the professor graded only 10 of the 40 multiple-choice items of her test.

Using this line of reasoning, Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) argued

that when procedural information is available before outcome information be-

comes available, procedural information will affect people’s fairness judgments

more strongly than is the case if people receive procedural information after having

received outcome information. However, the same logic also suggests that outcome

information will affect fairness judgments more strongly when the outcome in-

formation comes first. In short, the information that comes first exerts a stronger

influence on fairness judgments than information that comes second.

To test these predictions, two studies were conducted; one scenario experiment

and one experiential experiment. Again, in the present chapter we discuss only the

last experiment because the design and the findings of the two studies were vir-

tually identical. In this experiment, participants were invited to the laboratory to

participate in a study on how people make estimations. In all conditions of the

experiment, participants received no information about the experimenter’s trust-

worthiness, neutrality, and so on, so all the participants were uncertain about the

authority they faced (cf. Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). The participants

were told that they would perform an estimation test consisting of 10 estimation

items. Furthermore, the participants were informed that at the end of the experi-

ment they would receive a bonus of 5 Dutch guilders if they succeeded in passing

the estimation test. After the participants had completed the estimation test, the

manipulations were induced.

In the condition where the participants were informed about the procedure be-

fore they received information about the outcome, they first received information

about the procedure that was used to assess the outcome of the estimation test: In

an accurate procedure condition, the participants were told that the experimenter

had graded all 10 estimation items to assess the outcome of the estimation test,

and in the inaccurate procedure condition, the participants were told that the ex-

perimenter had graded 1 of the 10 estimation items. After this, the participants

in this order condition were informed about the outcome of the estimation test:

In the favorable outcome condition, the experimenter informed the participants
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that they had succeeded in passing the estimation test. In the unfavorable outcome

condition, the participants were informed that they had not succeeded in passing

the estimation test.

In the condition where participants were informed about the outcome before

they received information about the procedure, they first received information

about the outcome of the estimation test: In the favorable outcome condition,

the experimenter informed the participants that they had succeeded in passing

the estimation test. In the unfavorable outcome condition, the participants were

informed that they had not succeeded in passing the estimation test. After this,

these participants were informed about the procedure used to assess the outcome

of the estimation test: In the accurate procedure condition, the participants were

informed that the experimenter had graded all 10 estimation items. In the inaccurate

procedure condition, the participants were informed that the experimenter had

graded 1 of the 10 estimation items.

After this, participants were asked, among other things, how fair they considered

the procedure used to assess the outcome of the estimation test and how fair they

considered the outcome of the estimation test. These dependent variables were

strongly correlated and yielded similar results (see Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke,

1997). Figure 6 shows the mean results, collapsed across judgments of procedural

and outcome fairness. The findings strongly supported predictions: Both proce-

dural and outcome fairness judgments were more strongly affected by the proce-

dure manipulation when procedural information was available first than when it

was available second, and both types of fairness judgments were more strongly af-

fected by the outcome manipulation when outcome information was presented first

than when it was presented second. These results suggest that the frequent finding

Fig. 6. Mean fairness judgments (collapsed across judgments of procedural fairness and outcome

fairness) as a function of procedure, outcome, and order of presentation (Van den Bos, Vermunt, &

Wilke, 1997, Experiment 2). Answers were given on 7-point scales with higher values indicating more

positive ratings of procedural fairness and outcome fairness. (Van den Bos, K., Vermunt, R., & Wilke,

H. A. M. (1997). Procedural and distributive justice: What is fair depends more on what comes first

than on what comes next. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 95–104. Copyright ©C 1997

by the American Psychological Association. Adapted with permission).
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that procedural information has an advantage in determining fairness judgments in

uncertain situations is a phenomenon that has to do with the timing of exposure to

procedure versus outcome information. Because people need fairness judgments

to guide their behavior in uncertain situations, early information has greater impact

than later information. Fairness judgments can be changed by later information,

but not as easily as is the case for early information (for more thorough discussion

of these processes, see Lind, 1994, 2001; Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1997).

Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) showed that whichever type of justice

information, whether procedural or distributive, is encountered first in uncertain

situations sets the stage for the interpretation of later fairness information. These

early fairness judgments provide anchors that are at most only adjusted by later in-

formation, including later outcome information. Lind, Kray, and Thompson (2001)

have replicated and expanded these findings, showing that, within one type of fair-

ness judgments (procedural fairness), early fairness information has greater impact

than later fairness information. Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1996) showed

that a procedural rule that is available at an early moment in time will affect people’s

fairness judgment process more strongly than procedural rules that become avail-

able at a later moment in time. Boles and Messick (1990) report results similar to

those of Van den Bos, Vermunt, and Wilke (1997) in research investigating whether

people accept unexpected payment in an ultimatum game when they have not yet

been informed about the allocation procedure versus when they have been informed

about the procedure. Steiner, Guirard, and Baccino (1999) have collected data that

provide corroborative evidence for the hypothesized psychological processes. That

is, these authors used an eye-tracker apparatus to collect eye movement data as

participants read procedural and outcome information in an experiment, and found,

among other things, greater reading of information that was presented first.

A common element in all these studies, we argue, is that uncertainty was held

constant at a reasonably high level,6 and that the first fairness information encoun-

tered was accorded the greatest weight. This implies that people really seem to

feel the need to form fairness judgments when confronted with social or personal

uncertainty. This again suggests that an important element of the fairness judgment

process is uncertainty management: When they are forming fairness judgments,

as when they are using fairness judgments, people are busy attempting to manage

their feelings of uncertainty, and in doing so they seize on early information to

form fairness judgments.

It is well-established in the literature on decision making that conditions of

uncertainty foster anchoring effects (e.g., Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), and the

primacy findings that were reviewed here are an important example of one partic-

ular type of anchoring effect—assimilation—in the justice domain. Research by

6Future research should induce different conditions of general certainty and uncertainty and test

whether there are indeed stronger primacy effects under conditions of uncertainty.
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Van den Bos (in press) provides information on the conditions under which other

anchoring phenomena, such as contrast effects, can be found (see also Markovsky,

1988). Van den Bos (in press) focused on the psychology of the fair process effect.

Following Stapel and Koomen (2001), Van den Bos argued that when people have

received an outcome they usually assimilate their ratings of outcome fairness and

affect toward their experiences of procedural fairness. As a result, the ratings show

fair process effects. It is also possible, however, that when people have received

their outcome they compare and contrast this outcome to the procedure they ex-

perienced: Is the outcome better or worse than the procedure? A result of this

comparison process may be that contrast effects are found such that higher levels

of procedural fairness lead to more negative, not more positive, ratings of outcome

fairness and affect. But what determines whether outcome ratings are assimilated

or contrasted to perceptions of fair process? Van den Bos’s research findings sug-

gest that when comparison goals have been primed (cf. Stapel & Koomen, 2001),

contrast effects can be found: Fair procedures lead to more negative reactions than

unfair procedures (for details, see Van den Bos, in press). This suggests another

way in which anchoring phenomena may affect fairness evaluation processes. It

should be noted here that uncertainty was held constant at a reasonably high level

in the Van den Bos (in press) experiment, as in the other studies discussed in

this section. Future research should vary general uncertainty and show stronger

anchoring effects under conditions of uncertainty.

The findings presented in this section speak both to how fairness judgments are

formed and to why fairness matters to people: Under conditions of uncertainty

people need fairness judgments more and hence anchoring effects can be expected

in the process of forming fairness and other judgments. In the next section, we

discuss and integrate the implications of the empirical work on the why and how

of fairness judgments that we have been reviewing in the previous sections.

VII. Uncertainty Management by Means of Fairness Judgments

In this chapter we have argued that the two most basic questions that the social

psychology of fairness should try to answer are (1) why do people care about fair-

ness? and (2) how are fairness judgments formed? In this section, we propose that

both the why and how of fairness judgments are affected profoundly by processes

of uncertainty management. That is, fairness matters to people because it gives

them a way to manage their feelings of uncertainty. Furthermore, when they form

fairness judgments people are busy resolving uncertainties they encounter within

the fairness judgment process. We argue here that this suggests that much of the

psychology of fairness can be explained by explicitly referring to processes of un-

certainty management. Thus, we are proposing a model of uncertainty management

by means of fairness judgments.
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In this section, we discuss the implications of the research findings we have

reviewed for why and how people are in need for fairness judgments in an uncertain

world. We present important questions for future research and point out how we

think these questions could be answered. We formulate propositions concerning

the social psychology of justice and fairness and discuss future directions the field

may want to take. Finally, we discuss the implications of our model for the social

psychology of uncertainty management in general.

A. WHY PEOPLE NEED FAIRNESS IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD

We began our discussion of the link between uncertainty and fairness with a set

of research findings that show that when people are uncertain whether an authority

can be trusted, they will rely heavily on their perceptions of procedural fairness,

yielding strong fair process effects. However, when people become certain that

the authority can or cannot be trusted, they appear to make less use of procedural

fairness information, yielding less strong fair process effects. The implication of

these findings is that when people move from uncertainty to certainty, they end up

using, and presumably needing, fairness less (Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998).

We also described a number of studies that showed that people are affected more

by variations in fairness when they are reminded about things that make them feel

uncertain. The implication is that moving from relative certainty to uncertainty

makes fairness more important for people (Van den Bos, 2001a).

It is important to ask ourselves here whether our line of reasoning suggests

that concerns about uncertainty are the only reason, the most important reason, or

only one of several reasons that people care about fairness. This is an important

question, in part because if it turns out that the concern with fairness can indeed

be completely explained in terms of uncertainty, then we could see the entire field

of social fairness being reoriented. We think that uncertainty is, at the very least,

a very important element of the psychology of fairness because the findings that

we have reviewed here all suggest that people need fairness more when they are

uncertain about things that are important to them. In fact, in many of the studies

fairness effects were minimal in the certain conditions. We think it is reasonable to

conclude, therefore, that the findings reviewed in this chapter tell us something very

fundamental with regard to the psychology of social fairness: The findings show

that, across a wide variety of contexts, fairness is important for people because

they use fairness judgments in processes of managing uncertainty.

There is at least one line of research that appears, at first glance, to be at odds

with the position we are putting forward here by suggesting that people who feel

certain about themselves respond more strongly to variations in perceived fairness

than do those who do not feel certain about themselves. Brockner et al. (1998)

suggest that high self-esteem individuals are more affected by their perceived

level of voice than low self-esteem persons. However, the antecedents driving the



36 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

phenomenon that Brockner et al. are investigating seem to be not uncertainty but

rather perceived competence to exercise voice. Most pertinent for the present pur-

poses, the fifth study in the Brockner et al. article consisted of an experimental

design in which procedure (voice vs no voice) and participants’ beliefs about their

capability to provide meaningful input (higher vs lower) were orthogonally manip-

ulated. The results of this study showed that procedure had a greater impact

on the satisfaction level of participants who were led to believe that they were

more capable of providing meaningful input. Contrast the Brockner et al. find-

ings with a recent study by Vermunt, Van Knippenberg, Van Knippenberg, and

Blaauw (2001). These authors operationalized self-esteem by means of a validated

self-report questionnaire (a stable social self-esteem version of the Heatherton &

Polivy, 1991, scales; for details, see Vermunt et al., 2001) and found that

procedural fairness information was more strongly related to the reactions of low

as opposed to high self-esteem respondents. These differential findings may be

caused by different operationalizations of self-esteem and fairness (for details, see

Brockner et al., 1998; Vermunt et al., 2001).

Future research should explore these, and other, operationalizations of the con-

cepts reviewed in the current chapter and investigated in the articles by Brockner

et al. (1998), Vermunt et al. (2001), and the studies reviewed here (e.g., Van den Bos,

2001a). Future research should also study the relationships between uncertainty

and concepts such as self-esteem, confidence, and control. This will contribute ul-

timately to a more refined analysis of the relationship between perceived fairness,

uncertainty, and concepts and constructs related to uncertainty. It seems fair to say,

however, that at this moment there are relatively more studies that suggest that un-

certain persons tend to be more affected by variations in fairness (cf. Van den

Bos, 1999, 2001a, 2001c; Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997;Van den Bos, Wilke, &

Lind, 1998; Van den Bos & Miedema, 2000; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt,

1998; Vermunt et al., 2001; see also Skitka, in press, and Brockner, DeWitt, Grover,

& Reed, 1990) than there are studies that suggest that certain persons are more

affected by perceived fairness (cf. Brockner et al., 1998).

That the preponderance of studies show stronger fairness effects under uncer-

tainty than under certainty might arguably be due to the cultural milieu of the re-

search. That is—compared to Third World countries, for example—in our Western

world extreme levels of uncertainty are less common than are more moderate lev-

els. Maybe fairness is more important under conditions of moderate uncertainty as

opposed to extreme uncertainty, explaining why fairness is very important in our

Western world. There is, however, little evidence to support this view. It should be

noted, for example, that cross-cultural research on fairness typically does not find

strong differences between fairness effects between cultures even if they are very

different from each other (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Lind, Tyler, & Huo, 1997), sug-

gesting that even in cultures with extreme levels of uncertainty fairness concerns

are important. Future research should explore, of course, the boundary conditions
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of the psychology of fairness judgments that we are proposing here. Hofstede’s

(1980) work on cross-cultural differences with regard to uncertainty avoidance

may be especially important in this respect.

There are, to be sure, many questions yet to be answered about the use of fairness

to manage uncertainty. For example, one could argue that people are always faced

with uncertainties but that these uncertainties may vary greatly in importance and

level of uncertainty and that this may affect people’s reactions considerably. The

uncertainty of whether one will like the new “James Bond” movie, for instance,

is not the same as uncertainty about layoffs or death, and people probably react

differently to these types of uncertainties. Thus, all uncertainties are not the same

and cannot be expected to have the same effects. However, the research findings by

Van den Bos (2001a) revealed that just asking participants two questions about their

being uncertain leads to stronger reactions toward perceived fairness, and the Lind

et al. (2000) study of terminated workers showed similar effects for substantial life

uncertainty. Thus studies with radically different types of uncertainty converge on

the finding that uncertainty plays an important role in the psychology of social

fairness. This finding leads us to conclude that fairness is important for people

because fairness judgments are one of the key ways that people use to approach the

problem of how to handle the various uncertainties they face. This is an important

conclusion because (1) it may imply that fairness and justice play a more important

role in processes of uncertainty reduction than other social motives and (2) it

implies that the origins of social justice are far more cognitive than was assumed

thus far. We elaborate on this in the next paragraphs.

1. Fairness versus Other Social Motives

With respect to the question of why fairness matters we have presented data that

show that fairness judgments are more important to people when they are uncertain

about important aspects of themselves or their social environments. But why should

concern with fairness be a response to such a wide variety of uncertainties? And

is fairness more important in processes of uncertainty management than are other

social psychological processes that have been discussed in social psychology;

processes such as social identity and compensatory conviction (cf. Hogg & Mullin,

1999; McGregor et al., 2001)?

One line of argument that supports the contention that fairness is a rather funda-

mental response to uncertainty is found in the widespread use of fairness by dyads,

groups, and societies as they try to deal with social conflict and the uncertainty

that attends it. Mikula and Wenzel (2000) argue convincingly that conflicting par-

ties frequently use fairness and justice arguments in their disputes to strengthen

and support their case. Fairness and justice principles are widely used as argu-

ments to legitimize one’s own actions and claims (Mikula, 1984; Reis, 1984), and

descriptions of unfairness and injustice are used to discredit the opponent’s position.
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Referring to fairness and justice when justifying actions and decisions empha-

sizes the individual’s impartiality and transfers the responsibility for the action

from the individual to the impersonal authority of norms of fairness and justice.

Using appeals to fairness and justice when making a claim imbues the claim

with greater legitimacy than referring to personal preferences or desires. Saying

that one deserves, or is entitled to, something is more than saying that one wants it

(Mikula & Wenzel, 2000). Furthermore, labeling an action or decision as unfair and

unjust simultaneously stresses the objectionable character of what happened and

strengthens requests for a change or a compensation. This suggests that fairness

is a persuasive force, arguably more persuasive than appeals to social identity

(cf. Hogg & Mullin, 1999), compensatory conviction (cf. McGregor et al., 2001),

and individual differences in uncertainty orientation (cf. Sorrentino et al., in press).

Furthermore, there is evidence that fairness is a social organizing principle that

may well be “built into the brain.” That is, research by De Waal (1996) and others

(e.g., Wright, 1994) shows that humans and other social mammals seem to share

a concern for morality and justice: Not just social primates, but all species that

live in groups, from marine mammals to dogs, respond to social rules and develop

at least a crude sense of justice and fairness. Research findings by De Waal and

his colleagues make a compelling case that natural selection has produced some

highly successful species that survive through adhering to principles of fairness,

justice, and morality. This suggests an evolutionary account of fairness, justice, and

morality. Principles of fairness, justice, and morality may be crude or sophisticated,

but the point is that the evolutionary success of various social species (including

humans) depended and continues to depend on members following norms and

values of fairness and related concepts. This suggests that fairness—and related

concepts such as justice and morality—have a very special role in the life of humans

and other social animals.

Related to this are research findings by Bobocel et al. (1998) that suggest that

people’s opposition to affirmative action can be rooted in a genuine concern with the

violation of justice principles (see also Bobocel, Son Hing, Holmvall, & Zanna,

2002; Lerner, 1977). Several theories of social justice have recognized that

fairness, because it is a relatively straightforward and sensitive indicator of one’s

relationship with the external world, can give one confidence that whatever current

uncertainty exists will not work against one’s long-term well-being. Fair treatment

implies that one is well positioned with respect to one’s social environment (Lind &

Tyler, 1988; Lind, 1992, 1995, 2001), and there is evidence that this generalizes to

enhanced self-esteem (Koper et al., 1993). We suggest that fairness helps manage

uncertainty because it gives people a feeling of general security with respect to

their social milieu and indeed that this feeling of security may generalize beyond

social contexts. In addition, psychological theorists concerned with social justice

have pointed out that fairness carries a promise of predictability and controlla-

bility that also diminishes the long-term risk associated with current uncertainty
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(e.g., Adams, 1965; Lind & Tyler, 1988; Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Walster et al.,

1978). If one’s environment and the people in it are fair, then one can expect to be

able to control one’s destiny and transient uncertainties are less threatening than

they might otherwise be.

Fairness is a powerful antidote for uncertainty because it saves people the time

and effort of analyzing complex policy or legal outcomes and of worrying about

whether the outcomes were optimal, or even favorable, to them (Lind, 2001). A

general implication of much of the field of behavioral decision making is that

individuals are cognitively lazy and will utilize heuristics (among which are fair-

ness heuristics; e.g., Lind, 2001; Messick, 1993) in order to judge a situation and

simplify a decision task. The findings reviewed here suggest that, in addition to

conserving cognitive resources, perceived fairness also substitutes for basic lack

of subject matter knowledge (See, 2000; Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). In

terms used by Kelley and Thibaut (1978) in their interdependence theory, fairness

judgments are the basis of a powerful transformation of objective outcomes and

process, which enables people to decide whether to accept a given procedure or

outcome not only on the basis of whether they can expect maximum benefit but

instead on the basis of whether they view the social unit within which the author-

itative decision is made as fair. In this sense, using fairness to manage uncertainty

functions almost by definition. If the person believes that fair treatment will result

in good, decent consequences, then almost any uncertainty can be ignored because

the fair treatment implies that in the long run one can be certain of a good resolution

of the uncertain issues. Of course, other social motives are important as well, but

we think it is safe to conclude here that all this suggests that fairness and justice

serve crucial and key roles in human life.

There are some interesting questions prompted by this view of the relationship

between fairness and uncertainty, questions that might be fruitfully examined in

future research. For example, one might ask whether fairness is useful in managing

uncertainty because it eliminates uncertainty or because it makes uncertainty more

tolerable. The long-term self-interest interpretation of the role of fairness suggests

that feeling that one is treated fairly might make one confident of good outcomes

in the long run, but there are interesting examples that suggest that fair treatment

might render uncertainty not only nonaversive but even a positive experience.

Consider, for example, the role of fairness in gambling, which we mentioned

briefly earlier in the chapter. For many, a fair gamble is exciting precisely because

of the combination of fairness and uncertainty. That there are credible arguments

on both sides of this question makes it all the more intriguing.

2. The Cognitive Origins of Social Justice Concerns

An important implication of the research findings reviewed here is that they

suggest that the origins of social justice concerns are far more cognitive than
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was previously assumed. For example, the studies reviewed above indicate that

information uncertainty (e.g., Van den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998) or even subtle

reminders of uncertainty (e.g., Van den Bos, 2001a) are sufficient to make fairness

an important concern for people. Other aspects of social justice are important, of

course,7 but we advance the hypothesis here that this is because of those aspects’

relationship with uncertainty. For example, affect probably has an important role in

the psychology of fairness judgments, but we propose here that this is because affect

helps people to form judgments under conditions of uncertainty (cf. Forgas, 1995;

Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Similarly, relational aspects and group identification are

demonstrably important to understand the social psychology of fairness judgments

(e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992), but this is, we argue, because of

their link with uncertainty (in this case uncertainty about standing in the group).

Previous justice theories have focused on fairness as an organizing principle for

group life, but they have ignored that the reason that such an organizing princi-

ple is needed is that social life is rife with uncertainty. Uncertainty describes and

explains in a more direct and parsimonious way the social psychology of fairness

judgments.

This hypothesis explains how fairness judgments, which social psychologists

tend to think of as purely social beliefs, can be generalized to nonsocial aspects of

life. If we think of fairness as an indicator of good positioning and predictability in

our social environment, it is a short step to apply the concept to nonsocial events

and processes. Thus, people tend to look for “fairness” in such things as a good re-

turn on their labor, even when the labor is done in an individual, nonsocial context

and the return is not payment but a successful product. For example, it is “unfair”

somehow when a computer failure deprives one of one’s work product. Similarly,

people sometimes see it as unfair when the weather on their vacation is bad (after

all, they worked hard all year, so they deserve a sunny vacation!).8 The theory pre-

dicts that nonsocial fairness judgments should show the same dynamic—not nec-

essarily of the same strength, but yielding qualitatively the same effects—as social

fairness judgments: Nonsocial fairness judgments should become more important,

receive more attention, and be moved to closure more rapidly under conditions

of uncertainty as opposed to certainty. Our model yields research predictions that

emphasize the importance of thinking about both social and nonsocial fairness

judgments as truly subjective judgments; subjective judgments that are driven by

uncertainty concerns. To be sure, we have a great deal yet to learn about nonsocial

fairness judgments, but we predict here that they do not function much differently

than social fairness judgments.

7Therefore, we are advancing a social-cognitive model—not just a cognitive model—here, encom-

passing not only cognitive aspects of the psychology of fairness judgments, but other aspects, such

as group aspects (e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988), relational aspects (e.g., Tyler & Lind, 1992), and affect

aspects (e.g., Tanaka & Takimoto, 1997), as well.
8We have been informed, by the way, that one of our justice colleagues strongly shows this effect.



FAIRNESS AND UNCERTAINTY MANAGEMENT 41

Although fairness judgments are subjective judgments they are quite real to the

person holding the judgment. In fact, we have argued repeatedly throughout this

chapter that there is good evidence to argue that people genuinely are concerned

with fairness principles and honestly are trying to arrive at reasonable judgments

about what is fair or unfair (e.g., Bobocel et al., 1998; De Waal, 1996; Lerner,

1977). However, we suggest here that the cognitive origins of fairness judgments

make people genuinely believe in their fairness judgments without them realizing

that these judgments are really in the eye of the beholder and without them having

good insights into the biases in their construction of these judgments (cf. Nisbett &

Ross, 1980). Future research might profitably explore this subtle paradox of fair-

ness judgments: the fact that they are at once subjective and yet treated as though

they had objective reality. This may reveal, among other things, conditions un-

der which people treat “fairness” as virtually synonymous with “satisfaction” and

“goodness” and conditions under which these constructs have very different conno-

tations to people and hence have very different effects on their cognitions, feelings,

judgments, and behaviors (cf. Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998).

Our model also raises the possibility of other categories of cognition that might

serve the same function as fairness judgments and that might be similarly af-

fected by uncertainty. Our uncertainty management model leads us to predict

that cognitions that give one an indication of either positioning or controllability

would receive more attention under uncertainty. Two possibilities are judgments

about social identity (cf. Hogg & Mullin, 1999) and judgments about self-efficacy

(cf. Bandura, 1986). Social identity positions one in a social category and gives

some certainty about what sort of person one is; self-efficacy gives reassurance that

however the uncertainty in question works out, one can probably deal with it. Our

model yields the testable prediction that these cognitions will show the same en-

hanced uncertainty-moderated attention effects that fairness judgments do. Inter-

estingly, research by Hogg and colleagues does in fact suggest that uncertainty

reduction is a central goal of group membership and is a major force behind the

need for perceptions of group entativity and feelings of belongingness (Hogg, in

press; Hogg & Abrams, 1993; Hogg & Mullin, 1999). As we noted above, however,

we think fairness judgments are probably more useful and convincing (cf. Mikula &

Wenzel, 2000) in processes of uncertainty management than group membership

or self-efficacy.

The findings we have described here show that the origins of social justice are

far more cognitive than has been assumed in the past. If our analysis is correct, then

one of the main reasons that people care about fairness is because it gives them

a way to manage uncertainty, a quintessentially cognitive motive. The change

in emphasis (compared to older, more group-oriented theories of fairness) we

propose with our social-cognitive model calls for a new motivational emphasis

in the social psychology of fairness: an epistemic motivation to reduce subjective

uncertainty.
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B. HOW PEOPLE FORM FAIRNESS JUDGMENTS IN

AN UNCERTAIN WORLD

With regard to the question of how fairness judgments are formed, the findings

reviewed here show that in situations where people are uncertain about their fair-

ness judgments they tend to rely on fairness substitution heuristics. Furthermore,

the findings show that as people form fairness judgments they overcome uncer-

tainty in this process by seizing on early indicators that things are fair or unfair.

It is interesting to speculate about whether substitution and anchoring processes

exist within other cognitions that help people deal with uncertainty. It is intriguing

to speculate that social identity and self-efficacy information might show effects

similar to those that we have seen in fairness judgments. Might not social identity

information be especially potent immediately after uncertainty is confronted and

less potent later? Might there not be substitutability among various dimensions of

social identity or self-efficacy, along the same lines as the fairness substitutabil-

ity effects we have seen in a number of experiments? It might even be the case

that substitution works across uncertainty-resolving cognitions. Might it be the

case, for example, that—especially when the context is uncertain—indications of

fair treatment are especially likely to enhance social identity or self-efficacy judg-

ments? Investigating these research propositions may contribute to integration of

social psychological research domains.

The findings discussed here indicate that cognitive processes—such as substi-

tution and anchoring processes—play a major role in the construction of fairness

judgments. Previous justice research tended to focus on the social aspects of fair-

ness judgments and have for this reason, we would contend, missed some interest-

ing fairness phenomena. Clearly our contention is that the findings presented here

show that the construction of fairness judgments can best be understood by means

of a social-cognitive model. We have sought to present such a model here, and

we hope that this model will stimulate future research to explore both the socially

situated and cognitive aspects of fairness judgments and more theoretical work on

the social and cognitive sides of fairness.

Our model suggests that uncertainty plays a far more important role in the

psychology of fairness judgments than previous theories have assumed. That is,

previous justice theories tended to predict that particular aspects of social life—

such as trust, neutrality, standing, and social identity (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler

& Lind, 1992)—always led to positive fairness judgments. Our model suggests,

however, that people can be, and perhaps frequently are, uncertain about these

aspects and that quite different effects are to be expected depending on whether

the person forming the fairness judgment feels certain or uncertain (see, e.g., Van

den Bos, Wilke, & Lind, 1998). This reveals important boundary conditions under

which the effects predicted by previous theories may not hold.
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In a way, our model goes a step beyond Festinger’s (1954) social comparison

theory. Festinger proposed that when objective information is not available people

start using information that they glean from comparisons to the beliefs, actions,

or outcomes of others. We go further by suggesting that when objective and so-

cial comparison information is absent—that is, when information uncertainty is

present—people start to rely on other, more subjective information (specifically

information about how fairly they have been treated) to deal with their lack of

knowledge (e.g., Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997). Thus, we argue that the use

of fairness as an uncertainty management technique may occur not only when

people are uncertain about objective information but also when they are uncertain

about social comparison information. This in turn suggests that uncertainty plays

a more fundamental role in the fairness judgment process than has been contem-

plated by previous social comparison-based theories of justice (for an overview,

see Messick, 1993), which have seen social comparison as a fairness judgment

process rather than fairness as a solution to weak social comparisons. This brings

us to the implications of our work for previous theories of fairness judgments. We

discuss these implications in the next section.

C. RECASTING THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF JUSTICE

In this section we argue that, interestingly, a number of previous justice theories

implicitly have assumed uncertainty to be an important construct in the processes

these theories were proposing. With this in mind, it may be time to start recasting

these frameworks to make explicit the important, but hitherto only implicit, role

that uncertainty has had in the theories’ explanations of the social psychology of

fairness judgments.

Equity theory (e.g., Adams, 1965; Walster et al., 1973, 1978), relative depri-

vation theory (e.g., Crosby, 1976; Stouffer et al., 1949), and referent cognitions

theory (e.g., Cropanzano & Folger, 1989, 1991; Folger, 1986, 1987; Van den Bos

& Van Prooijen, 2001) differ in a number of ways but all emphasize that fair-

ness judgments are made relative to referents, such as social comparison others.

These theories all incorporate, in one way or another, Festinger’s (1954) line of

reasoning that frequently people need social comparisons because they have no

objective information. We argue that these theories in fact all implicitly assume

that people are uncertain whether the events they have experienced are fair or un-

fair and hence turn to referential information, such as social comparisons, in the

fairness judgment process. Thus, we argue here that all of these theories make use

of some uncertainty reduction process in the way they explain the how of fairness

judgments. These theories also make implicit use of the concept of uncertainty

reduction in their accounts of the why of fairness judgments. Equity theory can be
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seen as a special theory of uncertainty reduction in that equity gives people a way

to resolve uncertainty about the meaning of outcomes (cf. Adams, 1965).

We argue that the Thibaut and Walker (1975) instrumental model,9 Lind and

Tyler (1988) group-value model, and Tyler and Lind (1992) relational model all

implicitly assume fairness serves to reduce uncertainty. The Thibaut and Walker

model suggests that people want to have control over the decision or over the

processes that lead to a decision so that they can make sure that the ultimate

outcome is fair. Although Thibaut and Walker do not directly or indirectly address

feelings of uncertainty, the idea that people do not willingly surrender control over

important social processes, which is one of the central tenets of their model, is

certainly consistent with our position that people define and use fairness in ways

that help them deal with uncertain situations.

We argue here that the instrumental model is more restricted to outcome consid-

erations of fairness judgments than our model is. Our model definitely incorporates

outcome aspects but also encompasses other aspects. Furthermore, our concept of

uncertainty is broader than Thibaut and Walker’s conceptualization of control. For

example, our model suggests that less obvious things than control—such as sub-

tle reminders of uncertainty (cf. Van den Bos, 2001a)—are sufficient to stimulate

fairness concerns. Our work definitely has been inspired by Thibaut and Walker’s

work (in fact, one of us did his Ph.D. thesis with these founders of procedural

justice), but also goes beyond where they stopped.

The group-value and relational models see fairness as reducing uncertainty about

one’s position and inclusion in groups (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992).

Thus these two models are congruent with, but more limited than, our present

theory. The use of fairness to reduce uncertainty about social standing can be seen

as a special case of the idea that fairness is used to reduce uncertainty across a

wider variety of questions, including but not limited to questions of social standing

(cf. Van den Bos et al., 1999). The group-value and relational models, as well as

the Thibaut and Walker (1975) instrumental model, have been very important for

the social psychology of fairness, but because we incorporate in one theory the

social, cognitive, and subjective aspects of fairness judgments, we think our model

is broader than any of these previous models.

Work by Lerner and colleagues (e.g., Hafer, 2000; Lerner, 1980; Lerner & Miller,

1978) assumes that people use just world beliefs to resolve cognitive uncertainty

in person perception. One could argue that a ubiquitous belief in a just world

provides a psychological justification for using fairness to reduce uncertainty. In

particular, holding strongly to the belief that the world is just and derogating

victims in service of this belief can reduce uncertainty about why individuals get

9We emphasize here that we think an important aspect of the Thibaut and Walker (1975) model

was the focus on whether people received fair outcomes and not so much on how favorable outcomes

were to people. We are therefore referring to these authors’ theory as the “instrumental model,” and

we think it is wrong to label this the “self-interest model,” as is often done in the current literature.
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bad outcomes. The belief in a just world may lead people to not see injustice done

to others. A related phenomenon is seen in the fact that people who themselves

are disadvantaged often fail to see their disadvantages as an instance of injustice

(e.g., Crosby, 1982, 1984; Major, 1994; Taylor, Wright, & Porter, 1994). Thus

our current analysis is congruent with the Lerner just world hypothesis. There is,

if one considers the Lerner hypothesis in conjunction with our current analysis,

an interesting prediction: It may well be the case that people who feel uncertain

have a stronger tendency to legitimize injustice and hence have more difficulty

acknowledging that the way they or others were treated was unjust. We think that

the model we have presented here has the potential to inspire researchers who thus

far have held different theoretical perspectives to try to integrate their perspectives

with the uncertainty management model. This will broaden both our model and

other fairness theories.

Our analysis suggests that uncertain individuals will make more use of the

equality heuristic (Messick, 1993; Messick & Schell, 1992). Messick argues that

equality is often a useful heuristic that is used to facilitate decision making in

situations involving the allocation of good and bad outcomes. There are a number

of different reasons for this. These reasons include, first, that equality is a simple

rule to apply. An allocator typically only needs to know the number of individuals to

share whatever is being divided. Second, equality is a rule that does not require the

identity, qualities, or contributions of the parties involved in the allocation process.

Third, even in situations in which all involved agree that equality constitutes an

inappropriate allocation, it can nevertheless be a very useful anchor from which

adjustments can be made. In the context of our analysis here, we argue that the

equality heuristic is used to reduce an allocator’s uncertainty about whether the

outcomes that are to be allocated are fair or unfair.

Fairness heuristic theory—an account of social fairness judgments that shares

many elements with our current, more general, theory—also posits that people

often process fairness-related information by relying on heuristics (for an overview

of different heuristics people use, see Van den Bos et al., 2001; for overviews of

fairness heuristic theory, see, e.g., Lind, 2001; Van den Bos, 2001b). Fairness

heuristic theory can, to a large extent, be viewed as special case of our current the-

ory. In fact, many of the studies reviewed in the previous sections originated from

the fairness heuristic framework. Fairness heuristic theory links fairness judgment

processes to uncertainty, but its main focus has been on heuristic processing of

fairness information, especially in social contexts. What we have tried to do in the

current chapter is to argue more explicitly than we have in our previous writings

(e.g., Lind, 2001, Van den Bos, 2001b; Van den Bos et al., 2001) that uncertainty is

a crucial assumption in the processes that fairness heuristic theory has stipulated.

In many ways, what we are attempting in this chapter is to expand fairness heuristic

theory to be a theory of uncertainty management. We think this is important be-

cause the psychology of fairness and justice encompasses more than just heuristic



46 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

processes. Our aim in the current chapter, therefore, was to build a broader theory

of fairness judgments.

Most studies that were reviewed here were driven by a motivation to try to

integrate procedural and distributive justice orientations. In the past, procedural

justice researchers focused on the finding that perceived procedural fairness often

affects people’s reactions more strongly than outcome fairness perceptions (see,

e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988, p. 1), and this led them to focus on only one type

of fairness-relevant information and only one dimension of fairness judgment:

procedures and procedural fairness. Distributive justice researchers, on the other

hand, also tended to focus on only one type of fairness-relevant information and

only one dimension of fairness judgment: outcomes and distributive fairness (e.g.,

Lerner & Whitehead, 1980; Rutte & Messick, 1995). Thus, both procedural and

distributive justice research have tended to focus on only one aspect of the fairness

judgment process, at the expense of other fairness dimensions. However, as several

authors have pointed out, our field would certainly be more comprehensible if

procedural and distributive justice orientations could be integrated (e.g., Brockner

& Wiesenfeld, 1996; Cropanzano & Folger, 1991; Greenberg, 1990).

We believe that our research has contributed to an integration of procedural and

distributive justice orientations. Our work has shown, for example, that how people

form procedural and distributive fairness judgments depends on both the procedural

information and the outcome information they are reacting to (Van den Bos, 1999;

Van den Bos, Lind, et al., 1997; Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998)

and the order in which they receive information about procedures and outcomes

(Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke, 1997). In fact, we think integration of the two

dimensions of the psychology of justice has been so successful that it is now time

to start developing general theories about fairness judgments, encompassing both

procedural and distributive fairness judgments and both procedural and distributive

justice considerations. We therefore have proposed such a general theory here. We

view procedural and distributive justice not as wholly different constructs, but

rather as two aspects of overarching general fairness beliefs. Indeed, the fact that

we offer a theory of all types of fairness judgments and the fact that we address

explicitly the role of uncertainty in motivating and shaping fairness judgments are

what distinguish our theory from those that have come before.

Now that we have developed a general theory of fairness judgments we think it is

time to start investigating the specific psychological processes we have proposed

here. This may yield greater insights into how precisely fairness contributes to

processes of uncertainty management. In the current chapter we have used a broad

conception of uncertainty. This was useful for developing our theory of uncertainty

management, we think, because it allowed us to draw on various research traditions,

including theories of uncertainty resolution, human judgment under uncertainty,

and anchoring effects in uncertain situations, in ways that we found useful for the

thinking about the psychology of fairness judgments. However, we can see value in
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future research that focuses on differences between different forms of uncertainty

and differences between various research traditions related to uncertainty and

fairness. After all, different conceptions of uncertainty may yield different fairness

processes. For example, uncertainties that are threatening to people’s selves (we

call this “hot uncertainty”) may lead them to start relying on whatever information

is available, regardless of whether this information is relevant (cf. Tesser, 2000),

whereas uncertainties that are not threatening to people’s selves (we label this

“cold uncertainty”) may lead them to use only information which is relevant to the

uncertainty at hand and to be less affected by irrelevant information (cf. Van den

Bos & Lind, 2001).

In this section, we have speculated about the implications our uncertainty man-

agement model may have for other theories about social justice. In the next section,

we discuss the implications of our model for the social psychology of managing

uncertainty.

D. THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF MANAGING UNCERTAINTY

The previous sections suggest that uncertainty and how people manage uncer-

tainty are important issues in the social psychology of fairness judgments and that

fairness judgments are subjective constructions that are used in processes of un-

certainty management. Here we discuss the implications of our work on fairness

judgments for some of the literatures in social psychology that address uncertainty

and how people deal with uncertainties in social life.

As noted previously in this chapter, uncertainty plays an important role in human

life. As we have also noted, this is not to say that people want to reduce uncer-

tainty all the time. But even when uncertainty is sought, it is still managed. In

addition, diverse research traditions within social psychology have demonstrated

convincingly that there are clearly situations in which the reduction of uncertainty

is important in people’s lives. These include the social psychological literatures

on human judgment under uncertainty (e.g., Kahneman et al., 1982), human in-

ference (e.g., Nisbett & Ross, 1980), social dilemmas (e.g., Van Dijk et al., 1997),

individual differences in uncertainty orientation (e.g., Sorrentino et al., 1984, in

press), self-categorization aspects of uncertainty (e.g., Hogg, in press; Hogg &

Abrams, 1993; Hogg & Mullin, 1999), and uncertainty as a general psychological

concept (e.g., Garner, 1962; Kagan, 1972).

Hogg (in press) has noted that epistemic motives related to uncertainty have a

high profile in social psychology. For example, epistemic motives are important in

research on the self (e.g., Banaji & Prentice, 1994; Sedikides & Strube, 1995, 1997;

Swann & Schroeder, 1995) and in Festinger’s (1954) work on social comparison.

Communication researchers believe that people communicate to reduce uncertainty

and that effective communication itself requires a substantial level of interpersonal
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certainty (e.g., Berger, 1987; Berger & Bradac, 1982; Gudykunst & Shapiro, 1996;

Gudykunst, Yang, & Nishida, 1985). Many social psychologists study individ-

ual differences in uncertainty-related motives. These include Adorno, Frenkel-

Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford’s (1950) description of the authoritarian person-

ality; Rokeach’s (1948, 1960) notion of a dogmatic or close-minded personality;

Sorrentino’s work on uncertainty orientation (e.g., Brouwers & Sorrentino, 1993;

King & Sorrentino, 1988; Roney & Sorrentino, 1995; Sorrentino, Bobocel, Gitta,

Olson, & Hewitt, 1988; Sorrentino, Holmes, Hanna, & Sharp, 1995; Sorrentino &

Short, 1986); and research by Kruglanski and others on the needs for structure and

closure and the fear of invalidity (e.g., Kruglanski, 1989; Kruglanski & Webster,

1996; Thompson & Zanna, 1995).

Uncertainty and how people manage uncertainty in their lives play a central role

in theories focusing on interpersonal relations, individual differences, and groups

(Hogg, in press; Sorrentino et al., 1984, in press). In the interpersonal relations

domain, Berger and Calabrese (1975) argue that the entire goal of interpersonal

communication is to reduce uncertainty about the message being conveyed and

about the relations between communicators. Holmes and Rempel (1989) perceive

uncertainty reduction as the central goal in establishing trust between partners.

Sorrentino and associates have explored the role of uncertainty orientation as an

individual difference variable (e.g., Sorrentino et al., 1984, in press). Uncertainty-

oriented people seek out uncertainty. Especially relevant for the current purposes

are certainty-oriented persons, who tend to look for certainty in their lives. We pro-

pose here that certainty-oriented individuals will show more strongly the fairness

effects reviewed in this chapter. Sorrentino et al. (in press) argue convincingly

that research has focused on uncertainty-oriented individuals to the relative, or

indeed absolute, neglect of certainty-oriented persons, and they make a plea that

this must change. Work by Hogg and others suggests that an important way to

reduce feelings of uncertainty is through self-categorization and that uncertainty

reduction is a core motive for social identity processes (Hogg, in press; Hogg &

Abrams, 1993; Hogg & Mullin, 1999). This line of work suggests that uncertainty

reduction is a central goal of group membership and is a major force behind the

need for perceptions of group entativity and feelings of belongingness.

System justification theory (Jost, 1995; Jost & Banaji, 1994) suggests that un-

certainty is aversive and that, to avoid uncertainty, people try to justify rather than

challenge an existing status quo. Jost and his colleagues argue that this idea is

consistent with research in a number of areas such as the failure to perceive injus-

tice (Crosby, 1982), the just world hypothesis (Lerner, 1980), institutional loyalty

(Tyler, 1990), stereotypic rationalization (Hoffman & Hurst, 1989), hierarchy en-

hancement (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994), false consciousness (Jost,

1995), and legitimacy of inequality (Major, 1994). We think it is fair to say that our

model also has much to say about precisely why people tend to justify the existing

status quo (and about other fairness-related ways of dealing with uncertainty) and
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in this we see a convergence of our concerns with those of Jost and his colleagues.

System justification theory is important to our current discussion also because

it brings us back to fairness judgments—the primary focus of attention in this

chapter.

Turning to the relationship between our fairness perspective on uncertainty man-

agement and the group and individual differences perspectives (Hogg & Mullin,

1999; Sorrentino et al., in press), we propose that, for the reasons described previ-

ously (see, e.g., Mikula & Wenzel, 2000), fairness judgments are more powerful

and convincing in processes of uncertainty management than are group member-

ship or individual differences in uncertainty orientation. Furthermore, interestingly,

our fairness research represents a middle position between the group orientation

of Hogg and colleagues (e.g., Hogg & Mullin, 1999) and the individual orientation

of Sorrentino and associates (e.g., Sorrentino et al., in press). That is, our model

concentrates on the role of interpersonal uncertainty, but also tries to incorporate

both group and individual aspects. Perhaps then our model will contribute to an

integration of previous uncertainty reduction models. We do not intend to propose

here that our work encompasses all previous models of resolving uncertainty, but

we hope to have shown in this chapter that uncertainty management by means of

fairness judgments deserves special attention in the social psychology of managing

uncertainty. This brings us to our conclusions.

VIII. Conclusions

In this chapter we argued that why and how fairness judgments are formed are

tied profoundly to processes of uncertainty management. We reviewed research

findings that showed that fairness is important for people because they use fairness

judgments in processes of uncertainty management. We reasoned that fairness and

justice may play a more important role in human life than other social motives

and that the origins of social justice are far more cognitive than was assumed

thus far. Furthermore, we argued that when forming fairness judgments people are

busy resolving uncertainties they encounter in the fairness judgment process itself.

Findings were discussed that indicate that as people form fairness judgments they

overcome uncertainty in this process by using information on one form of justice

to assess others and by seizing on early indicators that things are fair or unfair.

We discussed the implications of the research findings we have reviewed with

respect to why and how people are in need for fairness judgments in an uncertain

world. Most of these implications followed directly from data that were discussed

here. Some implications followed logically from the research findings but still

require empirical validation. Thus, we want to emphasize explicitly that some of

our statements have to be interpreted as research propositions for future studies.
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Nevertheless, we think there are some good reasons to explain and describe the

psychology of fairness judgments by explicitly referring to processes of uncertainty

management. We therefore proposed a model of uncertainty management by means

of fairness judgments. Furthermore, we presented questions for future research

and suggestions for how these questions may be answered. We discussed the

implications of our position for the social psychology of justice and fairness and

discussed future directions the field may want to take. We also discussed the

relevance of our model for the social psychology of uncertainty management in

general.

We want to make a point here on the methodology used in most of the studies

reviewed. In this chapter we argued that because much of the existing empirical

literature on the psychology of fairness has employed correlational research meth-

ods within real-life situations, social psychologists know quite a lot of the effects

fairness judgments can have on people in a multitude of situations. However, this

knowledge may have been achieved at the expense of thorough insights into the

two most fundamental issues of social justice: why do people care about fairness

and how are fairness judgments formed? We hope to have shown here that the

fundamentals of the why and how of social justice are probably better investigated

by means of research methods that are best equipped to study fundamental is-

sues: laboratory experiments. In the current chapter, we tried to illustrate that it is

important to do fundamental research by means of laboratory methodologies and

that laboratory experiments serve an essential, crucial role in the study of social

fairness.

In this chapter we have discussed a new perspective on the social psychology

of fairness, a perspective that leads to a number of novel insights and predictions.

First and foremost, of course, is the insight that fairness matters to people to a

greater or lesser extent as a function of their feelings of uncertainty. As we noted

above, we believe that the search for fairness information is a general response to

uncertainty. Our analysis suggests that many of the standard fairness phenomena

will be stronger in the face of uncertainty, and similarly it predicts that the new fair-

ness effects we have described in this chapter—effects like the substitutability of

one fairness dimension for another or the primacy effects in fairness judgments—

will be enhanced by uncertainty. Our analysis leads to testable predictions that

receiving fair treatment should reduce the anxiety that typically accompanies

uncertainty or should lead people to better tolerate the uncertainty.

There are other insights and predictions that flow from the model we have ad-

vanced in this chapter. Among the most novel are our suggestion that people often

apply fairness considerations to nonsocial events and our prediction that different

processes involved in uncertainty management—dimensions such as fairness, so-

cial identity, or self-efficacy—might show the same sort of mutual substitutability

effects we have seen occur across different justice dimensions. If we are right

that attention to fairness judgments is perhaps the most common response to
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uncertainty, across both social and nonsocial contexts, then the existing research

literature on the social psychology of justice and fairness has much wider applica-

bility than has been thought. If we are correct about cross-process substitutability,

involving fairness and other uncertainty management processes, then processes

involving fairness, social identity, and self-oriented judgments are far more inti-

mately connected than one would have thought from existing theory on any of these

processes. These implications are now open to empirical tests, and if the theory

fares well when these tests are conducted, we may end up with a remarkably diff-

erent understanding of the role of fairness in social psychology. This would imply

that managing uncertainty by means of fairness judgments is perhaps even more

important than we proposed it to be in this chapter.

Acknowledgments

Preparation of this chapter was supported by National Science Foundation Grants SBR-96-96244

and SBR-99-06771 and a fellowship of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences awarded

to Kees van den Bos. We thank Ramona Bobocel, Joel Brockner, Catrin Finkenauer, Ian McGregor,

Linda Skitka, Asteria Straathof, Jan-Willem van Prooijen, Henk Wilke, Jan Fekke Ybema, and Mark

Zanna for their helpful comments on previous versions. We are grateful to Jerald Greenberg for his

help in understanding the organizational literature on change and fairness.

References

Adams, J. S. (1965). Inequity in social exchange. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental

social psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 267–299). New York: Academic Press.

Adorno, T. W., Frenkel-Brunswik, E., Levinson, D. J., & Sanford, R. N. (1950). The authoritarian

personality. New York: Harper.

Alexander, S., & Ruderman, M. (1987). The role of procedural and distributive justice in organizational

behavior. Social Justice Research, 1, 117–198.

Ambrose, M. L., & Kulik, C. T. (2001). How do I know that’s fair? A categorization approach to

fairness judgments. In S. W. Gilliland, D. D. Steiner, & D. P. Skarlicki (Eds.), Theoretical and

cultural perspectives on organizational justice (pp. 35–62). Greenwich, CT: Information Age.

Austin, W., McGinn, N. C., & Susmilch, C. (1980). Internal standards revisited: Effects of social

comparisons and expectancies on judgments of fairness and satisfaction. Journal of Experimental

Social Psychology, 16, 426–441.

Banaji, M. R., & Prentice, D. J. (1994). The self in social contexts. Annual Review of Psychology, 45,

297–332.

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations for thought and action: A social cognitive theory. Englewood

Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Berger, C. R. (1987). Communicating under uncertainty. In M. E. Roloff & G. R. Miller (Eds.),

Interpersonal processes: New directions in communication research (pp. 39–62). Newbury Park,

CA: Sage.



52 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

Berger, C. R., & Bradac, J. J. (1982). Language and social knowledge: Uncertainty in interpersonal

relations. London: Edward Arnold.

Berger, C. R., & Calabrese, R. J. (1975). Some explorations in initial interaction and beyond: Toward

a developmental theory of interpersonal communication. Human Communication Research, 1,

99–112.

Berkowitz, L., & Walster, E. (Eds.). (1976). Advances in experimental social psychology: Volume 9.

Equity theory—Toward a general theory of social interaction. New York: Academic Press.

Blau, P. M. (1964). Exchange and power in social life. New York: Wiley.

Bobocel, D. R., Agar, S. E., Meyer, J. P., & Irving, P. G. (1998). Managerial accounts and fairness

perceptions in conflict resolution: Differentiating the effects of minimizing responsibility and

providing justification. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 20, 133–143.

Bobocel, D. R., Son Hing, L. S., Davey, L. M., Stanley, D. J., & Zanna, M. P. (1998). Justice-based

opposition to social policies: Is it genuine? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75,

653–669.

Bobocel, D. R., Son Hing, L. S., Holmvall, C. M., & Zanna, M. P. (2002). Policies to redress social

injustice: Is the concern for justice a cause both of support and of opposition? In M. Ross &

D. Miller (Eds.), The justice motive in everyday life (pp. 204 –225). New York: Cambridge

Univ. Press.

Boles, T. L., & Messick, D. M. (1990). Accepting unfairness: Temporal influence on choice. In K.

Borcherding, O. I. Larichev, & D. M. Messick (Eds.), Contemporary issues in decision making

(pp. 375–389). Amsterdam: Elsevier.

Brockner, J., DeWitt, R. L., Grover, S., & Reed, T. (1990). When it is especially important to explain

why: Factors affecting the relationship between managers’ explanations of a layoff and survivors’

reactions to the layoff. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 26, 389–407.

Brockner, J., & Greenberg, J. (1990). The impact of layoffs on survivors: An organizational justice per-

spective. In J. S. Carroll (Ed.), Applied social psychology and organizational settings (pp. 45–75).

Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Brockner, J., Grover, S., Reed, T., DeWitt, R. L., & O’Malley, M. (1987). Survivors reactions to layoffs:

We get by with a little help from our friends. Administrative Science Quarterly, 32, 526 –541.

Brockner, J., Heuer, L., Siegel, P. A., Wiesenfeld, B., Martin, C., Grover, S., Reed, T., & Bjorgvinsson,

S. (1998). The moderating effect of self-esteem in reaction to voice: Converging evidence from

five studies. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 394 –407.

Brockner, J., Konovsky, M., Cooper-Schneider, R., Folger, R., Martin, C., & Bies, R. J. (1994). Inter-

active effects of procedural justice and outcome negativity on victims and survivors of job loss.

Academy of Management Journal, 37, 397– 409.

Brockner, J., & Wiesenfeld, B. M. (1996). An integrative framework for explaining reactions to deci-

sions: Interactive effects of outcomes and procedures. Psychological Bulletin, 120, 189–208.

Brouwers, M. C., & Sorrentino, R. M. (1993). Uncertainty orientation and protection motivation

theory: The role of individual differences in health compliance. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 65, 102–112.

Cobb, A. T., Wooten, K. C., & Folger, R. (1995). Justice in the making: Toward understanding the

theory and practice of injustice in organizational change and development. In W. A. Pasmore &

R. W. Woodman (Eds.), Research in organizational change and development (Vol. 8, pp. 243–

295). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Cohen, R. L. (1986). Justice: Views from the social sciences. New York: Plenum.

Cropanzano, R., & Folger, R. (1989). Referent cognitions and task decision autonomy: Beyond equity

theory. Journal of Applied Psychology, 74, 293–299.

Cropanzano, R., & Folger, R. (1991). Procedural justice and worker motivation. In R. M. Steers &

L. W. Porter (Eds.), Motivation and work behavior (Vol. 5, pp. 131–143). New York:

McGraw–Hill.



FAIRNESS AND UNCERTAINTY MANAGEMENT 53

Cropanzano, R., & Greenberg, J. (1997). Progress in organizational justice: Tunneling through the maze.

In Cooper C. L. & I. T. Robertson (Eds.), International review of industrial and organizational

psychology (pp. 317–372). New York: Wiley.

Crosby, F. (1976). A model of egoistical relative deprivation. Psychological Review, 83, 85–112.

Crosby, F. (1982). Relative deprivation and working women. New York: Oxford Univ. Press.

Crosby, F. (1984). The denial of personal discrimination. American Behavioral Scientist, 27, 371–386.

Daly, J. P., & Geyer, P. D. (1994). The role of fairness in implementing large-scale change: Employee

evaluations of process and outcomes in seven facility relocations. Journal of Organizational

Behavior, 15, 623–638.

Daly, J. P., & Tripp, T. M. (1996). Is outcome fairness used to make procedural fairness judgments

when procedural information is inaccessible? Social Justice Research, 9, 327–349.

Deutsch, M. (1975). Equity, equality, or need? What determines which value will be used as the basis

of distributive justice? Journal of Social Issues, 31, 137–149.

Deutsch, M. (1985). Distributive justice: A social psychological perspective. New Haven, CT: Yale

University Press.

De Vries, S., & Wilke, H. A. M. (1991). Constrained egoism and resource management under uncer-

tainty. In W. Liebrand, D. M. Messick, & H. A. M. Wilke (Eds.), A social psychological approach

to social dilemmas. Oxford, UK: Pergamon Press.

De Waal, F. (1996). Good natured: The origins of right and wrong in humans and other animals.

Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press.

Eddy, E. R., Stone, D. L., & Stone-Romero, E. F. (1999). The effects of information management poli-

cies on reactions to human resource information systems: An integration of privacy and procedural

justice perspectives. Personnel Psychology, 52, 335–358.

Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7, 117–140.

Fiske, S. T., & Taylor, S. E. (1991). Social cognition (2nd ed.). New York: McGraw–Hill.

Folger, R. (1977). Distributive and procedural justice: Combined impact of “voice” and improvement

of experienced inequity. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 35, 108–119.

Folger, R. (1986). Rethinking equity theory: A referent cognitions model. In H. M. Bierhoff, R. L.

Cohen, & J. Greenberg (Eds.), Justice in social relations (pp. 145–162). New York: Plenum.

Folger, R. (1987). Reformulating the preconditions of resentment: A referent cognitions model.

In J. C. Masters & W. P. Smith (Eds.), Social comparison, social justice, and relative deprivation:

Theoretical, empirical, and policy perspectives (pp. 183–215). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Folger, R., & Cropanzano, R. (1998). Organizational justice and human resource management.

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Folger, R., & Konovsky, M. (1989). Effects of procedural and distributive justice on reactions to pay

raise decisions. Academy of Management Journal, 32, 115–130.

Folger, R., Rosenfield, D., Grove, J., & Corkran, L. (1979). Effects of “voice” and peer opinions on

responses to inequity. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 37, 2253–2261.

Forgas, J. P. (1995). Mood and judgment: The Affect Infusion Model (AIM). Psychological Bulletin,

117, 39–66.

Garner, W. R. (1962). Uncertainty and structure as psychological concepts. New York: Wiley.

Gilliland, S. W. (1994). Effects of procedural and distributive justice on reactions to a selection system.

Journal of Applied Psychology, 79, 691–701.

Greenberg, J. (1990). Organizational justice: Yesterday, today, and tomorrow. Journal of Management,

16, 399–432.

Greenberg, J. (1993). Stealing in the name of justice: Informational and interpersonal moderators of theft

reactions to underpayment inequity. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 54,

81–103.

Greenberg, J. (1994). Using socially fair treatment to promote acceptance of a work site smoking ban.

Journal of Applied Psychology, 79, 288–297.



54 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

Greenberg, J. (1997). A social influence model of employee theft: Beyond the fraud triangle.

In R. J. Lewicki, R. J. Bies, & B. H. Sheppard (Eds.), Research on negotiation in organizations

(Vol. 6, pp. 29–52). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Greenberg, J., & Lind, E. A. (2000). The pursuit of organizational justice: From conceptualization to

implication to application. In C. L. Cooper & E. A. Locke (Eds.), I/O psychology: What we know

about theory and practice (pp. 72–105). Oxford, UK: Blackwell.

Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., Solomon, S., Rosenblatt, A., Veeder, M., Kirkland, S., & Lyon, D.

(1990). Evidence for terror management theory II: The effects of mortality salience on reactions to

those who threaten or bolster the cultural worldview. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

58, 308–318.

Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., & Pyszczynski, T. (1997). Terror management theory of self-esteem

and cultural worldviews: Empirical assessments and conceptual refinements. In M. P. Zanna

(Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 29, pp. 61–139). New York: Academic

Press.

Gudykunst, W. B., & Shapiro, R. B. (1996). Communication in everyday interpersonal and intergroup

encounters. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 20, 19–46.

Gudykunst, W. B., Yang, S. M., & Nishida, T. (1985). A cross-cultural test of uncertainty reduction

theory: Comparisons of acquaintance, friend, and dating relationships in Japan, Korea, and the

United States. Human Communication Research, 11, 407–455.

Hafer, C. L. (2000). Do innocent victims threaten the belief in a just world? Evidence from a modified

Stroop task. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79, 165–173.

Heatherton, T. F., & Polivy, J. (1991). Development and validation of a scale for measuring state

self-esteem. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 60, 895–910.

Hoffman, C., & Hurst, N. (1989). Gender stereotypes: Perception or rationalization? Journal of Per-

sonality and Social Psychology, 58, 197–208.

Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s consequences: International differences in work related values. Beverly

Hills, CA: Sage.

Hogg, M. A. (in press). Self-categorization and subjective uncertainty resolution: Cognitive and mo-

tivational facets of social identity and group membership. In J. P. Forgas, K. D. Williams & L.

Wheeler (Eds.), The social mind: Cognitive and motivational aspects of interpersonal behavior.

New York: Cambridge Univ. Press.

Hogg, M. A., & Abrams, D. (1990). Social motivation, self-esteem and social identity. In D. Abrams &

M. A. Hogg (Eds.), Social identity theory: Constructive and critical advances (pp. 28–47). New

York: Springer-Verlag.

Hogg, M. A., & Abrams, D. (1993). Towards a single process uncertainty-reduction model of social

motivation in groups. In M. A. Hogg & D. Abrams (Eds.), Group motivation: Social psychological

perspectives (pp. 173–190). New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Hogg, M. A., & Mullin, B.-A. (1999). Joining groups to reduce uncertainty: Subjective uncertainty

reduction and group identification. In D. Abrams & M. A. Hogg (Eds.), Social identity and social

cognition (pp. 249–279). Oxford, UK: Blackwell.

Holmes, J. G., & Rempel, J. K. (1989). Trust in close relationships. In C. Hendrick (Ed.), Close

relationships: Review of personality and social psychology (Vol. 10, pp. 187–220). London: Sage.

Homans, G. C. (1961). Social behavior: Its elementary forms. New York: Harcourt, Brace, & World.

Hunton, J. E, Hall, T. W., & Price, K. H. (1998). The value of voice in participative decision making.

Journal of Applied Psychology, 83, 788–797.

Huo, Y. J., Smith, H. J., Tyler, T. R., & Lind, E. A. (1996). Superordinate identification, subgroup identi-

fication, and justice concerns: Is separatism the problem; is assimilation the answer? Psychological

Science, 7, 40–45.

Jost, J. T. (1995). Negative illusions: Conceptual clarification and psychological evidence concerning

false consciousness. Political Psychology, 16, 397–424.



FAIRNESS AND UNCERTAINTY MANAGEMENT 55

Jost, J. T., & Banaji, M. R. (1994). The role of stereotyping in system-justification and the production

of false consciousness. British Journal of Social Psychology, 33, 1–27.

Kagan, J. (1972). Motives and development. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 22, 51–66.

Kahneman, D., Slovic, P., & Tversky, A. (Eds.). (1982). Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and

biases. New York: Cambridge Univ. Press.

Kelley, H. H., & Thibaut, J. W. (1978). Interpersonal relations: A theory of interdependence. New

York: Wiley.

Kidwell, R. E., & Bennett, N. (1994). Employee reactions to electronic systems. Group and Organi-

zation Management, 19, 203–218.

Kim, W. C., & Mauborgne, R. (1997). Fair process: Managing in the knowledge economy. Harvard

Business Review, 75, 65–75.

King, G. A., & Sorrentino, R. M. (1988). Uncertainty orientation and the relationship between individual

accessible constructs and person memory. Social Cognition, 6, 128–149.

Kirkman, B. L., Shapiro, D. L., Novelli, L. Jr., & Brett, J. (in press). Employee concerns regarding

self-managing work teams: A multidimensional justice perspective. Social Justice Research.

Konovsky, M., & Folger, R. (1991, August). The effects of procedural and distributive justice on

organizational citizenship behavior. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Academy of

Management, Miami Beach, FL.

Koper, G., Van Knippenberg, D., Bouhuijs, F., Vermunt, R., & Wilke, H. (1993). Procedural fairness

and self-esteem. European Journal of Social Psychology, 23, 313–325.

Korsgaard, M. A., Schweiger, D. M., & Sapienza, H. J. (1995). Building commitment, attachment, and

trust in strategic decision-making teams: The role of procedural justice. Academy of Management

Journal, 38, 60–84.

Kruglanski, A. W. (1989). Lay epistemics and human knowledge: Cognitive and motivational bases.

New York: Plenum.

Kruglanski, A. W., & Webster, D. M. (1996). Motivated closing of the mind: “Seizing” and “freezing.”

Psychological Review, 103, 263–283.

Kuhn, K. M., & Sniezek, J. A. (1996). Confidence and uncertainty in judgmental forecasting: Differ-

ential effects of scenario presentation. Journal of Behavioral Decision Making, 9, 231–247.

Langer, E. J. (1975). The illusion of control. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 32, 311–328.

Leary, M. R., & Baumeister, R. F. (2000). The nature and function of self-esteem: Sociometer theory.

In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 32, pp. 1–62). New York:

Academic Press.

Lerner, M. J. (1977). The justice motive: Some hypotheses as to its origins and forms. Journal of

Personality, 45, 1–52.

Lerner, M. J. (1980). The belief in a just world: A fundamental delusion. New York: Plenum.

Lerner, M. J., & Miller, D. T. (1978). Just world research and the attribution process: Looking back

and ahead. Psychological Bulletin, 85, 1030–1051.

Lerner, M. J., & Whitehead, L. A. (1980). Procedural justice viewed in the context of justice motive

theory. In G. Mikula (Ed.), Justice and social interaction: Experimental and theoretical contribu-

tions from psychological research (pp. 219–256). Bern, Austria: Huber.

Leventhal, G. S. (1980). What should be done with equity theory? New approaches to the study of

fairness in social relationships. In K. J. Gergen, M. S. Greenberg, & R. H. Willis (Eds.), Social

exchange: Advances in theory and research (pp. 27–54). New York: Plenum.

Lind, E. A. (1990). Arbitrating high-stakes cases: An evaluation of court-annexed arbitration in a

United States district court. Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation.

Lind, E. A. (1992, March). The fairness heuristic: Rationality and “relationality” in procedural evalu-

ations. Paper presented at the Fourth International Conference of the Society for the Advancement

of Socio-Economics, Irvine, CA.

Lind, E. A. (1994). Experimental studies of procedural justice. Unpublished manuscript.



56 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

Lind, E. A. (1995). Justice and authority relations in organizations. In R. Cropanzano & K. M. Kacmar

(Eds.), Organizational politics, justice, and support: Managing the social climate of the workplace

(pp. 83–96). Westport, CT: Quorom.

Lind, E. A. (2001). Fairness heuristic theory: Justice judgments as pivotal cognitions in organiza-

tional relations. In J. Greenberg & R. Cropanzano (Eds.), Advances in organizational behavior

(pp. 56–88). Stanford, CA: Stanford Univ. Press.

Lind, E. A., Greenberg, J., Scott, K. S., & Welchans, T. D. (2000). The winding road from em-

ployee to complainant: Situational and psychological determinants of wrongful termination claims.

Administrative Science Quarterly, 45, 557–590.

Lind, E. A., Kanfer, R., & Earley, P. C. (1990). Voice, control, and procedural justice: Instrumental and

noninstrumental concerns in fairness judgments. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

59, 952–959.

Lind, E. A., Kray, L., & Thompson, L. (2001). Primacy effects in justice judgments: Testing predictions

from fairness heuristic theory. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 85, 189–

210.

Lind, E. A., Kulik, C. T., Ambrose, M., & De Vera Park, M. V. (1993). Individual and corporate dispute

resolution: Using procedural fairness as a decision heuristic. Administrative Science Quarterly,

38, 224–251.

Lind, E. A., & Tyler, T. R. (1988). The social psychology of procedural justice. New York: Plenum.

Lind, E. A., Tyler, T. R., & Huo, Y. J. (1997). Procedural context and culture: Variation in the ante-

cedents of procedural justice judgments. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 767–

780.

Loewenstein, G. F. (1996). Out of control: Visceral influences on behavior. Organizational Behavior

and Human Decision Processes, 65, 272–292.

Lopes, L. L. (1987). Between hope and fear: The psychology of risk. Advances in Experimental

Psychology, 20, 255–295.

Lord, A., & Hartley, J. (1998). Organizational commitment and job insecurity in a changing public

service organization. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 7, 341–354.

MacCrimmon, K. R., & Wehrung, D. A. (1986). The management of uncertainty. New York: Free

Press.

Major, B. (1994). From social inequality to personal entitlement: The role of social comparisons,

legitimacy appraisals, and group membership. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental

social psychology (Vol. 26, pp. 293–355). San Diego, Academic Press.

Markovsky, B. (1988). Anchoring justice. Social Psychology Quarterly, 51, 213–224.

Martin, L. L. (1999). I-D compensation theory: Some implications of trying to satisfy immediate-return

needs in a delayed-return culture. Psychological Inquiry, 10, 195–208.

McFarlin, D. B., & Sweeney, P. D. (1992). Distributive and procedural justice as predictors of satisfac-

tion with personal and organizational outcomes. Academy of Management Journal, 35, 626–637.

McGregor, I., Zanna, M. P., Holmes, J. G., & Spencer, S. J. (2001). Compensatory conviction in the

face of personal uncertainty: Going to extremes and being oneself. Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology, 80, 472–488.

Messick, D. M. (1993). Equality as a decision heuristic. In B. A. Mellers & J. Baron (Eds.), Psycholog-

ical perspectives on justice: Theory and applications (pp. 11–31). Cambridge, MA: Cambridge

Univ. Press.

Messick, D. M., & Schell, T. (1992). Evidence for an equality heuristic in social decision making. Acta

Psychologica, 80, 311–323.

Messick, D. M., & Sentis, K. (1983). Fairness, preference, and fairness biases. In D. M. Messick &

K. S. Cook (Eds.), Equity theory: Psychological and sociological perspectives (pp. 61–94). New

York: Praeger.

Miedema, J., Van den Bos, K., & Vermunt, R. (2000). Unpublished raw data.



FAIRNESS AND UNCERTAINTY MANAGEMENT 57

Mikula, G. (1984). Justice and fairness in interpersonal relations: Thoughts and suggestions. In H.

Tajfel (Ed.), The social dimension: European developments in social psychology (pp. 204–227).

Cambridge, MA: Cambridge Univ. Press.

Mikula, G., & Wenzel, M. (2000). Justice and social conflict. International Journal of Psychology, 35,

126–135.

Moorman, R. H. (1991). Relationship between organizational justice and organizational citizenship

behaviors: Do fairness perceptions influence employee citizenship? Journal of Applied Psychology,

76, 845–855.

Nickels, J. B., Cramer, K. M., & Gural, D. M. (1992). Toward unconfounding prediction and control:

Predictionless control made possible. Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science, 24, 156–170.

Nisbett, R. E., & Ross, L. (1980). Human inference: Strategies and shortcomings of social judgment.

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Paternoster, R., Brame, R., Bachman, R., & Sherman, L. W. (1997). Do fair procedures matter? The

effect of procedural justice on spouse assault. Law and Society Review, 31, 163–204.

Parker, C. P., Bales, B. B., & Christensen, N. D. (1997). Support for affirmative action, justice per-

ceptions, and work attitudes: A study of gender and racial-ethnic group differences. Journal of

Applied Psychology, 82, 376–389.

Podsakoff, P. M., & MacKenzie, S. B. (1993). Citizenship behavior and fairness in organizations: Issues

and directions for future research. Employee Responsibilities and Rights Journal, 6, 235–247.

Pratto, F., Sidanius, J., Stallworth, L. M., & Malle, B. F. (1994). Social dominance orientation: A

personality variable predicting social and political attitudes. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 67, 741–763.

Pyszczynski, T. A., Greenberg, J., & Solomon, S. (1999). A dual-process model of defense against

conscious and unconscious death-related thoughts: An extension of terror management theory.

Psychological Review, 106, 835–845.

Reis, H. T. (1984). The multidimensionality of justice. In R. Folger (Ed.), The sense of injustice: Social

psychological perspectives (pp. 25–61). New York: Plenum.

Ric, F. (1997). Effects of control deprivation on subsequent use of stereotypes. The Journal of Social

Psychology, 137, 333–342.

Rokeach, M. (1948). Generalized mental rigidity as a factor in ethnocentrism. Journal of Abnormal

Social Psychology, 43, 259–278.

Rokeach, M. (1960). The open and closed mind. New York: Basic Books.

Roney, J. R., & Sorrentino, R. M. (1995). Self-evaluation motives and uncertainty orientation: Asking

the “who” question. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21, 1319–1329.

Rosenberg, M. (1979). Conceiving the self. New York: Basic Books.

Rosenblatt, A., Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., Pyszczynski, T., & Lyon, D. (1989). Evidence for terror

management theory. I. The effects of mortality salience on reactions to those who violate or uphold

cultural values. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 681–690.

Rutte, C. G., & Messick, D. M. (1995). An integrated model of perceived unfairness in organizations.

Social Justice Research, 8, 239–261.

Schwarz, N., & Clore, G. L. (1983). Mood, misattribution, and judgments of well-being: Informative

and directive functions of affective states. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 45, 513–

523.

Sedikides, C., & Strube, M. J. (1995). The multiply motivated self. Personality and Social Psychology

Bulletin, 21, 1330–1335.

Sedikides, C., & Strube, M. J. (1997). Self-evaluation: To thine own self be good, to thine own self be

sure, to thine own self be true, and to thine own self be better. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in

experimental social psychology (Vol. 29, pp. 209–269).. San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

See, K. E. (2000). Interactional effects of fairness and knowledge in outcome acceptance decisions.

Unpublished manuscript.



58 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

Shapira, Z. (1995). Risk taking: A managerial perspective. New York: Sage.

Skitka, L. J. (in press). Do the means always justify the ends, or do the ends sometimes justify the

means? A value protection model of justice. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin.

Smith, H. J., & Tyler, T. R. (1997). Choosing the right pond: The impact of group membership on self-

esteem and group-oriented behavior. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 33, 146–170.

Smith, H. J., Tyler, T. R., Huo, Y. J., Ortiz, D. J., & Lind, E. A. (1998). The self-relevant implica-

tions of the group-value model: Group-membership, self-worth and treatment quality. Journal of

Experimental Social Psychology, 34, 470–493.

Sniezek, J. A., May, D. R., & Sawyer, J. E. (1990). Social uncertainty and interdependence: A study of

resource allocating decisions in groups. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes,

46, 155–180.

Solomon, S., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (1991). A terror management theory of social behav-

ior: The psychological functions of self-esteem and cultural worldviews. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.),

Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 24, pp. 93–159). New York: Academic Press.

Sorrentino, R. M., Bobocel, D. R., Gitta, M. Z., Olson, J. M., & Hewitt, E. C. (1988). Uncertainty

orientation and persuasion: Individual differences in the effects of personal relevance on social

judgments. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 55, 357–337.

Sorrentino, R. M., Hodson, G. L., & Huber, G. L. (in press). Uncertainty orientation and the interpersonal

context. In J. P. Forgas, K. D. Williams, & L. Wheeler (Eds.), The social mind: Cognitive and

motivational aspects of interpersonal behavior. New York: Cambridge Univ. Press.

Sorrentino, R. M., Holmes, J. G., Hanna, S. E., & Sharp, A. (1995). Uncertainty orientation and trust

in close relationships: Individual differences in cognitive styles. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 68, 314–327.

Sorrentino, R. M., & Roney, C. J. R. (1986). Uncertainty orientation, achievement-related motivation

and task diagnosticity as determinants of task performance. Social Cognition, 4, 420– 436.

Sorrentino, R. M., & Short, J. C. (1986). Uncertainty orientation, motivation and cognition. In R. M.

Sorrentino & E. T. Higgins (Eds.), The handbook of motivation and cognition: Foundations of

social behavior (Vol. 1, pp. 379–403). New York: Guilford.

Sorrentino, R. M., Short, J.-A. C., & Raynor, J. O. (1984). Uncertainty orientation: Implications

for affective and cognitive views of achievement behavior. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 46, 189–201.

Spreitzer, G. M., & Mishra, A. K. (1999). Giving up control without losing control: Trust and its sub-

stitutes’ effects on managers: Involving employees in decision making. Group and Organization

Management, 24, 155–187.

Stapel, D. A., & Koomen, W. (2001). The impact of interpretation versus comparison goals on knowl-

edge accessibility effects. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 37, 134–139.

Steiner, D. D., Guirard, S., & Baccino, T. (1999, May). Cognitive processing of procedural justice

information: Application of the oculometer. Paper presented at the Annual Conference of the

Society for Industrial/Organizational Psychology, Atlanta, GA.

Stouffer, S. A., Suchman, E. A., DeVinney, L. C., Star, S. A., & Williams, R. M. (1949). The American

soldier: Adjustment during Army life (Vol. 1). Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press.

Swann, W. B., Jr., & Schroeder, D. G. (1995). The search for beauty and truth: A framework for

understanding reactions to evaluations. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21, 1307–

1318.

Tan, H.-T., & Lipe, M. G. (1997). Outcome effects: The impact of decision process and outcome

controllability. Journal of Behavioral Decision Making, 10, 315–325.

Tanaka, K., & Takimoto, S. (1997). Effects of interpersonal affect upon fairness judgment. Japanese

Psychological Research, 39, 312–322.

Taylor, D. M., Wright, S. C., & Porter, L. (1994). Dimensions of perceived discrimination: The

personal/group discrimination discrepancy. In M. P. Zanna & J. M. Olson (Eds.), The psychology

of prejudice. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.



FAIRNESS AND UNCERTAINTY MANAGEMENT 59

Tesser, A. (2000). On the confluence of self-esteem maintenance mechanisms. Personality and Social

Psychology Review, 4, 290–299.

Thibaut, J., & Walker, L. (1975). Procedural justice: A psychological analysis. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Thompson, M. M., & Zanna, M. P. (1995). The conflicted individual: Personality-based and domain-

specific antecedents of ambivalent social attitudes. Journal of Personality, 63, 259–288.

Thompson, S. C., Armstrong, W., & Thomas, C. (1998). Illusions of control, underestimations, and

accuracy: A control heuristic explanation. Psychological Bulletin, 123, 143–161.

Treadwell, J. R., & Nelson, T. O. (1997). Availability of information and the aggregation of confidence

in prior decisions. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 68, 13–27.

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1974). Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and biases. Science,

185, 1124–1134.

Tyler, T. R. (1990). Why do people obey the law? Procedural justice, legitimacy, and compliance. New

Haven, CT: Yale Univ. Press.

Tyler, T. R. (1997). The psychology of legitimacy: A relational perspective on voluntary deference to

authorities. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 1, 323–345.

Tyler, T. R., Boeckmann, R. J., Smith, H. J., & Huo, Y. J. (1997). Social justice in a diverse society.

Boulder, CO: Westview.

Tyler, T. R., & Caine, A. (1981). The influence of outcomes and procedures on satisfaction with formal

leaders. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 41, 642–655.

Tyler, T. R., & DeGoey, P. (1996). Trust in organizational authorities: The influence of motive attribu-

tions on willingness to accept decisions. In R. Kramer & T. R. Tyler (Eds.), Trust in organizations:

Frontiers of theory and research (pp. 331–356). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Tyler, T. R., DeGoey, P., & Smith, H. J. (1996). Understanding why the justice of group procedures

matters: A test of the psychological dynamics of the group-value model. Journal of Personality

and Social Psychology, 70, 913–930.

Tyler, T. R., & Folger, R. (1980). Distributional and procedural aspects of satisfaction with citizen-

police encounters. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 1, 281–292.

Tyler, T. R., & Lind, E. A. (1992). A relational model of authority in groups. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.),

Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 25, pp. 115–191). San Diego, CA: Academic

Press.

Tyler, T. R., Rasinski, K. A., & McGraw, K. M. (1985). The influence of perceived injustice on the

endorsement of political leaders. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 15, 700–725.

Tyler, T. R., Rasinski, K. A., & Spodick, N. (1985). Influence of voice on satisfaction with leaders:

Exploring the meaning of process control. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 48,

72–81.

Tyler, T. R., & Smith, H. J. (1998). Social justice and social movements. In D. Gilbert, S. T. Fiske, &

G. Lindzey (Eds.), Handbook of social psychology (4th ed., Vol. 2, pp. 595–629). Boston, MA:

McGraw–Hill.

Van den Bos, K. (1999). What are we talking about when we talk about no-voice procedures? On the

psychology of the fair outcome effect. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 35, 560–577.

Van den Bos, K. (2001a). Uncertainty management: The influence of uncertainty salience on reactions

to perceived procedural fairness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 80, 931–941.

Van den Bos, K. (2001b). Fairness heuristic theory: Assessing the information to which people are

reacting has a pivotal role in understanding organizational justice. In S. W. Gilliland, D. D. Steiner,

& D. P. Skarlicki (Eds.), Theoretical and cultural perspectives on organizational justice (pp. 63–

84). Greenwich, CT: Information Age.

Van den Bos, K. (2001c). Reactions to perceived fairness: The impact of mortality salience and self-

esteem on ratings of negative affect. Social Justice Research, 14, 1–23.

Van den Bos, K. (in press). Assimilation and contrast in organizational psychology: The role of

primed mindsets in the psychology of the fair process effect. Organizational Behavior and Human

Decision Processes.



60 VAN DEN BOS AND LIND

Van den Bos, K., Bruins, J., Wilke, H. A. M., & Dronkert, E. (1999). Sometimes unfair procedures

have nice aspects: On the psychology of the fair process effect. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 77, 324–336.

Van den Bos, K., & Lind, E. A. (2001). The psychology of own versus others’ treatment: Self-oriented

and other-oriented effects on perceptions of procedural justice. Personality and Social Psychology

Bulletin, 27, 1324–1333.

Van den Bos, K., Lind, E. A., Vermunt, R., & Wilke, H. A. M. (1997). How do I judge my outcome

when I do not know the outcome of others? The psychology of the fair process effect. Journal of

Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 1034 –1046.

Van den Bos, K., Lind, E. A., & Wilke, H. A. M. (2001). The psychology of procedural and distributive

justice viewed from the perspective of fairness heuristic theory. In R. Cropanzano (Ed.), Justice

in the workplace: Volume 2. From theory to practice (pp. 49–66). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Van den Bos, K., & Miedema, J. (2000). Toward understanding why fairness matters: The influence of

mortality salience on reactions to procedural fairness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-

ogy, 79, 355–366.

Van den Bos, K., & Van Prooijen, J.-W. (2001). Referent cognitions theory: The role of closeness of

reference points in the psychology of voice. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81,

616–626.

Van den Bos, K., Van Schie, E. C. M., & Colenberg, S. E. (in press). Parents’ reactions to child day

care organizations: The influence of perceptions of procedures and the role of organizations’

trustworthiness. Social Justice Research.

Van den Bos, K., Vermunt, R., & Wilke, H. A. M. (1996). The consistency rule and the voice effect: The

influence of expectations on procedural fairness judgements and performance. European Journal

of Social Psychology, 26, 411–428.

Van den Bos, K., Vermunt, R., & Wilke, H. A. M. (1997). Procedural and distributive justice: What is

fair depends more on what comes first than on what comes next. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 72, 95–104.

Van den Bos, K., Wilke, H. A. M., & Lind, E. A. (1998). When do we need procedural fairness?: The

role of trust in authority. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 1449–1458.

Van den Bos, K., Wilke, H. A. M., Lind, E. A., & Vermunt, R. (1998). Evaluating outcomes by means

of the fair process effect: Evidence for different processes in fairness and satisfaction judgments.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 1493–1503.

Van Dijk, E., Wilke, H. A. M., Wilke, M., & Metman, L. (1997). What information do we use in

social dilemmas?: Environmental uncertainty and the employment of coordination rules. Journal

of Experimental Social Psychology, 35, 109–135.

Vermunt, R., Van Knippenberg, D., Van Knippenberg, B., & Blaauw, E. (2001). Self-esteem and

outcome fairness: Differential importance of procedural and outcome considerations. Journal of

Applied Psychology, 86, 621–628.

Vermunt, R., Wit, A., Van den Bos, K., & Lind, A. (1996). The effect of inaccurate procedure on protest:

The mediating role of perceived unfairness and situational self-esteem. Social Justice Research,

9, 109–119.

Walster, E., Berscheid, E., & Walster, G. W. (1973). New directions in equity research. Journal of

Personality and Social Psychology, 25, 151–176.

Walster, E., Walster, G. W., & Berscheid, E. (1978). Equity: Theory and research. Boston: Allyn &

Bacon.

Winder, A. B., Kerkhof, P., & Klandermans, P. G. (1999). Werknemers over de OR: Vragen over

effectiviteit, communicatie en rechtvaardigheid [Employees about work councils: Questions about

effectiveness, communication, and justice]. The Hague, The Netherlands: A+O Fonds Gemeenten.

Wright, R. (1994). The moral animal: Why we are the way we are—The new science of evolutionary

psychology. New York: Pantheon.



COGNITION IN PERSUASION:

AN ANALYSIS OF INFORMATION

PROCESSING IN RESPONSE TO

PERSUASIVE COMMUNICATIONS

Dolores Albarracı́n

I. Introduction

Many decades of persuasion research have provided insights into the cognitive

processes that mediate the impact of a communication (see Wood, 2000). Many

of these processes were identified over 30 years ago by McGuire (1968a, 1968b,

1972; for reviews, see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty, Priester, & Wegener, 1994).

He proposed that the impact of a persuasive message depends on the completion of

a series of stages, including exposure to the communication, attention, comprehen-

sion, yielding, retention, and behavior. In this model, the probability of occurrence

of each particular cognitive activity depends on the completion of the previous

activities. Consequently, failure at any of these stages implies an interruption of

the persuasion process as a whole and of the ultimate impact of the message on

recipients’ actions.

Perhaps ironically, research following McGuire’s seminal analysis has not ex-

panded on the various stages of processing he identified or examined the manner

in which they interface. In contrast, it has ignored many of the processes he de-

scribed originally while failing to specify others, particularly the nature of yield-

ing. In fact, a simplification of his original model, proposed by McGuire (1968a)

himself, abandoned the distinction between exposure, attention, and comprehen-

sion and proposed a single stage comprising all aspects of message reception.

Retention and behavior were excluded as irrelevant to most laboratory studies of

persuasion, and yielding remained the other critical processing stage. In the new

framework, the probability of actual influence is a joint function of the proba-

bility of receiving the message and the probability of yielding to the message

recommendation once its content has been received.

Still more recent conceptualizations have ignored reception processes altogether

and focused almost exclusively on yielding. According to Greenwald (1968; Petty,
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Ostrom, & Brock, 1981), people actively relate the arguments contained in a com-

munication to their beliefs and feelings about these arguments, and prior knowl-

edge is more influential than the content of the persuasive message. The idea of

yielding as an active process of cognitive responding had important implications

for the persuasion research developed in recent decades. For example, it gave way

to the use of thought-listing procedures (see Greenwald, 1968) to study persua-

sion and often led to a characterization of research that employs this methodology

as “process-oriented.” It also influenced Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986a, 1986b;

see also Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989; Chen & Chaiken,

1999) theorizing on the ways in which a communication has an influence. Accord-

ing to Petty and Cacioppo (1986a,1986b) as well as Chaiken (1980), a persua-

sive communication can generate issue-relevant thoughts and influence attitudes

via these thoughts. However, when people have neither the ability nor the mo-

tivation to think about the issues discussed in the message, they may still use

information (e.g., number of arguments, their past behavior, or the affect they

experience at the time) that can help them make a decision without having to

think about the issues at hand with any depth (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a,

1986b).

The aforementioned models all contributed to the understanding of persuasion

processes to date. However, one limitation of the existing theories of persuasion

(e.g., Chaiken, 1980; Kruglanski, Thompson, & Spiegel, 1999; McGuire, 1968a;

Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b) is that they do not specify how people search for

the bases of information they use in judgment. For example, both the elaboration

likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b) and the heuristic systematic

model (Chaiken, 1980) maintain that message recipients who have the ability

and motivation to think about the persuasive message base their attitudes on the

arguments contained in the message. In contrast, recipients who are unable or do

not bother to think about the message content generally use other, less relevant

cues as a basis for judgment (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b). What is absent

from these models is an articulation of how message recipients determine what

information to use. Do people perform a selection of information beforehand? Or

are all bases of information examined and some discarded for the sake of simplicity

or in light of other standards?

The conceptualization we propose in this chapter, like McGuire’s (1968a), as-

sumes that the processing of a persuasive communication occurs in a series of

stages. However, it specifies the mechanisms that are involved in the selection of

different subsets of information that become relevant as people process a persua-

sive message. The sequence we propose is consistent with general conceptualiza-

tions of information processing (see, e.g., Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Wyer & Srull,

1989) and comprises interpretation of information, retrieval of information from

memory, and selection and use of available information as a basis for judgment.

Thus, people need to identify or direct attention to potential information that is
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available at the time and assess the extent to which this information is relevant to

the judgment they are about to make.

For example, the attitude toward the issue a message advocates is often informed

by the affective implications of the message arguments. However, affect deriving

from other sources can have strong influences as well. Thus, pleasant music in

a commercial may be objectively irrelevant to the merits of a product but can

still generate favorable attitudes toward the product provided the positive affect it

induces biases recipients’ judgments (for a comprehensive review of the influences

of affect, see Clore, Schwarz, & Conway, 1994). The mechanisms that underlie

the influence of affect in persuasion are most likely to involve the use of affect

as information (Schwarz & Clore, 1983; see also Cohen, 1990; DeSteno, Petty,

Wegener, & Rucker, 2000; Ottatti & Isbell, 1996; Wyer & Carlston, 1979).1 When

message recipients are able and motivated to think about the information available

at the time, they are likely to identify or direct attention to the arguments in

the persuasive message and their own affective reactions as potential criteria for

judging the validity of the message advocacy. They may then judge the arguments

contained in the message to be relevant but discount their extraneous affective

reactions as coming from their mood. Both moderate and extreme decreases in

ability and motivation are likely to reduce the influence of argument strength. That

is, any decrease in ability and motivation is likely to decrease the probability of

(a) identifying the arguments contained in the message and (b) deciding that these

arguments are relevant. In contrast, the influence of ability and motivation on the

use of other, less relevant information may be curvilinear. That is, when people can

exert moderate amounts of thought, they may identify their extraneous affective

reactions but fail to discount them. In contrast, when ability and motivation are

low, they may not identify their affective reactions to begin with, and so their mood

may have no influence.

Once recipients of a persuasive message select their decision bases, they are

likely to judge the implications of performing the behavior the message recom-

mends. Consider a message that recommends a given course of action and presents

1People’s attitudes toward the behavior advocated in a persuasive message may be informed by affect

from two sources. For example, the mere mention of the behavior being advocated may spontaneously

elicit affect, and this affect might contribute to one’s reported attitude toward the behavior independent

of the implications of the message content. Both Bargh (1997) and Fazio (1990) report evidence that

mere exposure to an attitude object (e.g., the behavior the message recommends) can be sufficient

to stimulate a spontaneous evaluative reaction to it. Transitory situational factors that are objectively

irrelevant to the message may elicit affect that recipients experience and attribute to the behavior

the message advocates. As several studies by Schwarz and his colleagues indicate (for reviews, see

Clore et al., 1994; Schwarz, Bless, & Bohner, 1991; Schwarz & Clore, 1996), people cannot always

distinguish between the affect that is elicited by a particular referent and the affect they happen to

be experiencing for other reasons (e.g., the weather, music, or a recalled past experience). In those

situations, affect can inform attitudes and be reflected in behavioral intentions and actual behavior

decisions as well (see Albarracı́n & Wyer, 2001).
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arguments that the behavior will have positive consequences. The present concep-

tualization asserts that recipients may (a) assess the likelihood that these outcomes

will actually occur as a result of the behavior (outcome beliefs) and (b) estimate

their desirability (outcome evaluations). The implications of beliefs and evalu-

ations may then be combined to form an attitude in the manner postulated by

Fishbein and Ajzen (1975). This attitude, along with other possible elements (e.g.,

social norms or perceptions of control; see Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & Madden, 1986;

Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) may influence the recipients’ intention to perform the

behavior, and this intention may later provide the basis for their actual behavior

decisions.

There are two important considerations in relation to the model we propose.

Although this model resembles Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) conceptualization,

Fishbein and Middlestadt (1995) have explicitly stated that their approach is

not a description of the processes that take place but a convenient computa-

tional device for researchers interested in predicting attitudes and behavior. In

contrast, the proposed model ( just like McGuire’s 1985 model) assumes that

this sequence does reflect the causal reality of responses to a behavior-related

message.

Furthermore, unlike other stage-processing models (e.g., McGuire, 1972), the

proposed conceptualization of persuasion assumes that the different stages can be

bypassed. For example, people are often influenced by the behaviors they perform

(Albarracı́n & Wyer, 2000). In those conditions, they often infer that they have

an attitude that is consistent with a behavior they performed in the past, and this

attitude guides their future actions. Similarly, people’s attitudes may be based on

the extraneous affect they experience at a given time, and these attitudes may

then influence their confidence that the behavior will yield positive outcomes. In

fact, bypassing stages may lead to greater impact of an intervention because it

reduces the likelihood that the processing sequence will be disrupted prematurely.

Moreover, impact on stages that are more advanced in the sequence (e.g., attitudes)

can lead to greater maintenance of change because such impact provides easy-to-

remember information that can be used as a basis for future actions.

In this chapter, we have organized the different implications of the proposed

model into seven postulates. These postulates are presented in Table I. The first

four postulates define stages of processing and the way in which information

from memory is selected and used in persuasion. Postulate 5 describes judgment

and behavior processes once the information has been selected. The remaining

two postulates concern resolution of cognitive conflict and maintenance and de-

cay of change over time. After presenting each postulate and the evidence that

suggests its validity, we review traditional conceptualizations of persuasion and

indicate how the proposed model either differs from or extends past research and

theory.
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TABLE I

POSTULATES

Number Postulate

1 The processing of a communication occurs in a series of stages that involve information

interpretation; retrieval of prior knowledge from memory; and identification, selection,

and use of information as a basis for judgment. Decreases in ability and motivation to

think about the information can disrupt processing at any stage.

2 Recipients of a persuasive communication interpret the arguments of the persuasive

message as well as other information that is available at the time (e.g., characteristics of

the source, past behavior, or extraneous affect). Decreases in ability and motivation are

likely to first affect the processing of information that is more difficult to interpret and

then the processing of information that is easier to interpret.

3 Recipients of a persuasive communication retrieve information from prior knowledge

primarily to validate or refute information they receive. Thus, they are more likely to

think about the information contained in the message than about issue-relevant

knowledge that is not directly related to the message content.

4 Recipients of a persuasive communication identify potential bases for judgment and then

select information on the basis of relevance. Consequently, decreases in ability and

motivation can lead to a linear reduction in the influence of the arguments contained in

the message but to a nonmonotonic impact on the influence of less relevant information.

5 Recipients of a persuasive communication may form beliefs in and evaluations of the

content of the message and integrate this and other information (e.g., extraneous affect)

into attitudes. They may then develop intentions to engage in the action the message

implies. However, these stages can be bypassed and their order altered.

6 When recipients of a persuasive communication detect conflict at the time they process

the communication, they may analyze the information contained in the message in a

more careful way. When they detect conflict after the message has been received, they

may integrate the information to generate an attitude towards the issues of concern.

7 Communications that have a direct impact on a stage closer to the behavior lead to greater

change maintenance than communications that have an impact on an early stage.

II. Interpretation, Identification, and Selection

of Information in Persuasion

A. PROCESSING OCCURS IN STAGES

Individuals who are exposed to a persuasive message are not passive recipients

of information. Instead, they sequentially transform the available information into

mental representations (McGuire, 1968a; Srull, 1981; Wyer & Srull, 1989). That

is, recipients of a persuasive communication first interpret the arguments contained

in the persuasive message and any other information that is available at the time
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Fig. 1. Stage processing in persuasion.

(e.g., characteristics of the source, their own behavior in the past, or the affect

they experience momentarily). In doing so, they retrieve representations from

permanent memory that facilitate the interpretation of the information available at

the time. They then identify or direct attention to elements among the information

they received or retrieved from memory and select those they judge relevant to

the judgment they are about to make. A graphic representation of these processes

appears in Fig. 1. As is shown in our description of the subsequent postulates in

Table I, decreases in ability and motivation can affect information processing at

all stages and, consequently, performance of the behavior the message suggests.

Postulate 1: The processing of a communication occurs in a series of

stages that involve information interpretation; retrieval of prior knowledge

from memory; and identification, selection, and use of information as a

basis for judgment. Decreases in ability and motivation to think about the

information can disrupt processing at any stage.

In many ways, Postulate 1 is a generalization of subsequent postulates in the

model, particularly Postulate 5. Its generality, however, implies that the impact

of a persuasive message depends on general principles of information processing

(Chaiken, 1980). Thus, recipients of a persuasive message interpret available infor-

mation and then identify and select information for judgment. Without a doubt, the

way in which they perform each activity depends on their ability and motivation

to think about the information they receive. However, the effects of decreases in

ability and motivation on the interpretation of information differ from their effects

on the identification and selection of bases for judgment. We elaborate on these

contingencies in reference to other postulates.

B. INTERPRETATION OF INFORMATION IN PERSUASION

Recipients of a communication can be influenced by the arguments of the per-

suasive message or by other information that is available at the time (e.g., char-

acteristics of the source or the affect they experience for reasons unrelated to

the message). However, for information to have an influence, it must first be in-

terpreted. Imagine that people encounter an ad promoting a Christmas sale at

a clothing store. After the input information undergoes some low-level, sensory
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interpretation, recipients are likely to understand the message arguments in terms

of semantic concepts (“sale,” “fashion,” “designer,” “winter,” “collection”) that

are available from permanent memory.

Decreases in ability and motivation may disrupt the interpretation of informa-

tion. That is, people may interpret information more effectively when they have

ability and motivation to think about it than when they do not. However, decreases

in capacity and motivation should first affect the processing of information that is

more difficult to interpret and then the information that is easier to interpret. For

example, greater decreases in ability and motivation may be necessary to disrupt

the interpretation of affect than to disrupt the interpretation of the message argu-

ments. In any event, the interpretations of the arguments are readily available to

make judgments about the advocacy of the persuasive message. Other information

experienced at the time (e.g., extraneous affect) or retrieved from memory (e.g.,

the recipients’ prior actions) may become available as well.

Postulate 2: Recipients of a persuasive communication interpret the ar-

guments of the persuasive message as well as other information that is

available at the time (e.g., characteristics of the source, past behaviors, or

extraneous affect). Decreases in ability and motivation are likely to more

difficult to interpret and then the processing of information that is easier

to first affect the processing of information that is interpret.

One important implication of Postulate 2 is that people are likely to need more

ability and motivation to interpret complex information than to process easier

materials. A recent confirmation of this possibility was provided by Thompson

and Kruglanski (2000). They showed that any information is easier to process

when presented in simple, short arguments than when presented in more elabo-

rate formats. In the first experiment of their series, participants read either long,

detailed arguments advocating a tuition increase at their university or brief, easy-

to-comprehend reasons why the policy should be instituted. Participants were more

influenced by elaborate arguments when they were able to carefully think about the

arguments in the message than when they did not (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a,

1986b). Correspondingly, they were more influenced by short arguments when

their ability to think about them was low than when it was high.

In their second experiment, Thompson and Kruglanski (2000) found that de-

creases in ability or motivation could also disrupt the interpretation of descriptions

of the message source. Thus, participants were more influenced by elaborate de-

scriptions of the message source when their ability to think about the information

was high than when it was low. In contrast, they were more influenced by short

descriptions of the source when their ability to think about the information was

low than when it was high. Therefore, they concluded that information complexity
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can affect comprehension of various types of materials, although it has a higher

influence when ability and motivation are low than when they are high.

C. RECALL OF INFORMATION FROM PRIOR

KNOWLEDGE IN PERSUASION

Recipients of a communication retrieve information from prior knowledge as

they validate the information they receive. Prior knowledge can serve several func-

tions. For example, it can supply evidence to affirm or refute the arguments in the

message. Thus, if a message argues that condoms provide 100% protection against

HIV (human immunodeficiency virus), recipients who are aware of actual rates

of effectiveness are likely to refute the argument. In addition, message recipients

may bring up material that the message failed to mention and this material can be

either in line with or in opposition to the message advocacy. For example, they

may recall that condom use also prevents infection with hepatitis B or that their

partner dislikes condoms. Such bolstering and counterarguing based on materi-

als not mentioned in the message could, of course, influence people’s attitudes in

response to the message.

The two functions of prior knowledge, however, may not be equally important.

That is, message recipients presumably retrieve prior knowledge in the process of

validating or refuting material they receive (e.g., representations of the arguments

contained in the message). Consequently, prior knowledge may be used primarily

to validate or refute material received at the time (see Wyer & Radavanski, 1999)

and only occasionally as a source of contents that do not directly bear on the

validity of the message arguments.

Postulate 3: Recipients of a persuasive communication retrieve infor-

mation from prior knowledge primarily to validate or refute information

they receive. Thus, they are more likely to think about the information

contained in the message than about issue-relevant knowledge that is not

directly related to the message content.

To reiterate, Postulate 3 implies that people who receive a persuasive com-

munication retrieve prior knowledge, primarily to validate or refute information

received at the time. Thus, recipients of a persuasive communication may com-

pare the message arguments about potential outcomes of the behavior with their

prior knowledge about those outcomes. If prior knowledge validates the arguments

contained in the message, recipients are likely to believe in them. In contrast, peo-

ple are likely to refute the message when they detect inconsistencies between the

information presented in the message and their prior knowledge about the issues.
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The implication of this postulate is that prior knowledge that bears on the argu-

ments contained in the message is likely to be more influential than prior knowledge

on issues not directly addressed in the message. Although this corollary may ap-

pear trivial, other researchers have maintained that prior knowledge about issues

that the message fails to mention is more consequential than beliefs in and evalu-

ations of the message arguments (see, e.g., Greenwald, 1968). For example, it is

possible that recipients of a persuasive message may suspect that arguments that

are contrary to the message advocacy have been left out. In this case, recipients

may retrieve prior knowledge and reject single-sided messages.

Two types of research suggest that people are more likely to validate and refute

the information received at a particular time than to retrieve material about con-

tents not mentioned in the persuasive message. First, McGuire’s (1964) work on

resistance to persuasion suggests that people resist a counterattitudinal message

most effectively when they are exposed to refutations of the arguments prior to en-

countering these arguments. In contrast, the sole availability of evidence in support

of one’s attitudes fails to inoculate message recipients against subsequent attacks.

Consequently, they are less able to resist future attacks relative to recipients who

were previously exposed to refutations of the message arguments.

Now, consider McGuire and Papageorgis’ (1961) inoculation research in the

context of our model. In their research, participants received arguments against a

deeply held but weakly supported belief (i.e., truism; e.g., brushing one’s teeth fre-

quently is beneficial). Prior to the attack, however, recipients received information

that (a) refuted these arguments (refutational-same conditions), (b) refuted other

arguments in support of the truism (refutational-other conditions), (c) attacked the

truism but presented no specific information, or (d) neither attacked the truism nor

presented information. Findings indicated that recipients who received a refuta-

tion of the arguments in the message (refutational-same conditions) resisted change

more successfully than participants who either refuted other arguments or engaged

in no refutation prior to receiving the message. To this extent, it appears that prior

knowledge confers most resistance when it has direct implications for the interpre-

tation of the content of the message (refutational-same conditions). However, the

influence of prior knowledge is presumably weaker when it does not bear directly

on the arguments of the persuasive message (refutational-other conditions).

If it is true that recipients of a persuasive communication retrieve prior knowl-

edge to validate information they receive, they should generate more thoughts

about the source of the message and the arguments contained in it than about

issue-relevant knowledge that is not directly related to the message content. Data

collected by Roberts and Maccoby (1973) provide support for this possibility.

Participants in their study received a message advocating exclusion of all editorial

and persuasive material from the news media. Some of these participants listed

their thoughts at the time they listened to the message. Of these thoughts, only 23%

were generated on the basis of contents not discussed in the message, whereas the
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remaining 77% concerned the message arguments, conclusion and source (62, 4,

and 11%, respectively).

Another implication of our understanding of the use of prior knowledge in

persuasion is that people’ postmessage attitudes should be based to a greater extent

on their beliefs and evaluations of arguments contained in the message than on

issue-relevant beliefs and evaluations not implied in the message. Data reported

by Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001) shed light on this problem and are summarized in

Table II. Participants in this study read a persuasive message advocating support

for comprehensive exams in conditions of either low or high distraction. They then

reported their attitudes toward the behavior, their intentions to support the policy

in an upcoming referendum, and their beliefs in and evaluations of outcomes of

comprehensive exams. The outcomes included in the questionnaire comprised

(a) those mentioned in the message (message-based) as well as (b) others elicited

in an independent group of participants who read the message and then listed

their thoughts (knowledge-based). Measures of message-based cognitions were

created by weighting each belief in the outcomes mentioned in the message by

the corresponding evaluation and then summing these products over outcomes

(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). Measures of knowledge-based cognitions were created

by applying the same procedure to beliefs in and evaluations of outcomes suggested

by prior knowledge.

The correlations of attitudes with message- and knowledge-based cognitions

appear on the righthand column of Table II. Across the two levels of distraction, the

attitudes participants reported correlated mean r = .65 (p < .01) with cognitions

about message-based outcomes, but only r = .32 (p < .05) with predicted values

based on cognitions about knowledge-based outcomes. These differences must be

evaluated in relation to analogous data from an independent group of participants

who did not read the persuasive message (see control conditions in Table II). The

attitudes reported by these control participants were correlated only r = .18 (ns)

with beliefs and evaluations of the consequences discussed in the messages they

did not receive, but r = .47 (p < .05) with cognitions about consequences that

were likely to come to mind spontaneously. Thus, relative to message-recipients,

participants who had not read a persuasive message and were asked to think about

comprehensive exams based their attitudes primarily on beliefs and evaluations

concerning outcomes of the policy suggested by prior knowledge.

The finding that knowledge-based cognitions are weakly correlated with at-

titudes when people receive a persuasive message has been replicated in other

studies. For example, Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001) conducted another experiment

(Experiment 3, see Table II) in which participants read different versions of the

persuasive message and then reported outcome beliefs and evaluations that could

be based either on the message or on prior knowledge. In this study, partici-

pants were given 10 min to read the persuasive message (instead of 5 min as in

Experiment 1). As before, attitudes were more strongly correlated with message-

based cognitions than with knowledge-based outcome beliefs and evaluations.



COGNITION IN PERSUASION 71

TABLE II

PROPORTIONS OF MESSAGE- AND KNOWLEDGE-BASED COGNITIONS AND CORRELATIONS WITH

ATTITUDES: GREENWALD (1968), ALBARRACÍN AND WYER (2001), AND ALBARRACÍN, KUMKALE,

AND MCNATT (2000)

Source % r

Message-based cognitions

Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001; scale-based measures)

Experiment 1 (Short time)

Low-distraction — .75∗∗∗

High-distraction — .54∗∗∗

Control — .18

Experiment 3 (Long time)

Low-distraction — .31∗∗∗

High-distraction — .49∗∗∗

Greenwald (1968; all groups, thought-listing measures)a

Message (N = 190)

Externally originated 15 .14∗∗

Recipient-modified 29 .32∗∗∗

Control (N = 45)

Externally originated 07 .15∗∗

Recipient-modified 21 .24∗∗∗

Albarracı́n, Kumkale, and McNatt (2000)b

Thoughts about outcomes and attributes mentioned in the message 23 .50∗∗∗

Scale-based measures of message-based outcome cognitions — .55∗∗∗

Knowledge-based cognitions

Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001; scale-based measures)

Experiment 1 (Short time)

Low-distraction — .26

High-distraction — .38∗∗

Control — .47∗

Experiment 3 (long time)

Low-distraction — .07

High-distraction — .40∗∗∗

Greenwald (1968; all groups, thought-listing measures)

Message 56 .55∗∗∗

Control 73 .61∗∗∗

Albarracı́n, Kumkale, and McNatt (2000)b

Thoughts about outcomes or attributes of the policy not mentioned in the message 26 .11

Thoughts about attitudes towards the policy 21 .30∗∗

Thoughts about attitudes towards the message 19 .39∗∗∗

Scale-based measures of knowledge-based outcome cognitions — .36∗∗

a Correlations and proportions represent the average of all groups reported by Greenwald (1968).
b Thought-listing indexes for each category were created by subtracting number of negative positive

thoughts from number of positive thoughts and dividing this difference by the number of total thoughts.
∗p < .05.
∗∗p < .01.
∗∗∗p < .001.
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That is, giving participants more time to read the message did not increase the use

of prior knowledge as a basis for attitudes.

It is of course possible that familiarity with the message topic and strength of

related attitudes may increase the retrieval of prior knowledge that is not directly

relevant to the arguments contained in the communication. For example, when

people are very familiar with a topic, other material may be readily accessible and

come into play as they validate the arguments in the message. In fact, prior research

with familiar topics has shown that participants’ knowledge of issues not addressed

in the message were more influential than the content of the communication (see

e.g., Greenwald, 1968). However, as we show presently, these conclusions may

be greatly biased by the procedures used to measure thoughts based on prior

knowledge.

D. IDENTIFICATION AND SELECTION OF INFORMATION

IN PERSUASION

1. Identification and Selection Processes

The model proposed in this chapter assumes that recipients of a persuasive mes-

sage must first interpret the information that is available at the time. They should

then identify or direct attention to pieces of information and select them as basis

for judgment. Imagine that the recipients of the Christmas ad in our earlier example

need to decide whether to shop at the store promoted in the ad. Their probability of

identifying (a) the arguments mentioned in the ad and (b) their extraneous affective

reactions increases with the salience of the message information (Higgins, 1996)

and the number of affective representations that exist in working memory (Wyer

& Srull, 1989). The identification process directs recipients’ attention to poten-

tial bases for judgments in the context of goal-directed processing and built-in

procedures of attitude formation (see, e.g., Wyer & Srull, 1989). These procedures

can generally be executed without awareness, although they can also operate under

conscious monitoring (see Smith, 1994). In either case, they require some cognitive

capacity and motivation to operate. In general, the effects of ability and motivation

on the likelihood of identifying each type of information should be similar across

different information. That is, decreases in ability and motivation may impede

directing attention to the content of the message as well as other information, such

as extraneous affective reactions (for related claims, see Gilbert & Hixon, 1991).

Suppose people have enough ability and motivation to identify beliefs in and

evaluations of the outcomes described in the communication as well as represen-

tations of their extraneous affective reactions. Once they identify this information,

they are likely to evaluate it vis-à-vis relevance criteria and to use the material that

they deem relevant while they discount subjectively- irrelevant material. Material

is likely to appear relevant when the affect it generates can be linked to the per-

suasive communication. In contrast, information is likely to be judged irrelevant
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when the feelings it generates have sources other than the persuasive message. For

example, recipients of the Christmas sale advertisement are likely to decide that

price and quality information is relevant and form attitudes on that basis. Corre-

spondingly, they may deem affective reactions based on their mood irrelevant and

not use them as a basis for attitudes.

It is important to note that, in combination, the mechanisms of information

identification and selection imply that decreases in ability and motivation are likely

to reduce the influence of the arguments contained in the message in a monotonic

fashion. Generally, a decrease in the likelihood of identifying and establishing the

relevance of the information contained in the persuasive arguments should decrease

the impact of this information. However, the influence of ability and motivation

on the use of other information, such as one’s extraneous affective reactions, is

expected to be curvilinear. That is, moderate decreases in ability and motivation

should increase the influence of a less relevant cue to the extent that they prevent

message recipients from assessing the low relevance of the information. However,

more intense decreases in ability and motivation may decrease the likelihood of

identifying the information to begin with, thus disrupting the influence of the cue

altogether.

Postulate 4: Recipients of a persuasive communication identify potential

bases for judgment and then select information on the basis of relevance.

Consequently, decreases in ability and motivation can lead to a linear

reduction in the influence of the arguments contained in the message but

to a nonmonotonic impact on the influence of less relevant information.

The main implication of this postulate is that people’s ability and motivation

to think about the information do not produce monotonic effects in all cases. For

example, the elaboration likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b) as-

sumes that people in high ability and motivation conditions typically pay attention

to the arguments in the persuasive message, whereas message recipients in low

ability and motivation conditions use peripheral cues as information. According

Postulate 4, however, such assumptions may not be warranted.

Another important implication of this postulate is that relevant information is

generally associated with the arguments in the persuasive message and less relevant

information is broadly related to the concept of peripheral cues to persuasion (see

Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b). However, this need not always be the case. For

example, the expertise of a communication source is typically conceptualized as

a peripheral cue. Sometimes, however, source factors are relevant to determine

the credibility of the arguments in the persuasive message and their effects can be

mediated by changes in outcome beliefs and evaluations (see also Petty & Wegener,

1999). In these cases, the influence of the source may decrease linearly when

people cannot identify the information or assess its relevance. In a similar way,
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the arguments mentioned in a message may be less relevant that other information

the communication contains. For example, if a message contains both weak and

strong arguments, recipients may deem weak arguments to be less relevant sources

of judgment than strong appeals. Therefore, decreases in motivation and ability

could have a curvilinear impact on the influence of weak arguments (see, e.g.,

Petty, Wells, & Brock, 1976).

In the research we describe presently, message recipients could base their judg-

ment on the arguments contained in the message and on the extraneous affect

they experienced at the time. In these conditions, the arguments of the persuasive

message are likely to be judged as more relevant than the extraneous affect they

happen to experience at the time. We present data bearing on this possibility in the

next sections.

2. Empirical Support

Research by Albarracı́n and Kumkale (2000) explored identification and selec-

tion of extraneous affect and the arguments contained in a persuasive message. In

their research, participants experiencing a positive or negative affect read a strong

or weak persuasive message that either supported or opposed the institution of

comprehensive exams. To examine the consequences of ability and motivation,

the researchers independently varied both the personal relevance of the message

and the distraction participants experienced at the time they read it. They were

able to observe if their manipulations had linear or nonmonotonic effects on the

influence of extraneous affect and argument strength.

Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2000) conceptualization of affect as information appears

in Fig. 2. They hypothesized that extraneous affect is unlikely to bias judgments

unless people who are about to make a judgment identify or direct attention to it

first. There are three conditions that may allow people to identify their feelings as

a potential source of information. First, people who have both ability and motiva-

tion to think about their affective reactions are likely to easily identify the affect

they experience. Second, recipients who are distracted by environmental infor-

mation may need considerable motivation to assess their affective states but may

Fig. 2. Influence of affect as information in persuasion.
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nevertheless do so successfully. Third, recipients who have ability may identify

their affective reactions even in the absence of motivation, as attentional resources

would be sufficient to identify the information (Clore et al., 1994).

According to Postulate 4, whether recipients who identify their extraneous af-

fective reactions as potential bases for judgment actually use these reactions as

information may also depend on whether they discount these reactions as irrel-

evant. For example, when people have ability and motivation to think about the

information, their attempts to determine the relevance of the affect they experi-

ence are likely to be more successful than when they do not. Consequently, they

are likely to discount extraneous affect as a legitimate basis for their attitudes.

However, when the same recipients have low motivation, they may perform this

analysis less carefully and fail to determine the extraneous source of their feel-

ings. Similarly, people who have motivation but lack ability may be interested in

determining the relevance of their affective reactions but may nevertheless fail to

discount extraneous affect.

The data from the first two experiments reported by Albarracı́n and Kumkale

(2000) are summarized in Table III. In this research, after reading the message,

TABLE III

INFLUENCE OF AFFECT AND ARGUMENT STRENGTH ON ATTITUDES: ALBARRACÍN

AND KUMKALE (2000)

Influence of affect Influence of argument strength

Effects Positive Negative Difference Strong Weak Difference

Experiment 1 (Proattitudinal

message)

High-ability/high-motivation −0.9 0.3 −1.2∗ 0.3 −1.0 1.3∗

High-ability/low-motivation −0.8 −2.0 1.2∗ −0.8 −2.2 1.4∗

Low-ability/high-motivation −0.3 −1.6 1.3∗ −0.3 −1.5 1.2∗

Low-ability/low-motivation −0.4 0.3 −0.7 0.1 −0.3 0.4

Experiment 2

(Counterattitudinal message)

High-ability/high-motivation 2.5 2.9 −0.4 2.9 2.6 0.3

High-ability/low-motivation 2.4 1.3 1.1∗ 2.1 1.6 0.5

Low-ability/high-motivation 2.4 1.6 0.8∗ 2.0 2.0 0

Low-ability/low-motivation 2.1 2.4 −0.3 2.3 2.2 0.1

Note. The message in Experiment 1 argued that the institution of the policy would bring about positive

outcomes, whereas the message in Experiment 2 argued that the exams would trigger undesirable effects.

Mean attitudes denote agreement with the persuasive message in both experiments. Differences represent

the influence of affect and argument strength. The effect of affect is represented with the difference between

attitudes when affect was positive and attitudes when affect was negative. The effect of argument strength

is inferred from the difference between attitudes when the presented arguments were strong and attitudes

when the presented arguments were weak.
∗p < .05.
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Fig. 3. Findings from Albarracı́n and Kumkale (2000): Experiments 1 and 2.

participants reported their attitudes, their perception that the policy would lead to

the outcomes described in the message (i.e., outcome beliefs), and their evaluations

of the desirability of these events (i.e., outcome evaluations). They also reported

their beliefs and evaluations of outcomes that recipients of the messages were

likely to generate spontaneously on the basis of prior knowledge. (Intentions and

actual straw votes in support of the policy were also measured in some of the

experiments.) The mean differences that represent the influence of affect in Fig. 3

clearly suggest that affect biased attitudes when either ability or motivation was

low but not when both were low or both were high.

The data in Table III imply that the influence of argument strength decreased

linearly as motivation and ability decreased. That is, argument strength had an

influence when at least ability or motivation was low. However, when ability and

motivation were both low, argument strength had no influence on attitudes. This

finding suggests that message recipients in low-ability-and-motivation conditions

were unable to form attitudes on the basis of information available at the time.

Supplementary analyses suggested that this inability was present even when par-

ticipants had encoded the arguments in the message.

In sum, the data presented in Table III suggest that people’s ability and motivation

at the time they receive a persuasive message have a curvilinear impact on the

influence of irrelevant affect and a monotonic impact on the influence of argument

strength. An analysis of findings reported by Albarracı́n (1997) and Albarracı́n

and Wyer (2001) leads to the same conclusion. A description of the conditions and

results of interest appears in Table IV. In both cases, the authors induced a positive

or negative mood among participants and then presented strong or weak messages

advocating the institution of comprehensive examinations under conditions of high

or low ability (i.e., low and high distraction). However, the time and the motivation

participants had when they read the messages varied across the experiments in the
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TABLE IV

EFFECTS OF AFFECT AND ARGUMENT STRENGTH ON ATTITUDES: ALBARRACı́N (1997) AND ALBARRACı́N

AND WYER (2001)

Amount of thought

Conditions High Moderate Low

Arrangement of conditions along thought continuum

Albarracı́n’s (1997; short time) Experiment 1

High-ability (high motivation) x — —

Low-ability (low motivation) — — x

Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2001) Experiment 1 (short time; moderate motivation)

High-ability x — —

Low-ability — x —

Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2001) Experiment 3 (long time; moderate motivation)

High-ability x — —

Low-ability — x —

Effect of affect

Albarracı́n’s (1997; short time) Experiment 1

High-ability (high motivation) −0.40 — —

Low-ability (low motivation) — — 0.2

Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2001) Experiment 1 (short time; moderate motivation)

High-ability −0.73 — —

Low-ability — 1.79∗ —

Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2001) Experiment 3 (long time; moderate motivation)

High-ability 0.28 — —

Low-ability — 1.16∗ —

Effect of argument strength

Albarracı́n’s (1997; short time) Experiment 1

High-ability (high motivation) 1.50∗ — —

Low-ability (low motivation) — — 0.3

Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2001) Experiment 1 (short time; moderate motivation)

High-ability 2.61∗ — —

Low-ability — 0.62 —

Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2001) Experiment 3 (long time; moderate motivation)

High-ability 1.05∗ — —

Low-ability — 1.10∗ —

Note. Table entries are mean differences representing the influence of affect and argument strength. The

effect of affect is represented with the difference between attitudes when affect was positive and attitudes

when affect was negative. The effect of argument strength is inferred from the difference between attitudes

when the presented arguments were strong and attitudes when the presented arguments were weak. An “x”

indicates the amount of thought a given condition represents.
∗p < .05.
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two series. In Experiment 1 of Albarracı́n’s doctoral dissertation, all participants

had 5 min to read the message (short time) and received the communication in

conditions of low or high ability (i.e., high or low distraction at the time of the

message presentation). However, in this experiment, motivation was confounded

with ability. That is, participants in high-ability conditions were told that they

would have to take the exams if instituted (high motivation), whereas participants

in conditions of low ability were told that they would not have to take the exams

if instituted (low motivation). In contrast, in Albarracı́n and Wyer’s series, all

participants were told that they would have to vote in a referendum to decide

on the institution of comprehensive exams, although they would not have to take

the exams if the policy were instituted (moderate motivation). However, the time

participants had to read the message was 5 min in Experiment 1 (short time) and

10 min in Experiment 3 (long time). Because of the different time allocations

and the different levels of motivation across the three experiments, the data they

provide in combination offer evidence about the influence of affect and argument

strength over three levels of amount of thought.

The arrangement of conditions from the three experiments along the contin-

uum of amount of thought appears in Table IV. The high level of thought com-

prises (a) the high-ability condition of Albarracı́n’s Experiment 1 (high motivation,

short time), (b) the high-ability condition Albarracı́n and Wyer’s Experiment 1

(moderate motivation, short time) and (c) the high-ability condition of Albarracı́n

and Wyer’s Experiment 3 (moderate motivation, long time). The moderate level

of thought includes (a) the low-ability condition of Albarracı́n and Wyer’s

Experiment 1 (moderate motivation, short time) and (b) the low-ability condi-

tion of Albarracı́n and Wyer’s Experiment 3 (moderate motivation, long time).

The low-ability condition of Albarracı́n’s Experiment 1 represents the low level of

thought (low motivation, short time). A summary of the effects of affect and argu-

ment strength across these three levels appears in the second and third sections of

Table IV. The mean differences we summarized suggest that, whereas the influence

of argument strength was linear, there was a quadratic effect of amount of thought

on the influence of affect across multiple levels of amount of thought. However,

such a pattern may not become apparent when researchers manipulate ability and

motivation over two levels (see, e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b).

III. Stages of Processing in Judgment and Behavior

Once people identify and select potential information, they use it as a basis for

judgments. A behavior-related persuasive message usually consists of assertions

that the behavior being advocated has personally or socially beneficial conse-

quences and can be expected to give rise to cognitions of the type investigated

by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975). For example, they may estimate the likelihood and
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desirability of the consequences the message describes, as well as an overall attitude

toward the behavior being advocated. They may also form behavioral intentions

to either perform or avoid the behavior in the future.

A. INFLUENCES OF AVAILABLE INFORMATION ON

ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOR

Again, a persuasive message designed to modify a target behavior usually

presents information that the target behavior will have positive consequences and

avoid negative consequences. For example, a communication designed to stimulate

consumption of whole-wheat bread is likely to argue that the behavior prevents

colon cancer or obesity. According to the present model, recipients of the message

may (a) assess the likelihood that these outcomes will actually occur as a result

of the behavior (outcome beliefs) and (b) estimate the desirability of these out-

comes (outcome evaluations). In addition, recipients could spontaneously think

of previously unmentioned consequences of the behavior (e.g., less pleasing taste

of whole-wheat bread relative to white bread) and construe the likelihood and

desirability of these consequences as well.

The implications of both message-related and knowledge-based beliefs and

evaluations may then be combined to form an attitude (A). This may be done in

the manner postulated by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975; see also Fishbein & Ajzen,

1974, 1980) as follows:

A = �b × e, (1)

where bi is the belief that the behavior will elicit outcome i and ei is the desirability

of the outcome. This attitude, along with other possible factors (e.g., social norms

or perceptions of control; see Ajzen & Madden, 1986; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975),

may influence the recipients’ intention to perform the behavior, and this intention

may later provide the basis for their future actions (see also McGuire, 1985).

Figure 4 graphically depicts these processes.

Figure 4 suggests that beliefs and evaluations of outcomes (i.e., both message-

and knowledge-based) can be a basis for attitudes and ultimate behavioral de-

cisions. One question is whether outcome-specific beliefs are formed before the

outcomes are evaluated or afterward. On the one hand, message recipients might

first assess the plausibility of an outcome and only assess its desirability if they

believe that the outcome is likely to occur. In these situations, the salient perceived

likelihood of the outcome could bias estimates of its desirability. On the other hand,

outcome-specific evaluations could precede outcome beliefs in the sequence (see,

e.g., Bargh, Chaiken, Govender, & Pratto, 1992). Then, participants’ attitudes and

ultimate behavioral decisions might be based on perceptions that the outcomes

are desirable independent of their likelihood of occurrence (for related issues, see

Killeya & Johnson, 1998).
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Fig. 4. Judgments and behavior.

When recipients of a strong persuasive message process its arguments, they

are likely to form strong beliefs in them as well as favorable evaluations of their

content. Consequently, the attitudes they form should also be influenced by the

strength of the arguments in the message. However, other information available

to recipients when they think about the issues can exert direct (and mediated)

influences on attitudes (see Fig. 4). For example, message recipients may consider

the affect they happen to experience at the time and attribute to their feelings

about the position (Petty, Schuman, Richman, & Strathman, 1993; for a more

general conceptualization of the use of extraneous affect as an informational basis

for judgment, see Schwarz & Clore, 1983).2 By the same token, recipients of a

persuasive message may simply retrieve information that they have performed a

given behavior in the past and infer that they have a positive attitude toward the

behavior (see, e.g., Bem, 1965, 1972).

As shown in Fig. 4, people may base their attitudes on information other than the

message and independent of outcome beliefs and evaluations. In these situations,

however, their attitudes could have reciprocal effects on their cognitions about the

behavior’s specific outcomes (Rosenberg, 1960). McGuire and McGuire (1991),

for example, identified tendencies to engage in both wishful thinking (i.e., increas-

ing one’s perception that a desirable event will occur or that an undesirable event

is unlikely) and rationalization (i.e., increasing one’s perception that a likely event

is desirable or that an unlikely event is undesirable). Thus, participants in one of

their studies received information that experts judged an event (e.g., development

of a vaccine) to be either positive or negative. They then judged the likelihood of

2Forgas (1995; see also Forgas & Bower, 1987) has proposed that affect could also influence the

retrieval of material from prior knowledge. However, a recent review by Wyer, Clore, and Isbell (1999)

concluded that these effects are more adequately explained as informational.
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the event to be higher when they had received information that the event was desir-

able than when they were told that it was undesirable (M = .50 vs .37, p < .001).

These findings suggest that although outcome beliefs and evaluations may be de-

terminants of attitudes under some conditions, outcome cognitions could also be

the result of previously formed attitudes.

Postulate 5: Recipients of a persuasive communication may form beliefs

in and evaluations of the content of the message, and integrate this and

other information (e.g., extraneous affect) into attitudes. They may then

develop intentions to engage in the action the message implies. However,

these stages can be bypassed and their order altered.

Clearly the model in Fig. 4 resembles Fishbein and Ajzen’s conceptualization.

However, Fishbein and Middlestadt (1995) have explicitly said that their approach

is not a description of cognitive processes. Even if it were, they never considered

the possibility that people may rationalize their attitudes by adjusting their out-

come beliefs and evaluations to be consistent with these attitudes. In contrast, the

proposed model assumes that attitudes can be based on information other than out-

come beliefs and evaluations and that these attitudes can exert reciprocal influences

on these cognitions at a later time.

B. EMPIRICAL SUPPORT

There are two series of studies that support the plausibility of the model in

Fig. 4. First, Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001) conducted three experiments in which

they investigated the cognitive sequence that people engage in when they receive

a persuasive message. They found that people who are able to think about the

arguments contained in the message formed beliefs and evaluations of behavioral

outcomes first and then integrated the implications of these cognitions into their

attitudes. However, this sequence was interrupted when message recipients were

distracted, and there were reciprocal influences of attitudes on outcome beliefs and

evaluations. In addition, Albarracı́n and Wyer (2000) investigated the informational

influences of past behavior on people’s attitudes. In this research, they induced par-

ticipants to believe that they had performed a behavior outside of awareness and

measured the effects of this information on beliefs in and evaluations of the out-

comes of the behavior as well as attitudes, intentions, and overt actions. In both

series of experiments, Albarracı́n and Wyer manipulated the distraction partici-

pants experienced. By inducing distraction, they were able to observe the extent to

which people were able to form outcome beliefs and evaluations and to distinguish

this process from more direct influences of affect and past behavior on attitudes

(see Fig. 4).
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1. Responses to a Persuasive Communication

In Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2001) research, participants who had been induced to

feel either happy or unhappy by writing about a past experience were asked to read

a persuasive communication urging support for the institution of comprehensive

examinations. The communication contained either strong or weak arguments

that the adoption of the policy would have positive outcomes. It was moderate

in relevance because it suggested that only future students would have to take

the exams if instituted, but that current students would nevertheless vote on a

referendum to decide whether the policy should be adopted. Some participants

were distracted while listening to the message, whereas others were not. They then

reported their attitudes toward voting in favor of the exams on the referendum and

their intentions to do so, as well as the likelihood and desirability of consequences

of this behavior. Attitudes were reported on a scale from −5 (e.g., unpleasant) to

+5 (e.g., pleasant), intentions and beliefs were reported on a scale from 0 (not at

all likely) to 10 (extremely likely), and evaluations were reported on a scale from

−5 (dislike) to +5 (like). Both experiments were identical in all respects except that

the time participants had to read the message comprised 5 or 10 min, respectively.

Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001) gained insight into the cognitive activities that

mediated attitudes and intentions by investigating the effect of distraction on judg-

ments, by examining the time participants took to make these judgments, and by

employing path analyses to infer the causal relations of the cognitions participants

reported. For example, they reasoned that the introduction of extreme levels of

distraction may disrupt all cognitive activities. However, when distraction is not

sufficiently high to prevent processing of the message altogether, it may still de-

crease the completion of some activities. Arguably, people who are distracted could

complete the first stage of the sequence but may be unable to perform subsequent

activities. For example, recipients of a persuasive message may use the arguments

contained in the message as a basis for their beliefs and evaluations. Once they

have formed beliefs and evaluations, they may summarize this information into

more general attitudes. In these situations, distraction could decrease the influence

of argument strength on attitudes but not its influence on beliefs and evaluations.

By examining whether distraction moderates the impact of argument strength on

different variables, the authors gained insight into the sequence of processes that

mediate the formation of attitudes in the absence of distraction (for similar criteria

in other domains, see Festinger & Maccoby, 1964; Gilbert, 1991; Martin, Seta,

& Crelia, 1990; Petty, Wells, & Brock, 1976; Petty, Priester, & Wegener, 1994,

1990; Srull, 1981; Swann, Hixon, Stein-Seroussi, & Gilbert, 1990; Wyer & Martin,

1986).

a. The Influence of Argument Strength and Distraction. The effects of argument

strength in Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2001) first experiment appear on the left side

of Table V, organized by different levels of distraction. The table contains mean



TABLE V

EFFECTS OF ARGUMENT STRENGTH ON BEHAVIOR-RELATED COGNITIONS: EXPERIMENTS 1 AND 3 (ALBARRACÍN AND WYER, 2001)

Experiment 1 (Short time) Experiment 3 (Longer time)

Distraction F (1, 73) F (1, 153)

Variables High Low Main effect Interaction High Low Main effect Interaction

Message-based

Beliefs 2.10 2.08 25.89∗∗∗ 0.02 1.48 2.34 52.80∗∗∗ 2.71

Evaluations 3.22 4.33 88.45∗∗∗ 2.23 3.48 3.75 191.07∗∗∗ 0.25

Predicted attitudes 104.06 70.95 71.97∗∗∗ 0.29 76.28 43.75 133.23∗∗∗ 1.35

Knowledge-based

Beliefs −0.84 −1.63 11.03∗∗∗ 2.97 −0.33 2.29 0.01 1.20

Evaluations −0.50 1.02 9.67∗∗∗ 5.30∗ −0.29 −0.67 2.90 0.38

Predicted attitudes −24.06 20.35 0.12 0.04 −40.33 −5.6 2.99 0.03

Attitudes 0.62 2.61 15.39∗∗∗ 5.82∗ 1.10 1.05 10.72∗∗∗ 0.01

Intentions 1.77 3.91 25.93∗∗∗ 3.69∗ 2.05 3.16 29.17∗∗∗ 1.34

Behaviora 0.38 0.51 21.42∗∗∗ 0.47 .26 .46 23.79∗∗∗ 1.67

Note. Motivation was moderate in all conditions. Mean differences are based on cases with complete data. The effect of argument strength is inferred

from the difference between judgments or behavior when the presented arguments were strong and judgments or behavior when the presented arguments

were weak. FMain effect indicates the influence of argument strength, whereas FInteraction indicates the combined influence of argument strength or affect

with distraction.
a Behavior is expressed as proportion of participants who voted in favor of the institution of comprehensive examinations.
∗p < .05.
∗∗∗p < .001.
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differences that represent the influence of argument strength. Greater numbers

indicate stronger influences of argument strength on the dependent measure of

interest. In addition, the table presents the statistical tests for the main effect of

argument strength and the interaction between argument strength and distraction.

As the table shows, argument strength had an effect on both outcome beliefs and

outcome evaluations. However, the effect of argument strength on outcome beliefs

was not at all influenced by distraction. Moreover, although the effects of argument

strength on outcome evaluations were somewhat less when distraction was high

than when it was low, this difference was also not significant (p < .10).

As shown in the last rows of Table V, argument strength also influenced at-

titudes, intentions, and behavior. However, distraction decreased the impact of

argument strength on the attitudes and intentions participants reported. Although

this interaction did not reach significance for behavior, supplementary analyses of

standard scores indicated that the impact of distraction on the influence of argu-

ment strength on behavior was not significantly less (standardized effects = 1.10

and 0.81 under low- and high-distraction conditions, respectively) than its impact

on the influence of argument strength on intentions (1.33 vs 0.57, respectively),

F < 1.

The differential effects of distraction on the impact of argument strength were as-

sessed more carefully. Analyses indicated that the influence of argument strength

on attitudes was adversely affected by distraction to a significantly greater ex-

tent (mean standardized effect = 1.26 vs 0.32 under low- and high-distraction

conditions, respectively) than was the effect of argument strength on either out-

come beliefs (1.15 vs 1.05) or outcome evaluations (1.75 vs 1.20); in each case,

F(1, 77) > 3.80, p < .05. Therefore, Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001) concluded that

beliefs and evaluations were computed before attitudes and intentions. However,

the interactive effects of distraction and argument strength on outcome beliefs and

evaluations did not differ from one another, F < 1. To this extent, the order in

which beliefs and evaluations were formed was unclear.

If the interpretation of the influence of distraction observed in Experiment 1

is correct, this influence should be overridden by giving participants more time

to think about the message received, thus compensating for the cognitive load

that the distraction otherwise induced. To examine this possibility, Albarracı́n and

Wyer (2001) replicated the first experiment with one exception. That is, whereas

participants in Experiment 1 were given only 5 min to read the persuasive com-

munication they received, participants in this experiment were given 10 min to do

so. In all other respects, the procedures and measures used in the two experiments

were identical.

A preliminary analysis of the data obtained in this experiment, like the com-

parable analyses in Experiment 1, yielded no significant interactions involving

both affect and argument strength and affect, argument strength, and distraction,

therefore justifying a consideration of the effects of each factor independently. The
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right side of Table V shows the effects of argument strength (the difference between

responses when the arguments were strong and responses when they were weak)

on each dependent measure as a function of distraction. As the table indicates, the

effect of argument strength on each behavior-related index was significant. Un-

like Experiment 1, however, none of these effects were contingent on distraction.

These data therefore suggest that providing participants more time to think about

the persuasive message allowed them to form attitudes on the basis of the quality

of the arguments contained in the message.

The causal relations implied by the sequence of processes in Fig. 4 were eval-

uated on the basis of path analyses. In this model, argument strength influenced

message-based cognitions. Once formed, these cognitions may stimulate the mes-

sage recipient to generate other cognitions based on prior knowledge (e.g., counter-

aguments). Both message-based and knowledge-based cognitions may be the basis

for attitudes when distraction is low.3 Maximum likelihood techniques indicated

that this model was not adequate under low-distraction conditions. However, with

the addition of a direct path from message-based evaluations to intentions, the fit be-

came satisfactory [CFI = 1.00; IFI = 1.02; SRMR = .00; χ2(21) = 20.07, ns].4

This model appears in the top panel of Fig. 5. In contrast, the fit of this model to

the data obtained under high-distraction conditions was significantly less satisfac-

tory [CFI = .84; IFI = .86; SRMR = .17; χ2(21) = 49.66, p < .001].

b. Insights from Response Times. Although the first experiment conducted by

Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001) suggested that distraction disrupted the influence of

argument strength on message-based outcome evaluations to a greater extent than

on message-based outcome beliefs (see Table V), this pattern received no statistical

support. Therefore, the researchers performed a supplementary experiment to see

if having participants provide these judgments online (as opposed to after the

message content has been processed) would clarify the order in which these two

cognitions are formed.

In Experiment 1, participants reported their attitudes, presumably after assessing

the likelihood and desirability of the outcomes specified in the message. However,

in Experiment 2, the researchers used response-time techniques to observe how

the online computation of one type of outcome-specific cognition (e.g., beliefs) fa-

cilitates the report of the others (e.g., evaluations) when participants were unlikely

to have considered the outcomes involved at an earlier time. They asked a group of

3The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Bollen’s fit index (IFI) are considered adequate when they

exceed .90 (Bollen, 1989). The Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR) represents reasonable

fit at .08 or less. The chi-square index is a measure of poor fit with higher numbers indicating less

adequate models and/or higher sample sizes, and allows for between-model comparisons (Bollen,

1989). Differences in chi-squares are distributed as χ2(1), and values greater than 3.84 indicate that

the model with the lower index is superior in fit ( p < .05). In all cases, this criterion was applied in

deriving conclusions about model differences.
4This path is consistent with prior suggestions of syllogistic influences of outcome beliefs on

intentions (see Jaccard & King, 1977).



Fig. 5. Path analyses: Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001). (A and B) The best fitting models under conditions of low and high distraction,

respectively.



COGNITION IN PERSUASION 87

participants to fill out a computerized questionnaire that included questions about

beliefs in and evaluations of outcomes of comprehensive exams. These outcomes

were selected from the persuasive messages presented in the other experiments of

the series. However, participants in this experiment were exposed to no message

and were thus unlikely to have estimated the likelihood and desirability of these

outcomes before being asked to do so. Suppose that participants who consider these

outcomes estimate their likelihood of occurrence before assessing its desirability.

Then, they should report their evaluations of an outcome more quickly when they

have already reported their belief in its occurrence than when they have not. In

contrast, suppose participants spontaneously evaluate outcomes before estimating

their likelihood. Then, reporting evaluations first should decrease the time to report

beliefs. Finally, if the two types of cognitions are computed in parallel, reciprocal

facilitation should be similar across order conditions.

The time taken to report outcome-specific beliefs and evaluations was analyzed

as a function of presentation order and type of cognition (beliefs vs evaluations).

Averaged over the two order conditions, outcome beliefs and outcome evalua-

tions were reported equally quickly (M = 0.94 s in each case). Therefore, nei-

ther type of cognition was inherently easier to compute than the other. However,

evaluations were made more quickly when beliefs had been reported beforehand

(M = 0.73 s) than when they had not (M = 1.15 s). This difference (Md = 0.42 s)

was significantly greater than the difference in time required to report beliefs when

evaluations had and had not been reported earlier (Ms = 0.89 s vs 0.99 s, respec-

tively; Md = 0.11 s); F(1, 123) = 4.52, p < .01. Thus, these findings provided

some support for the hypothesis that outcome beliefs are formed prior to outcome

evaluations (see also Gilbert, 1991).

c. Influence of Affect and Distraction. Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001) reported

that moderately motivated participants who were distracted at the time of receiv-

ing the message based their attitudes on the message-irrelevant affect they were

experiencing at the time they thought about the behavior. Data bearing on this

possibility appear in Table VI (see also Table III). When distraction was high,

induced affect had a positive influence on not only the attitudes that participants

reported but also their behavioral intentions and their actual behavior. This effect

was also evident on outcome beliefs and evaluations. In contrast, the impact of

affect on cognitions and behavior in low-distraction conditions was, if anything,

negative in direction.

The data from path analysis provided convergent evidence concerning the in-

fluence of affect. These data appear in the bottom panel of Fig. 5. Under high-

distraction conditions, participants who experienced positive affect were more

likely to develop favorable attitudes toward the policy than participants who ex-

perienced negative affect. Thus, the data from high-distraction conditions sug-

gest that certain factors, such as one’s irrelevant affective reactions, can have

direct influences on attitudes. Furthermore, when affect influenced attitudes, these



TABLE VI

EFFECTS OF MESSAGE-IRRELEVANT AFFECT ON BEHAVIOR-RELATED COGNITIONS: EXPERIMENTS 1 AND 3 (ALBARRACÍN AND WYER, 2001)

Experiment 1 (Short time) Experiment 3 (Longer time)

Distraction F (1, 73) F (1, 153)

Variables High Low Main effect Interaction High Low Main effect Interaction

Message-based

Beliefs 0.75 −0.92 0.40 4.87∗ 1.48 2.34 0.04 5.08∗

Evaluations 1.48 −0.52 1.67 6.80∗ 3.49 3.75 0.17 0.01

Predicted attitudes −0.19 144.45 0.30 9.64∗∗ 2.09 41.31 0.20 3.99∗

Knowledge-based

Beliefs −0.56 0.38 0.59 3.71∗ 0.41 −0.68 0.24 3.73∗

Evaluations 0.87 −0.16 1.18 2.43 0.94 −0.38 1.38 5.69∗

Predicted attitudes −4.18 89.95 0.24 1.58 −49.43 −85.04 0.81 9.19∗∗∗

Attitudes 1.79 −0.73 1.68 9.39∗ 1.16 −0.28 1.82 4.76∗

Intentions 2.09 −0.60 1.78 5.79∗ 0.99 −0.58 0.18 2.62

Behaviora .33 −0.01 2.72 3.13 0.17 −.09 0.35 2.88

Note. Motivation was moderate in all conditions. Mean differences are based on cases with complete data. The effect of affect is inferred from the

difference between judgments or behavior when affect was positive and judgments or behavior when affect was negative. FMain effect indicates the influence

of affect, whereas FInteraction indicates the combined influence of affect and distraction.
aBehavior is expressed as proportion of participants who voted in favor of the institution of comprehensive examinations.
∗p < .05.
∗∗p < .01.
∗∗∗p < .001.



COGNITION IN PERSUASION 89

attitudes determined outcome beliefs and evaluations. This conclusion was sug-

gested by an improvement in the goodness-of-fit of the model when attitudes

determined outcome beliefs and evaluations relative to the analysis in which atti-

tudes were determined by outcome-related cognitions (for procedures to test for

directionality, see McCallum, Wegener, Uchino, & Fabrigar, 1993).5

It is important to note that Fig. 4 incorporates the possibility that affect could

inform not only attitudes, but also the outcome beliefs and evaluations that people

form (see Pham, Cohen, Pracejus, & Hughes, 2001). In fact, some studies have

shown influences of affect on probabilistic judgments. Thus, DeSteno et al. (2000;

see also Wegener, Petty, & Klein, 1994) found that emotions biased judgments

of events when the emotion was relevant to the judgment participants had to

make. Thus, if asked to report the probability of a frustrating event, participants

were more likely to use anger as information than to consider sadness. However,

when different kinds of information are available, as in the research by Albarracı́n

and Wyer (2001), it seems only natural for people to use affective reactions as a

basis for attitudes because attitudes often recruit affective reactions themselves.

Correspondingly, the arguments in the message, which are propositional, are likely

to be a basis for outcome-related cognitions. In any case, the effects of affect on

attitudes may still influence probabilistic judgments at a later point (see Albarracı́n

& Wyer, 2001; Experiment 1).

2. Influence of Past Behavior

People who have behaved in a certain way at one point in time are likely to do

so again (Bentler & Speckart, 1981; Budd, North, & Spencer, 1984; Mittal, 1988;

Ouellette & Wood, 1998). In many instances, the consistency of a person’s behavior

over time is the result of personality and motivational factors that are common to the

situations in which the behavior occurs (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). For example,

it might reflect the influence of a priori beliefs about the consequences of the

behavior that are independently activated each time the behavior is contemplated.

Alternatively, a causal influence of one behavior on another can also occur, and

this influence might develop in a particular cognitive sequence. Sometimes, for

example, people who have performed a certain behavior might later think about its

possible consequences, and these postbehavior cognitions could guide their future

actions. In other instances, people might assume that their attitudes are consistent

with their past behavior (Bem, 1965; Fazio, Zanna, & Cooper, 1977). Thus, the

influence of past behavior on future decisions can also be mediated by attitudes.

The model in Fig. 4 is useful to conceptualize the influence of past behavior on

outcome-related cognitions and attitudes. Thus, Janis and King (1954) postulated

that after people have engaged in a particular behavior they often conduct a biased

5Correspondingly, reversing the paths linking outcome beliefs and evaluations with attitudes led to

decreases in goodness-of-fit when distraction was low.
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search of memory for previously acquired knowledge that confirms the legitimacy

of their act. For example, they may identify reasons why desirable consequences of

the behavior are likely to occur (and reasons why these consequences are, in fact,

desirable). They may then combine their estimates of the likelihood and desirability

of these consequences to form a new attitude toward the behavior (Fishbein &

Ajzen, 1975), and this attitude, in turn, might influence both their intentions to

repeat the behavior and their actual decision to do so when the occasion arises.

The biased-scanning hypothesis implies that the effects of past behavior are

mediated by the recall of prior knowledge about the behavior’s consequences and

a reassessment of its implications. However, according to our stage-processing

model (see Fig. 4), this mediating cognitive activity may not be necessary for the

effects to occur. Self-perception theory (Bem, 1965, 1972), for example, postulates

that when persons are called on to report an attitude, they often infer this attitude

from the implications of a past behavior that happens to be salient to them at

the time. Moreover, they may engage in this process with little if any conscious

deliberation, simply reasoning that if they have performed the behavior voluntarily,

they must consider it to be desirable (Bem & McConnell, 1970). The processes

that underlie these effects, unlike those that characterize biased scanning, require

little mediating cognitive activity and should be easier to perform than those that

involve computation or recall of outcome beliefs and evaluations. Thus, the effects

of self-perception are likely to be evident even when people are either unmotivated

or unable to think about the reasons of a given course of action.

Self-perception theory has generally been applied in conceptualizing the effects

of past behavior on attitudes. However, similar considerations suggest that persons’

past behavior might have a direct influence on their future behavior that is indepen-

dent of their attitudes toward the behavior. That is, people who are called upon to

make a behavioral decision when a relevant past behavior is salient to them might

simply assume that the reasons they performed the behavior at an earlier point in

time are likely to apply in the present as well. To this extent, they might use their

past behavior as a heuristic basis for a decision to repeat it without considering

their attitude toward it at all (Bentler & Speckart, 1979; Cialdini, 1988). However,

the possibility of this mechanism occurring in this research was somewhat unclear

because the behavior that participants ostensibly performed in the conditions in-

vestigated by Albarracı́n and Wyer (2000; voting in favor of comprehensive exami-

nations) was fairly novel (Ouellette & Wood, 1998; see also Triandis, 1977, 1980).

These alternative possibilities are not incompatible with each other and were

each verified by Albarracı́n and Wyer (2000). They observed that the lack of prior

evidence on these issues reflects the difficulty of separating the informational

effects of a person’s past behavior per se from the effects of situational and moti-

vational factors that accompany and influence the decision to engage in it (Eagly &

Chaiken, 1993). To avoid this ambiguity, they manipulated people’s past be-

havior (or, at least, their perception that they performed it) independent of any
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prebehavior cognitive activity that could potentially influence their decision to

engage in it. Specifically, they induced participants to believe that, outside of

awareness, they had either supported or opposed the institution of comprehensive

examinations at their university. They told participants that they would be taking

part in an investigation of a new technique for assessing their unconscious reac-

tions to social policies that were presented subliminally. After generating each

response, participants received feedback that they had unconsciously either sup-

ported or opposed the policy in question. Because the feedback was experimen-

tally manipulated, the researchers were able to examine the causal influence of

participants’ past behavior on both their later behavior decisions and the cognitive

processes that mediated these decisions.

As in the research we reviewed previously, Albarracı́n and Wyer (2000) consid-

ered two factors that theoretically influence the magnitude of the effects presented

in Fig. 4. First, biased scanning requires the recall and reassessment of the im-

plications of prior knowledge about the behavior they have performed and its

consequences. To this extent, distracting participants from thinking about their be-

havior should decrease the effects of the behavior feedback on their attitudes and,

therefore, on their decision to repeat the behavior at some later time. In contrast,

self-perception processes and the use of past behavior as a heuristic, which do

not require extensive cognitive deliberation, should be less influenced by distrac-

tion. Therefore, the effect of the situational distraction on the impact of behavior

allowed the researchers to distinguish the alternative processes in Fig. 4.

After receiving the feedback on their ostensible past behavior, response items

were presented on the computer screen and participants responded to the questions

by typing a number on the keyboard. Thus, participants reported their attitudes and

intentions concerning voting in favor of the referendum in the future, as well as

their beliefs in and evaluations of outcomes derived from prior knowledge. There

were seven belief statements about the outcomes that participants had sponta-

neously generated in an independent study. These outcomes were all negative. All

variables were measured along a scale from 0 (e.g., not at all likely) to 9 (e.g., ex-

tremely likely). To create a composite measure of outcome-related cognitions, the

researchers mapped the evaluation measures onto a scale from −5 to +5 with no

neutral point, weighted these measures by the corresponding beliefs, and summed

the products over the set of outcomes being considered. In the end, participants also

cast an ostensibly anonymous ballot that either favored or opposed the institution

of comprehensive exams.

a. Effects of Past Behavior on Judgment. As expected, participants reported

more favorable attitudes toward comprehensive examinations when they perceived

they had voted in favor of the exams (M = 5.5) than when they thought they had

voted against them (M = 3.7), F(1, 92) = 24.23, p < .01. Moreover, behavior

feedback had similar effects on participants’ reports of their intentions to repeat the

behavior (Ms = 5.3 vs 3.0), F(1, 92) = 28.07, p < .01, and their likelihood of



92 DOLORES ALBARRACÍN

TABLE VII

JUDGMENTS AND FUTURE BEHAVIOR AS A FUNCTION OF BEHAVIOR FEEDBACK

AND DISTRACTION: ALBARRACÍN AND WYER, 2000, EXPERIMENT 2

Behavioral feedback

Variables In favor Against Difference

Attitudes

Low-distraction 6.1 3.3 2.8

High-distraction 5.3 4.1 1.2

Intentions

Low-distraction 5.7 2.5 3.2

High-distraction 5.0 3.6 1.4

Behavior

Low-distraction .54 .04 .50

High-distraction .35 .13 .22

Outcome-related cognitions [Eq. (1)]

Low-distraction −37.2 −76.5 39.3

High-distraction −38.1 −55.1 17.0

Note. The differences represent the effect of the behavioral feedback. They were

calculated by subtracting mean judgment or behavior when participants were told

that they had voted against the policy from judgments or behavior when they were

told that they were in favor of the policy.

actually doing so (Ms = .45 vs .09), F(1, 92) = 22.86, p < .01. These overall

effects are compatible with the three hypotheses being considered concerning

the effect of past behavior on future behavior decisions. The contingency of these

effects on distraction permitted the hypotheses to be more effectively evaluated.

Suppose the impact of behavior feedback on attitudes, intentions, and future

behavior is partly the result of cognitive activity of the sort implied by the biased-

scanning hypothesis. Then, distracting participants from performing this activ-

ity should decrease the effect of the behavior feedback. Results, summarized

in Table VII, were marginally consistent with this prediction. That is, distrac-

tion decreased the effect of behavior feedback on not only attitudes, F(1, 92) =

3.27, p < .07, but also intentions, F(1, 92) = 3.23, p < .08, and actual behavior,

F(1, 92) = 2.58, p > .10. However, none of these effects depended on distrac-

tion (F < 1).

According to the biased-scanning hypothesis, the influence of behavior feedback

on participants’ attitudes is mediated by the behavior’s effect on participants’ cog-

nitions about specific consequences of this behavior. However, this effect should

be less when participants are distracted from thinking about these consequences

and from retrieving prior knowledge that bears on their likelihood and desirabil-

ity. Support for this hypothesis was equivocal. The effects of feedback on the
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composite index of outcome-related beliefs and evaluations are shown in the last

section of Table VII. The generally negative values of the index reflect the fact

that the outcomes used to compute the index were all undesirable. As expected,

the index was relatively more favorable when participants were told they had

voted in favor of comprehensive exams (M = −37.7) than when they were told

they had voted against them (M = −65.8), F(1, 92) = 5.83, p < .05. Never-

theless, although this difference was somewhat less when distraction was high

(−38.1 vs −55.1) than when it was low (−37.2 vs −76.5), the difference was not

significant (p > .10).

To identify the independent contributions of the cognitive sequences implied by

the hypotheses we considered, Albarracı́n and Wyer (2000) used path analyses.

The model they evaluated was guided by the models presented in Fig. 6. That is,

it assumed that participants’ perceptions of their past behavior (as well as their

prior attitudes measured at the beginning of the semester) potentially influence

their decisions to repeat the behavior either directly (as implied by the behavior-

heuristic hypothesis) or indirectly through its mediating impact on attitudes. The

impact of past behavior on attitudes could also be either direct (as implied by

the self-perception hypothesis) or mediated by its influence on outcome-specific

cognitions. The figure presents the path diagrams for data obtained in each distrac-

tion condition, with solid and dashed lines denoting significant and nonsignificant

pathways, respectively.

As shown in Fig. 6, the significant paths connecting participants’ outcome-

specific cognitions, attitudes, intentions, and ultimate behavioral decisions are

consistent with the model we proposed and suggest that the processes implied con-

tributed to the behavioral decisions participants made. Participants’ perceptions

of their past behavior had a substantial effect on their outcome-related cognitions

when distraction was low. However, this effect was reduced to nonsignificance

when distraction was high. This finding is consistent with the notion that partic-

ipants spontaneously reevaluated the consequences of their behavior, but intro-

ducing distraction prevented them from engaging in this postbehavior cognitive

activity. However, some caution should be taken in drawing this conclusion be-

cause the paths linking behavior feedback and outcome-specific cognitions did not

differ significantly as a function of distraction (p > .10).

The implications of the path analyses for self-perception processes are less

equivocal. Specifically, participants’ past behavior had a direct impact on their at-

titudes that was independent on their cognitions about specific outcomes. Although

this impact was less when distraction was high than when it was low (p < .06),

it was significant in both cases. This effect is consistent with the self-perception

hypothesis.

b. Effect of Feedback on Response Times. Albarracı́n and Wyer (2000) obtained

further insight into the effects of behavior feedback (see Fig. 4) by comparing the

judgment response times of participants who received this feedback with those of



Fig. 6. Path Analyses: Albarracı́n and Wyer (2000). (A and B) The best fitting models under conditions of low and

high distraction, respectively.
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control participants who completed the same questionnaire but did not receive feed-

back about their behavior. First, suppose participants who became aware of their be-

havior spontaneously assessed the implications of its possible consequences, as im-

plied by the biased-scanning hypothesis. Then, these participants should report the

likelihood and desirability of these consequences more quickly than participants

who did not receive this feedback. This possibility was evaluated under conditions

in which outcome-specific beliefs and evaluations were assessed first in the ques-

tionnaire (before attitudes and intentions). As expected, participants took less time

to report these cognitions when they received feedback about their past behavior

(M = 0.96 s) than when they did not (M = 1.37 s), F(1, 153) = 39.91, p < .01.

However, this difference was similar regardless of whether participants were dis-

tracted (Ms = 0.69 s vs 1.38 s) or not (Ms = 0.95 s vs 1.36 s).

Path analyses suggested that participants based their attitudes on both outcome-

specific cognitions and their past behavior. This conclusion was confirmed by dif-

ferences in the time participants took to report their attitudes when each criterion

was or was not salient. Specifically, participants who received no feedback about

their past behavior reported their attitudes much more quickly when they had es-

timated their outcome-specific beliefs and evaluations earlier in the questionnaire

(M = 0.95 s) than when they had not (M = 1.53 s), F(1, 143) = 37.51, p < .01.

Thus, participants who received no feedback appeared to base their attitudes on the

implications of the behavior’s possible consequences, taking less time to integrate

these implications when they had estimated the outcomes’ likelihood and desirabil-

ity earlier in the questionnaire. When participants had received feedback about their

behavior, however, they reported their attitudes quickly regardless of whether they

had considered the behavior’s consequences beforehand (Ms = 0.91 s vs 1.12 s).

Although this latter difference was reliable, F(1, 143) = 14.24, p < .01, it was

significantly smaller than the same difference when participants did not receive

behavior feedback, F(1, 143) = 12.36, p < .01. In combination, therefore, these

data suggest that participants based their attitudes primarily on whatever informa-

tional bases happened to be salient to them at the time they were asked to report

these attitudes. That is, they used the implications of salient outcome-specific be-

liefs and evaluations if they had formed and reported these cognitions earlier in

the questionnaire. However, when outcome-specific cognitions were not easily ac-

cessible but an attitude-relevant past behavior was salient, participants based their

attitudes on the implications of this behavior, as implied by the self-perception

hypothesis.

3. Summary

The model in Fig. 4 suggests that people who process information contained

in a persuasive message are likely to engage in a series of cognitive activities

that begin at the point of assessing the likelihood and desirability of behavioral
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outcomes and end at the point of behavioral performance. Thus, when people

have the ability and motivation to complete all stages of processing, they base

their attitudes on the outcome beliefs and evaluations suggested by the message.

However, when decreases in ability and motivation reduce people’s likelihood of

integrating outcome beliefs and evaluations into their attitudes, their attitudes can

be based on other factors. For example, they may use the otherwise irrelevant affect

they experience when they think about the message.

The stage-model in Fig. 4 is also useful to understand the influences of past

behavior on subsequent judgments and behavior. That is, people who think about

their past behavior are likely to form attitudes that are consistent with those actions.

Albarracı́n and Wyer’s (2000) research also suggests that participants who think

about their past behavior may occasionally retrieve knowledge about potential out-

comes of the behavior and form beliefs in and evaluations of these consequences.

This effect, however, is likely to be small at best and absent when distraction is

high.

IV. Resolution of Informational Conflict in Persuasion

Recipients of a persuasive communication are likely to interpret the information

the message presents. They may then identify and select information to use as a

basis for judgment, and this information can influence various cognitions. For ex-

ample, it may influence their beliefs in the outcomes of the behavior the message

advocates, their attitudes toward the behavior, and their behavioral intentions. In

most conditions, the arguments contained in a persuasive message are likely to be

consistent with each other. Sometimes, however, the arguments in the communica-

tion may have different implications. Furthermore, one’s beliefs in and evaluations

of the outcomes of a behavior may conflict with an attitude one forms later on the

basis of other information. Therefore, an important question is how people resolve

such inconsistencies.

A. EFFECTS OF CONFLICT IN PERSUASION

People who receive a persuasive message process information from different

sources. Sometimes they may form attitudes on the basis of the arguments con-

tained in the message as well as their affective reactions. Other times they may

dismiss one factor and use other informational basis or seek further information

to decide how much weight to attribute to each of the elements.

The processing of conflicting information has received considerable attention.

For example, Festinger (1957) suggested that cognitive conflict elicits emotional
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arousal and this arousal motivates people to resolve the conflict. Prior research

in the area of persuasion has suggested that this hypothesis is plausible. For ex-

ample, Maheswaran and Chaiken (1991; see also Baker & Petty, 1994) found

that people who receive consensus information that conflicts with the features

of a product engage in greater amounts of processing than people who receive

nonconflicting information. The model we propose draws from this research and

suggests that conflict that becomes apparent during the online processing of a per-

suasive message motivates a careful analysis of the information presented in the

message. However, when the conflict becomes salient later, people are likely to

reduce the inconsistency by simply integrating the inconsistent information being

considered.

The way in which individuals integrate conflicting pieces of information has

received considerable attention in social psychology (see, e.g., Anderson, 1981).

For example, if the arguments in a persuasive message have different implications

and also vary in quality, stronger arguments may be weighted more heavily than

weak ones. Similarly, information presented by an expert source may be weighted

more heavily, whereas information presented by a weak source could be rejected.

In some circumstances, however, the way in which people integrate information

may depend on specific knowledge about social behavior. Thus, certain schemas

or inferential rules may be available to resolve conflict by means of a causal

attribution (see Kelley, 1967; Eagly, Wood, & Chaiken, 1978). For instance, people

who perform a behavior that contradicts a persuasive message they received at an

earlier time may infer that they have a stronger attitude toward the behavior than

people who did not receive conflicting information. That is, they may attribute

their behavior to internal causes in the face of obstacles.

Postulate 6: When recipients of a persuasive communication detect con-

flict at the time they process the communication, they may analyze the

information contained in the message in a more careful way. When they

detect conflict after the message has been received, they may integrate

the information to generate an attitude toward the issues of concern.

Postulate 6 thus specifies the conditions in which conflicting information is

likely to (a) influence how recipients process a persuasive communication or

(b) become integrated into attitudes toward the issues being considered. When

conflict is detected online, message recipients are likely to pay more attention to

the information the message presents and to integrate this information in a careful

way. However, when conflict is detected after the message has been processed,

recipients are generally unable to reexamine the information presented in the per-

suasive message. Instead, they may average the implications of the different pieces

of information or make an attribution that allows them to resolve the inconsistency.
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B. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF ONLINE DETECTION OF CONFLICT

IN A PERSUASIVE MESSAGE

People who are in the process of forming beliefs in and evaluations of the content

of the persuasive message can sometimes conclude that these cognitions have oppo-

site implications for the message’s conclusion. When this occurs, cognitive conflict

may maximize integration of the implications of the message into attitudes. There

is considerable support for this hypothesis. For example, Maheswaran and Chaiken

(1991) informed participants that either a majority or minority of consumers liked

a new product, an answering machine. After receiving this information, partici-

pants read a persuasive message that described the answering machine as either

superior or inferior to competing brands. The authors reasoned that participants

should have lower confidence when consensus and message information disagree

than when they agree. Low actual confidence, in turn, should motivate message

recipients to scrutinize the arguments presented in the message.

Maheswaran and Chaiken (1991; Jonas, Diehl, & Brömer, 1997) found support

for their predictions when participants were told that their responses would be

“preliminary” and “unimportant” (low-motivation conditions). Thus, unmotivated

participants who received consistent information applied a consensus heuristic and

reached their desired confidence through that mechanism. In contrast, recipients of

inconsistent information presumably started at a lower confidence level. Thus, to

attain their desired confidence, these participants scrutinized the information con-

tained in the message as well as the consensus cue. Furthermore, Maheswaran and

Chaiken (1991) found that when unmotivated participants read consistent informa-

tion, their attitudes were influenced by the consensus information and mediated by

the valence of consensus-related thoughts. In contrast, when the information was

inconsistent, their attitudes were based on the valence of product-related thoughts.

A study by Baker and Petty (1994) also rendered support for the idea that there

are motivational influences of conflict. In their research, participants received a

communication arguing that a majority or a minority supported a pro- or coun-

terattitudinal position. They reasoned that proattitudinal positions endorsed by a

minority as well as counterattitudinal stands endorsed by a majority would elicit

conflict. In contrast, proattitudinal positions endorsed by a majority and counterat-

titudinal positions endorsed by a minority would elicit perceptions of consistency.

The researchers found that when the combination of source and message was un-

expected, participants’ attitudes were more strongly influenced by the strength of

the arguments in the message than when the combination was expected.

People sometimes perceive conflict between two cognitions processed at differ-

ent times. For example, they may first evaluate a course of action as negative

on the basis of the information contained in the persuasive message but later

perform the behavior. When this situation takes place, individuals may be unable
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to go back to the arguments and reassess their implications in detail. Instead,

they are more likely to attempt to integrate the conflicting information. Without

a doubt, message recipients may often average the information after weighting

each element according to its perceived relevance (Anderson, 1970). Other times,

however, they may apply schemas to integrate the information they receive. Thus,

when people engage in a behavior that is inconsistent with the recommendation

of a persuasive message they received earlier, self-perception theory suggests that

people will engage in an attribution. Thus, if they observe that they have performed

the behavior despite receiving a compelling message that opposed it, they will

attribute their behavior to a favorable attitude. This pattern, however, should not

be the case when participants do not perform the behavior.

Relevant data were obtained in a study by Albarracı́n, Cohen, and Kumkale

(2001). In this research, the experimenter informed participants that the study

concerned an alcohol-substitute product. She explained that although the effects

of simulated alcohol were similar to those of alcohol, the product was not legally

alcohol and therefore was going to be available to people of all ages. Following

this preamble, participants read several short ads and a longer, more elaborate

message, all recommending recipients to either abstain from the product or use it

in moderation. After reading these prevention materials, half of the participants

tried the ostensible product, whereas the other half performed a filler task. They

then reported their intentions to use the product in the future.

The results of this experiment are shown in Fig. 7 and were consistent with

predictions. That is, among participants who tried the product, those exposed to

the moderation message had weaker intentions to use the product in the future than

Fig. 7. Intentions to drink as a function of type of message and presence of trial: Albarracı́n,

Cohen, and Kumkale (2001).
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Fig. 8. Intentions to drink after exposure to counterpropaganda: Albarracı́n, Cohen, and

Kumkale (2001).

those exposed to the abstinence message. In contrast, the intentions of participants

who did not try the product were not contingent on the type of persuasive message

they read.

It is important to mention that participants in trial conditions came back for a

follow-up session in which they were exposed to industry ads promoting the prod-

uct. After seeing the counterpropaganda, they reported their intention to drink the

product in the future. These data appear in Fig. 8. As can be seen from the figure,

the reverse, boomerang effect of the abstinence message was still present after

participants were exposed to the counterpropaganda messages. Presumably, par-

ticipants continued to infer that they had a more positive attitude toward simulated

alcohol when they had tried it after receiving the abstinence message than when

they had tried it after reading the moderation appeal. This attribution is consistent

with self-perception processes of the kind described by Bem (1965).

V. Maintenance of Change as a Function of Stage of Impact

A theory of persuasion processes must account for large and diverse amounts of

evidence concerning the impact of a persuasive message on cognitive, motivational,

and behavioral responses. In addition, such a theory should be useful in making

predictions about attitude and behavior maintenance and change and in explicating

the mechanisms underlying change and maintenance of change. That is, the way
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in which people interpret, select, and integrate the information they receive or

retrieve from memory may have implications for the persistence of these attitudes

over time.

A. IMPACT OF DIFFERENT PERSUASIVE STRATEGIES

AND MAINTENANCE OF CHANGE

The different strategies people engage in when they receive a persuasive mes-

sage or think about their past behavior are likely to have implications for mainte-

nance of change over time. Our conceptualization of the processes that underlie

attitude-change maintenance and decay derives directly from the model in Fig. 4.

To change the behavior of an audience, one can present a verbal persuasive mes-

sage that conveys structured data in support of a given behavior. In the domain

of HIV prevention, for example, a typical message describes HIV, its modes of

transmission, and pathological mechanisms as well as how to prevent it. A com-

munication may also elaborate on the health and social consequences of engaging

in the behavior. Without a doubt, strong persuasive messages of this kind will be

effective provided people (a) interpret the information, (b) estimate the likelihood

and desirability of the consequences that can be inferred from the information,

and (c) integrate the implications of these beliefs and evaluations into an overall

attitude toward the behavior being advocated. The attitude, once formed, is likely

to be used as a basis for recipients’ (d) intentions to perform the behavior and

(e) their actual decisions to do so.

However, real-world persuasive interventions frequently include other compo-

nents and may influence attitudes directly, without affecting outcome beliefs and

evaluations (see Fig. 4). For example, HIV-prevention strategies to increase con-

dom use often induce actual experience with the behavior. Thus, clients in these

programs may practice condom use or role-play convincing their partners to use

condoms. In addition, HIV-prevention campaigns also induce behavioral experi-

ence by providing the audience with condoms at no cost. One reason that these

approaches work is that people who engage in a behavior may later infer that they

have an attitude that is consistent with this behavior (see Bem, 1965).6

The stage model in Fig. 4 predicts that, other things being equal, an intervention

will be more successful when it has an impact at a later stage than when it has an

impact at an earlier stage. That is, the greater the number of stages between the

6Of course people’s actions contribute to their thoughts and motivation in various ways. For ex-

ample, performing a behavior can increase the (a) accessibility of one’s attitudes and, consequently,

the possibility that one would carry on with these attitudes (see Fazio, 1986). Behavioral facilitation

strategies can also influence future behavior because they induce (b) habits (Ouellette & Wood, 1998)

and (c) perceptions that one can control the behavior (Ajzen, 1991).
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cognitive activity induced by the intervention and the behavior, the more likely

distraction or decreases in motivation may disrupt the process. Even when people

have the ability and motivation to think about the content of a persuasive mes-

sage, change maintenance is expected to be greater for behavioral interventions.

In other words, the change decay following communications should be directly

proportional to the distance between the stage on which the intervention exerts a

direct influence and actual behavior.

There are several reasons why a behavioral intervention may lead to greater

maintenance of change over time. One is that people who receive a persuasive

message may base their attitudes on memories of the information contained in

the message, and the traces of this information are likely decay over time. In-

formation about one’s behavior, however, does not depend on the recall of the

arguments contained in the message. As a result, the effect of a behavioral strategy

may persist more than the effect of a verbal persuasive message.

Postulate 7: Communications that have a direct impact on a stage closer

to the behavior lead to greater change maintenance than communications

that have an impact on an early stage.

An important implication of this postulate is that people who are called on to

report their attitudes engage in some degree of cognitive reconstruction. On the

one hand, they are likely to retrieve an attitude, and this attitude may operate

independently of the information on which the attitude was based (see Eagly &

Chaiken, 1993). On the other hand, in most situations, people may attempt to

also recall information that supports their attitudes. Thus, they may retrieve the

arguments contained in a persuasive message that gave way to their attitudes or may

recall that they performed a behavior that is consistent with their attitudes. To this

extent, maintenance of attitude change most likely includes both memory-based

and online processes (see, e.g., Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000).

B. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

Zanna, Fazio, and Ross (1994) obtained evidence that supports the possibility

that behavioral strategies may lead to greater change maintenance than a verbal

persuasive message. In their research, participants exposed to a persuasive com-

munications either recalled behaviors that were consistent with their attitudes or

reported these attitudes without recalling their behavior. Results indicated that par-

ticipants who recalled their past behavior maintained their postmessage attitudes

to a greater extent than participants who did not. However, the evidence from this

study is inconclusive. That is, the effect of justifying one’s attitudes may lead to
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greater persistence independent of whether people recall their past behaviors or

the arguments in the message they read.

To compare the effects of verbal and behavioral persuasion, participants in

Albarracı́n and McNatt’s (2001) research (a) read a strong persuasive message

that advocated support for or opposition to the institution of comprehensive exams

in an upcoming referendum; (b) were informed that, outside of awareness, they

had either supported or opposed the policy; or (c) were asked to determine whether

a given word or string of words referred to the concept of comprehensive exams.

Whereas the first two conditions tested the influence of a verbal persuasive message

and behavioral feedback, respectively, the latter condition allowed the researchers

to compare the effects of receiving information about the policy with the effects

of receiving no information whatsoever.

Participants then reported their attitudes and intentions concerning voting in

favor of the policy in the referendum. Thus, all participants reported the extent

to which they (not at all likely or extremely likely) intended to support the policy

at a later point. After reporting their behavioral intentions, participants judged

the extent to which the institution of comprehensive exams (a) made them feel

good or bad and whether it was (b) wise or unwise, (c) useful or useless, (d)

consistent or inconsistent with their goals, and (e) smart or foolish. All these

questions were presented on the computer and responses were provided along

scales from 0 to 9. In addition to the judgment data, the computer collected the

time participants took to report intentions as well as the mean time to report their

attitudes toward voting in favor of the policy. The same computerized questionnaire

was used in the two follow-up sessions that took place 1 and 2 weeks after the first

session.

The last questionnaire used in the experiment also included questions about

outcome beliefs and evaluations. Thus, all participants reported the likelihood that

certain positive and negative events would occur and the perceived desirability of

these outcomes. The events were the same mentioned in the persuasive messages

some participants received. Positive events were derived from arguments in favor

of the policy developed by Petty and Cacioppo (1986a, 1986b) and are unlikely

to be available in memory unless people read the persuasive message in advance.

Negative arguments were developed on the basis of outcomes that participants in

an independent study generated in response to Petty and Cacioppo’s messages.

These negative outcomes can come to mind spontaneously, even in the absence of

a persuasive message. Measures of beliefs and evaluations of both sets of outcomes

were used to create overall measures of outcome-related cognitions by multiplying

the belief that an outcome would occur by the desirability of the outcome [Eq. (1)].

At the end of the last questionnaire, participants also cast an ostensibly anonymous

ballot that either supported or opposed the exams.

An important question is whether the message and behavior feedback pro-

duced changes in attitudes. The findings summarized in Table VIII suggest that
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TABLE VIII

ATTITUDES, INTENTIONS, AND BEHAVIOR AS A FUNCTION OF TIME

AND EXPERIMENTAL CONDITION

Conditions Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

Attitudes

Persuasive Message

In favor 7.4 6.9 7.0

Against 3.7 4.0 4.0

Difference 3.7∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 3.0∗∗∗

Behavioral feedback

In favor 5.8 5.8 5.8

Against 4.1 4.0 3.8

Difference 1.7∗∗∗ 1.8∗∗ 2.0∗∗

Concept salience

In favor 5.2 5.5 5.4

Against 5.2 5.3 5.1

Difference 0 0.2 0.3

Intentions

Persuasive message

In favor 6.1 6.4 6.2

Against 1.9 2.1 2.5

Difference 4.2∗∗∗ 4.3∗∗∗ 3.7∗∗∗

Behavioral feedback

In favor 4.4 4.1 4.6

Against 2.6 2.5 2.3

Difference 1.8∗∗ 1.6∗∗ 2.3∗∗∗

Concept salience

In favor 4.0 4.0 3.7

Against 2.9 3.6 3.6

Difference 1.1 0.4 0.1

Behavior

Persuasive message

In favor — — .47

Against — — .04

Difference — — .43∗∗∗

Behavior perception

In favor — — .38

Against — — .04

Difference — — .34∗∗

Concept salience

In favor — — .30

Against — — .24

Difference — — .06

∗∗p < .01.
∗∗∗p < .001 for contrasts.
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participants who received a message in favor of the exams had more favorable

attitudes toward the policy and stronger intentions to vote for the policy than

participants who read a message against the institution of the policy. The behav-

ioral feedback also had an influence. That is, participants who thought they had

voted in favor of the policy outside of awareness were more likely to have fa-

vorable attitudes and intentions than those who thought they had voted against

the exams. In contrast, there was no initial change in salience conditions. Simply

making the concept salient did not produce changes in attitudes or intentions. (As

can be seen from the last panel of Table VIII, the pattern of influence of each

manipulation was also apparent in the ballots participants cast at the end of the

experiment.)

Consistent with Postulate 7, Albarracı́n and McNatt (2001) hypothesized that

the effect of a persuasive message would decay more than the effect of a perception

that one has performed a behavior. To test this hypothesis, they analyzed attitudes

and intentions reported longitudinally as a function of time and condition using

a mixed analysis of variance. Time was a within-subjects factor, whereas direc-

tion (in favor or against) and type of intervention (salience, persuasive message,

and behavior feedback conditions) were between-subject factors. The interaction

between time, advocacy direction, and type of intervention was statistically sig-

nificant (p < .05), both when the effects of a persuasive message were contrasted

with those of behavioral feedback and when salience conditions were included as

well. As shown in Fig. 9, the effect of the persuasive message suggests decay over

Fig. 9. Findings from Albarracı́n and McNatt (2001). Entries on the y axis are mean differences

to represent the effect of message and behavior feedback.
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time, whereas the effect of the behavior feedback was stable across experimental

sessions.7

If it is the case that decay is accelerated by reliance on information about the

outcomes the message described, outcome-related cognitions should be more in-

fluential for recipients of a message than for participants who received behav-

ioral feedback. Albarracı́n and McNatt (2001) compared the correlations between

outcome-related cognitions and actual voting behavior in these two conditions.

They found that the correlation between outcome-related cognitions and behav-

ior was significant and strong when participants received a persuasive message

but weak and nonsignificant in behavior-feedback conditions (r = .70 vs .17). Of

course it may seem obvious that people who received a persuasive message that dis-

cussed the outcomes of the policy would be more likely to consider these outcomes

in deciding what vote to cast. However, the correlations between participants’ be-

havior and outcome beliefs and evaluations based on prior knowledge were non-

significant when participants received behavioral feedback. Therefore, these data

rendered support for the idea that decay of memory for message information may

represent a disadvantage over time, whereas behavior feedback may exert direct

effects on attitudes that are not mediated by outcome-related cognitions. In turn,

these direct effects persist as time goes by.

VI. Our Model in the Context of Prior Research and Theorizing

Several decades of persuasion research have made clear that recipients of a

communication actively transform and select the information they are presented

with. The idea of stage processing in persuasion is therefore not news. For exam-

ple, Hovland (1959), McGuire (1968a, 1985) and Wyer (1974) all contributed to

the current understanding of the sequence of activities that take place when people

process a persuasive message. However, stage-models proposed in the past have

not explicated the construction of judgments in response to a persuasive com-

munication. Instead, research on these models concentrated on broadly construed

processes, such as reception and yielding. The model we propose thus expands prior

research by providing a detailed account of cognitive and behavioral responses to

7To rule out regression to the mean, the researchers conducted two supplementary analyses. First,

they excluded extreme scores from the condition in which participants received a persuasive message.

The exclusion of these cases yielded almost identical effects of the persuasive message and behavior

feedback conditions at Time 1. An examination of the effects of the treatments over time when only

moderate cases were considered led to the same conclusion reached in the main analyses. In addition,

they conducted analysis to see if “reversed” regression to the mean was present. That is, they took

participants with extreme scores at the end of the study and examined whether these participants had

moderate scores at the beginning of the study. However, there was no evidence for this statistical

artifact.
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a persuasive communication. Our model also explores implications of conceiv-

ing persuasion as a series of processing stages that have remained unexplored to

date.

A. PRIOR STAGE-CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF PERSUASION

The stage models proposed by McGuire (1968a) and Wyer (1972) were impor-

tant in advancing our understanding of the conditions that facilitate and inhibit

persuasion. For example, McGuire observed that intelligent individuals are more

likely to receive the content of the persuasive message but less likely to yield to

the message recommendation relative to unintelligent people. As a result, recipi-

ents of moderate intelligence might be the most susceptible to the influence of a

persuasive communication. What these models did not specify was how reception

of and yielding to the content of the persuasive message influenced recipients’

judgment and behavior after exposure to a communication. In contrast, the model

we propose explicates how cognitions are formed as a result of the arguments con-

tained in the communication as well as other factors that can ultimately influence

behavior (e.g., one’s past behavior).

Hovland (1959) proposed that the processing of a persuasive message involves

three phases, namely (a) attention, (b) comprehension, and (c) acceptance of the

message content. Attention and comprehension concern learning or content re-

tention. Acceptance involves motivation to accept or reject the conclusion of the

message and its source, as well as anticipatory responses to expectations of reward

or punishment associated with the rehearsal of the message content. Hovland’s

(1959) distinction of these three phases of influence was critical to analyze a num-

ber of phenomena. For example, according to Janis and Milholland (1954), extreme

fear appeals increase attention to the content but defeat themselves because of the

punishment associated with accepting and rehearsing anxiety-provoking contents.

Consequently, moderate fear appeals may be more effective than both low and

high emotional contents.

McGuire (1968a, 1972) developed Hovland’s (1959) theorizing by capitalizing

on a cognitive perspective and excluding consideration of incentives in learning.

He argued that the impact of persuasive communication is the result of a series

of information-processing stages, including (a) exposure (i.e., E ), (b) attention

(A), (c) comprehension (C ), (d) yielding (Y ), (e) retention (R), and (f) behavior

(B). Messages can be effective only if presented to potential recipients who them-

selves attend to and comprehend the conclusions and arguments discussed in the

message. Recipients must also agree with the conclusion of the communication

and, for the attitude change to persist, retain this yielding over a period of time.

Ultimately, recipients may or may not behave in the manner recommended by the

communication, so success also depends on the behavioral decisions they make.
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Thus we have the following:

PI = PE × PA × PC × PY × PR × PB, (2)

where PI is the probability of influence of the persuasive message and the remaining

probabilities are associated with the preceding stages defined previously.

McGuire (1968a) generated a simpler version of his stage model. He averted

difficulties in measuring attention and comprehension as separate processes and

synthesized these processes as well as exposure under the overall label of “recep-

tion” (R). With this reduction we have the following:

PI = PR × PY , (3)

where the probability of influence is a multiplicative function of the probability

of receiving the message and the probability of yielding to the content one has

received. This two-step model has important empirical implications. Thus, if a sit-

uational or personal factor has uniformly positive or negative effects on reception

and yielding, its ultimate impact should be correspondingly positive or negative.

However, if the same situational or personal variable increases reception but de-

creases yielding, such a variable should bear a curvilinear relation to persuasion.

The nonmonotonic influence of certain situational and personal factors charac-

terize a “compensatory” pattern by which a trait or event that makes a person

vulnerable to attitude change by one of the mediators protects the person by ways

of another mechanism. For example, more intelligent people presumably attend

to a message and understand its arguments to a greater extent than less intelligent

people. However, yielding is presumably a negative function of intelligence be-

cause more intelligent people may counterargue the message content to a greater

extent than less intelligent recipients. To the extent that intelligence has additive

but directionally opposite influences on reception and yielding, people of moder-

ate intelligence are likely to be more persuaded than people of either low or high

intelligence.

Wyer (1974) further elaborated McGuire’s (1972) model using conditional prob-

abilities. In the new context, the probability of a potential target being influenced

by a communication is a function of the probability of being influenced given that

one receives the communication and the probability of being influenced when one

does not receive it as follows:

PI = PR PI/R + PR′ PI/R′ . (4)

The probability of being influenced assuming that one receives the communication

can be rewritten as the probability of yielding. Yielding in turn depends on the

probability of yielding when one successfully counterargues the communication

(PY/C A) as well as the probability of yielding when one fails to refute it (PY/C A′ ).



COGNITION IN PERSUASION 109

Then, Eq. (4) can be restated as follows:

PI = PR(PC A PY/C A + PC A′ PY/C A′ ) + PR′ PI/R′ . (5)

In this equation, the parenthetical term is a function of the strength of the arguments

in the message and partially determines the impact of a given communication. Fur-

thermore, it can account for the possibility that people may yield to or resist the

message recommendation for reasons other than the arguments the communication

contains. Thus, Wyer (1974) argued that one may assume the probability of yield-

ing given that one counterargues the message to be smaller than the probability

of yielding in the absence of counterarguing (PY/C A < PY/C A′ ). However, other

factors may influence these components. For example, recipients may be inclined

to agreeing or disagreeing with the message recommendation as a result of the

affect they experience for reasons unrelated to the persuasive message (see, e.g.,

Albarracı́n & Wyer, 2001). In those situations, they may yield to the persuasive

appeal both when they counterargue the message arguments and when they do not

(PY/C A = PY/C A′ ).

One deficiency of McGuire (1968a) and Wyer’s (1974) stage model is its inabil-

ity to explain the construction and integration of judgments. For example, message

recipients may yield to or refute the probabilistic or evaluative implications of a

persuasive message. The implications of these processes are then likely to be inte-

grated into more general attitudes. However, their stage model does not distinguish

probabilistic and evaluative judgments, nor does it explicate how information from

multiple arguments might be integrated. The model we developed in this chapter

accomplishes this objective to a greater extent.

B. INTERPRETATION OF INFORMATION IN PERSUASION

For a persuasive communication to have an influence, its recipients must inter-

pret the arguments in the message as well as other information that is available at

the time. Eagly’s (1974) research manipulating message comprehensibility pro-

vided conclusive evidence that the reception of the message content results in

not only retention of this content but also attitudes in line with the message. For

example, Chaiken and Eagly (1976) found that difficult-to-understand messages

were better received when presented in print than when presented on video or

audiotapes. (Reception was measured with recall of the message arguments and

open-ended answers about these arguments.) Furthermore, attitude change fol-

lowed the same pattern observed with the reception measures and correlated with

these reception measures when the difficult messages were presented in audio or

videotaped modality. However, the correlation between reception and attitudes was

low when the difficult message was presented in writing. Consequently, the au-

thors concluded that low correlations between the retention of the message content
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and attitude change (see, e.g., Greenwald, 1968) may result from ceiling effects

like the ones encountered when the media used to present the message facilitates

comprehension. Alternatively, message recipients may counterargue communica-

tions to a greater extent when presented in writing than when presented in video

or audiotape.

On the one hand, there is considerable evidence that changes in ability and mo-

tivation to think about the message influence interpretation. We refer the reader

to the excellent review of reception issues that Eagly and Chaiken (1993; for ex-

amples of empirical research, see Wood & Eagly, 1981) provided. For example,

Osterhouse and Brock (1970) asked participants in distracting conditions to moni-

tor a series of lights that flashed 10, 20, or 30 times a minute, whereas participants

in nondistracting conditions did not perform this task. The results from a measure

of recognition of the message arguments appear in Fig. 10 and show that increases

in distraction led to a steady decrease in the retention of the message arguments.

On the other hand, there is virtually no information on the effects of ability

and motivation on the interpretation of factors other than the message arguments.

Is the interpretation of one’s affective reactions disrupted by decreases in ability

and motivation? If so, is such disruption weaker than the disruption of the mes-

sage arguments, as we discussed in reference to Postulate 2? One could argue that

Petty and Cacioppo (1986a, 1986b) probably had this question in mind when they

proposed the elaboration likelihood model. According to them, recipients of a per-

suasive message who have the ability and motivation to think about the information

the message presents generally rely on the strength of this information. Thus, re-

cipients of strong arguments are likely to form attitudes in line with the message

advocacy to a greater extent than recipients of weak arguments. However, when

people have neither the ability nor the motivation to think about the information

Fig. 10. Influence of distraction on interpretation of message arguments: Osterhouse and Brock

(1970).
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the message presents, they are more likely to base their judgments on information

that is easier to process. For example, they may be influenced by claims that the

source is or is not an expert or by the affect they experience for reasons unrelated

to the message (e.g., background music). Whereas in the first case, attitudes are

based on thoughts about the issues being considered, low-ability-and-motivation

conditions induce attitude change via “peripheral” mechanisms, such as thoughts

about relatively irrelevant material (e.g., extraneous affect) or the application of

a heuristic (see Petty & Wegener, 1999). However, Petty and Cacioppo (1986a,

1986b; see Petty & Wegener, 1999) never specified the cognitive activities that

would account for the use of different types of elements under different circum-

stances. Our analysis of the role of the interpretation of information in persuasion

is an attempt to fill this gap.

C. THE ROLE OF PRIOR KNOWLEDGE IN PERSUASION

A persuasive message does not impact a tabula rasa (see, e.g., Johnson, Lin,

Symons, Campbell, & Ekstein, 1995; Wood, Rhodes, & Biek, 1995). Instead,

message recipients bring prior beliefs and attitudes that are relevant to virtually

any communication they encounter. It is therefore not surprising that past research

has frequently discussed the role of prior knowledge structures in the processing of

a persuasive message. There are, however, different perspectives on the relative use

of information from prior knowledge versus material they receive at that time. For

example, Greenwald (1968) suggested that message recipients bring up material

from prior knowledge and that this material from prior knowledge has more impact

than the material contained in the message. However, our conceptualization and

more recent data imply that the information people receive may be more influential

than information from prior knowledge (see also Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Mackie &

Asuncion, 1990; McGuire, 1968a; Ratneshwar & Chaiken, 1991).

1. The Cognitive Response Perspective

Greenwald (1968) postulated that people who are exposed to a persuasive mes-

sage attempt to relate the information contained in the message to their existing

knowledge about the topic. In doing so, they are more likely to rehearse prior

knowledge relative to the arguments contained in the message. To this extent,

message recipients may consider much cognitive material that is not part of the

communication in any way and base their attitudes on this material. When the

communication elicits cognitive responses that are in line with the message advo-

cacy, recipients are likely to agree with it. In contrast, refutations of the message

arguments and support for alternate positions not mentioned in the message should

decrease communication impact or generate a boomerang effect.
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To test their ideas, Greenwald and Cullen (unpublished; reported in Greenwald,

1968) conducted research in which participants received a message that dis-

cussed different opinions about specialized versus broad education. After read-

ing the persuasive message, all participants were instructed to list their thoughts

“pertinent to forming and expressing an opinion on the issue of general versus

specialized education.” Then, participants reported their attitudes and were in-

structed to go back to the thoughts they had listed and to indicate whether each

thought was favorable to specialized or general education and how favorable each

thought was on a scale from 1 to 3. In addition, thoughts were classified by either

the participants or the researchers as (a) externally generated (message-based),

(b) recipient-modified (message-based), or (c) recipient-generated (knowledge-

based). A summary of these data appears in Table II and indicates that 44 and

56% of the thoughts participants listed were classified as message- and knowledge-

based, respectively. Moreover, knowledge-based thoughts were more highly cor-

related with attitudes than either category of message-based thoughts. (This ad-

vantage of knowledge-based thoughts, however, was present in control conditions

as well.) In any event, Greenwald (1968) concluded than thoughts about contents

suggested by prior knowledge had greater influence than thoughts about issues

discussed in the message.

2. Acceptance, Yielding, and Impact

Fishbein and Ajzen (1981) conceptualized the role of prior knowledge in per-

suasion with processes similar to the ones identified by McGuire (1968a) and

Wyer (1972). According to Fishbein and Ajzen (1981), people may believe in the

arguments presented in the message (i.e., “acceptance”). “Yielding” occurs when

these primary beliefs are novel or different in strength, relative to the ones recipi-

ents held prior to coming into contact with the message. In addition, a persuasive

message may have indirect, “impact” effects on other beliefs that were not explic-

itly mentioned in the message. Both yielding and impact can result in behavioral

change.

To examine the importance of acceptance, yielding, and impact, Fishbein, Ajzen,

and McArdle (1980) developed messages to persuade alcoholics to participate in

a rehabilitation program. The two messages of concern for this chapter advocated

signing up for the program and described the consequences of this behavior. The

arguments contained in the two messages were the same. One of them, however,

was framed positively and concerned the reduction in negative outcomes and in-

crease in positive outcomes that would follow enrollment. The other one was

framed negatively and argued that not signing up for the program would lead to

an increase in negative consequences and a decrease in positive ones.

The two messages used in the study allowed for an examination of accep-

tance, yielding, and impact. Acceptance was measured by measuring beliefs in the
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arguments of the persuasive message after message exposure. Yielding was rep-

resented by the difference between beliefs in the outcomes the message described

across experimental and control conditions. Impact was represented as the differ-

ence between beliefs in outcomes not described in the message across experimental

and control conditions. For example, a belief to measure acceptance and yielding

was that not signing up for the program would lead to a “poorer relationship

with family and employer.” The impact counterpart stated that signing up for the

program would facilitate a “better relationship with family and employer.”

The data from Fishbein, Ajzen, and McArdle’s (1980) study suggested that

both messages produced acceptance. That is, participants reported strong beliefs

in the arguments presented in the communication regardless of message framing.

The messages also appeared to produce yielding because participants’ beliefs in

the message arguments were stronger after listening to the message than before.

Furthermore, participants who developed beliefs that not signing up for the program

would hinder positive outcomes and facilitate negative ones also developed beliefs

that signing up would result in positive consequences and prevent negative ones.

Finally, in Fishbein, Ajzen, and McArdle’s experiment, beliefs in both men-

tioned and unmentioned outcomes correlated highly with attitudes toward signing

up for the program. This finding was interpreted by the authors as evidence that

message recipients spontaneously generated cognitions that the message did not

present. It is important to remember, however, that the measures of yielding and

impact included the same outcomes with either a positive or a negative frame. In

fact, the two measures correlated r = −.83 (p < .001; see McArdle, 1973). In our

view, the nature of the measures and the high correlation between them introduces

ambiguity in the conclusions. That is, it is difficult to assume that the measures of

yielding and impact were distinct or, consequently, that exposure to the persuasive

message produced as strong an impact as it appears.

3. Prior Knowledge in the Proposed Model

The model in Fig. 1 suggests that recipients of a persuasive communication must

retrieve prior knowledge to encode and validate the information they receive. To

this extent, the information one receives guides the retrieval of prior knowledge and

is therefore likely to be critical in persuasion. In fact, Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001)

found that recipients of a persuasive message base their attitudes to a greater extent

on their beliefs and evaluations of the content of the message than on their beliefs

and evaluations of prior knowledge (see Table II). Similarly, Petty and Cacioppo

(1986) have been interested in examining both the influence of the information

people receive as well as the influence of existing knowledge on the evaluation

of a persuasive communication. However, other researchers, such as Greenwald

(1968), concluded that prior knowledge is more influential than the reception of

the message content (see Table II).
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One reason for the potential discrepancy in the findings summarized in Table II

concerns the procedures used to measure responses to a persuasive communication.

Thus, Greenwald (1968) employed a thought-listing methodology that probably

classified global expressions of attitudes as recipient-generated (knowledge-based)

thoughts. If recipient-generated thoughts did include general expressions of atti-

tudes, correlations between recipient-generated thoughts and attitudes could have

been inflated artificially. In contrast, Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001) used scale-based

measures of outcome beliefs and evaluations. These measures allowed them to dis-

tinguish the content of each type of cognition more precisely. Given the method-

ological differences across the two reports, Albarracı́n, Kumkale, and McNatt

(2000) conducted a study to determine if the use of thought-listings versus scale-

based measures could account for the different findings in Table II.

The study Albarracı́n, Kumkale, and McNatt (2000) conducted was very simple.

Eighty-eight undergraduate students read a strong or weak message advocating the

institution of comprehensive exams at their university. They then reported their

intentions and attitudes toward supporting the policy in an upcoming university

referendum. Immediately after reporting their attitudes, participants were asked

to list their thoughts and to then go back and categorize each thought as positive,

negative, or neutral relative to the message advocacy. The researchers coded the

thoughts participants listed according to a schema that allowed them to distinguish

detailed thoughts based on the message from thoughts about events suggested by

prior knowledge from global expressions of attitudes. Specifically, thoughts were

classified according to whether a given thought (a) either affirmed or denied the

plausibility of a message argument (message-based thoughts; e.g., “It is true that

graduates may have better salaries” versus “Who cares about the student who now

owns a restaurant? Maybe UF graduates have higher aspirations!”) or (b) was

knowledge-based. Knowledge-based thoughts in turn included (a) references to

outcomes or attributes of the policy not mentioned in the message (e.g., “These

exams would cause students a lot of stress”), (b) expressions of attitudes toward

the policy (e.g., “I do not like these exams”), and (c) expressions of attitudes

toward the message (e.g., “I liked the newsletter”). The interrater agreement was

92%.

In addition to listing their thoughts, participants completed measures of outcome

beliefs and evaluations. That is, they reviewed the outcomes described in the mes-

sage as well as the knowledge-based outcomes identified by Albarracı́n and Wyer

(2001). To measure beliefs, participants indicated the likelihood that each outcome

would occur if the policy were instituted on a scale from 0 (unlikely) to 10 (likely).

To measure evaluations, they reported how desirable each outcome would be on

a scale from −5 (dislikable) to +5 (likable). Measures of outcome-related cog-

nitions were computed by multiplying each outcome belief by the corresponding

evaluation and obtaining the sum of all products corresponding to a given category

of cognitions [i.e., message-related vs knowledge-related; see Eq. (1)].
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The data from Albarracı́n, Kumkale, and McNatt’s (2000) study appear in

Table II. As in Greenwald’s (1968) work, participants in this research were more

likely to list thoughts that did not specifically discuss the content of the persuasive

the message (i.e., knowledge-based; 56% vs 66% in each study). However, the

majority of these knowledge-based thoughts were expressions of attitudes rather

than a reflection of knowledge about attributes or outcomes of the policy (40% vs

26% respectively).

An examination of the correlations from Albarracı́n, Kumkale, and McNatt

(see Table II) indicates that in this study (see also Albarracı́n & Wyer, 2001;

Fishbein, Ajzen, & McArdle, 1980), message-based thoughts were highly corre-

lated with attitudes. In contrast, among knowledge-based thoughts, only global

expressions of attitudes were highly correlated with the attitudes participants re-

ported at the beginning of the questionnaire.8 These findings suggest that high

correlations between attitudes and thought-listing measures of content from prior

knowledge may be the result of low discriminant validity in the way these thoughts

were classified. Message-based thoughts, however, appear to be influential across

different measures.

D. IDENTIFICATION AND SELECTION OF INFORMATION

IN PERSUASION

Consider now what happens to the information once it is interpreted or retrieved

from prior knowledge. How is it identified and selected for further use? One would

suspect that decades of persuasion research would have facilitated our understand-

ing of these basic processes in persuasion. However, these processes have not been

postulated before, let alone investigated empirically.

8Albarracı́n et al. (2000) also tested whether thought-listing or scale-based measures were most pre-

dictive of attitudes toward voting in favor of the policy. Thus, they regressed attitudes on scale-based

measures of beliefs and evaluations as well as the three thought-listing indexes in Table 4. When all

predictors were considered simultaneously, message-based and knowledge-based outcome beliefs and

evaluations (β = .44 vs .25, p < .001 and .01, respectively) as well as thought-listing measures of

attitudes towards the message (β = .28, p < . 01) all predicted attitudes toward the behavior. How-

ever, thought-listing measures of message-based cognitions and of attitudes toward the policy did

not contribute to the prediction over and above the other measures (βs = −.01 and .10, respectively,

ns in each case). These results strongly suggest that thought-listing measures are an adequate mea-

sure of global attitudes (see also Miller & Baron, 1973; Miller & Colman, 1981), but that scale-based

measures are more effective indexes of participants’ reactions to the content of the persuasive mes-

sage. Another indication of the superiority of scale-based measures in Albarracı́n et al. (2000) study

can be obtained from data on interpretation and comprehension. As expected, scale-based measures of

message-based outcome cognitions correlated r = .23 and .21 ( p < .05 in each case) with interpreta-

tion and comprehension, respectively. However, thoughts about the outcomes and attributes mentioned

in the message were not associated with either interpretation or comprehension (r = .07 and −.03, ns

in each case).
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Probably the most systematic analysis of selection of information in persuasion

was conducted in the context of the heuristic-systematic model (see Chaiken, 1980;

Chen & Chaiken, 1999). This conceptualization explicitly assumes a sequence in

which message recipients first engage in nonelaborative (“heuristic”) processing.

Thus, Chaiken (1980) maintained that people are cognitive misers who first attempt

to apply a heuristic. Consequently, they process the information contained in the

arguments only to the extent that a heuristic is not available or is unable to provide

as confident a judgment as they desire at the time. However, when recipients have

a heuristic available and their level of desired confidence can be easily achieved by

the application of the heuristic, they are unlikely to exert the effort that is required

to scrutinize the merits of the arguments in the communication. In this sense, the

model implies that people are first influenced by information that automatically

triggers an influence or that is “easy” to process. Chaiken (1980) probably never

implied that message recipients who are distracted would assess the difficulty of

processing different kinds of information and then decide to apply a heuristic

instead of analyzing the information contained in the arguments. However, the

actual mechanisms that are at stake are not entirely clear from her model.

Given the absence of prior research on this topic, our processing model may

have considerable advantages. Thus, it assumes that recipients of a persuasive

message must first identify or direct attention to potential pieces of information

and then determine if these elements are relevant bases for decisions. Like with

interpretation, the mechanisms of information identification and selection imply

that decreases in ability and motivation are likely to reduce the influence of the ar-

guments contained in the message in a monotonic fashion. However, the influence

of ability and motivation on the use of other information, such as one’s affective

reactions, is presumably curvilinear (see Albarracı́n & Kumkale, 2000). That is,

decreases in ability and motivation may increase the influence of a less relevant

cue to the extent that they can confuse recipients concerning the relevance of the

cue. However, more intense decreases in ability and motivation may prevent iden-

tification of the irrelevant information and disrupt its influence (see also, Gilbert &

Hixon, 1991).

Finally, we investigated the mechanisms of identification and selection of in-

formation by considering the influence of affect in persuasion. Thus, like Petty

and Wegener (1998), we argue that affect can have different types of influences

depending on recipients’ ability and motivation at the time they receive the mes-

sage. Specifically, Petty and Wegener (1998) maintained that when ability and

motivation are high and unless recipients correct for the influence, affect can in-

fluence attitudes by biasing the thoughts about the persuasive message (see Petty,

Schumann, Richman, & Strathman, 1993; Wegener, Petty, & Klein, 1994). When

ability and motivation are moderate, affect can influence the extent of information

processing. That is, negative affect is likely to increase elaborative processing and

positive affect can increase peripheral mechanisms (but see also, Wegener, Petty,
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& Smith, 1995). Finally, when ability and motivation are low, affect can be used

as informational input to a simple inference. In contrast, our model assumes that

affect is likely to inform attitudes when ability and motivation are moderate instead

of low and makes no prediction about motivational influences of affect.

E. BEHAVIOR-RELATED JUDGMENTS AND BEHAVIOR

Our conceptualization of elaborative information processing is based in part on

the theory of reasoned action proposed by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975). Although this

theory makes no explicit claims concerning the nature of the cognitive processes

that underlie attitude formation (see Fishbein & Middlestadt, 1995), the general

model is useful in conceptualizing the sequence of cognitive steps that underlie

the impact of a persuasive communication on behavior when persons have the

motivation and ability to evaluate its implications. At the same time, our findings

suggest that when persons are unable or unwilling to devote cognitive resources

necessary to extensively process the information they receive, they may base their

attitudes on information that is not taken into account by Fishbein and Ajzen’s

(1975) theory of reasoned action.

It is important to note that although Fishbein and Ajzen’s conceptualization had

its origins in learning theory (Dulany, 1968), Fishbein has generally stated that

they did not propose it as a process model and they do not themselves regard it as

a description of the cognitive processes that underlie the influence of beliefs and

evaluations on attitudes (see e.g., Fishbein & Middlestadt, 1995). More recently,

however, Ajzen and Fishbein (2001) maintained that their theory is a reflection

of processes they conceptualized as automatic. That is, it captures learning of the

association between a given object or behavior and a given set of attributes or

outcomes. Rather than being reasoned, these associations are formed incidentally

and may pose no cognitive or motivational demands.

Although beliefs and evaluations may well be formed by association as Ajzen

and Fishbein (2001) imply, the use of beliefs as basis for attitudes may be more

likely to occur when ability and motivation are low (Albarracı́n & Wyer, 2001;

for similar hypotheses, see Petty & Wegener, 1991). Similarly, our model reflects

processes that depend on ability and motivation, such as interpretation, selection,

and use of information in judgments. These processes may be unintentional and

occur outside of awareness, but they nevertheless require cognitive capacity and

motivation (for a conceptualization of properties of automaticity, see Bargh, 1994,

1997). Therefore, they are presumably less automatic than associative learning of

the type Ajzen and Fishbein (2001) proposed.

Another difference of the theory of reasoned action and the theory of planned

behavior with our model is that theirs are primarily models of behavioral prediction

(see Ajzen, 2001), whereas ours concerns persuasion and attitude change. With
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their broader scope (see Ajzen, 1996), Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) have considered

variables that are excluded from our model, namely norms and perceived behav-

ioral control (for a recent meta-analysis of these models, see Albarracı́n, Johnson,

Fishbein, & Muellerleile, 2001). In many cases, these variables have little influence

or may be adequately conceptualized as determinants of attitudes (see Miniard &

Cohen, 1981). Other times, however, a more elaborate understanding of persuasion

may be justified to explicate the role of norms and perceived behavioral control in

attitude change.

F. CONFLICT RESOLUTION

Theories of cognitive consistency have long argued that individuals strive for be-

lief harmony and attempt to resolve subjective conflict (Heider, 1946; Rosenberg,

1960, 1968). Without a doubt, Abelson (1959, 1963, 1968) provided the most elab-

orate theorizing on these processes. According to him, individuals whose beliefs

are under attack may simply reject the new information. They may then attempt to

bolster their own position by retrieving supportive prior knowledge. If bolstering

fails, people may practice denial again, but possibly in a more effortful fashion on

the basis of cognitions they retrieve from prior knowledge.

Thus, theories of cognitive consistency argue that conflict motivates people to

restore balance (see, e.g., Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1946). Abelson (1959) also

suggested specific ways in which people resolve conflict. In this context, what

our model does is to provide a framework for distinguishing the motivational and

informational outcomes of conflict. Thus, when recipients of a persuasive message

detect conflict at the time they process the message, they may integrate information

into attitudes in a more careful way. However, when they detect conflict after the

message has been received, they may resolve the informational inconsistency but

are unable to alter the reception of the information. To our knowledge, none of the

other models make this intuitive prediction.

G. MAINTENANCE AND DECAY OF CHANGE

The elaboration likelihood model assumes that attitudes that are influenced by a

thoughtful consideration of information can be more persistent, resistant, or predic-

tive of behavior than attitudes informed by simpler decisions on the basis of one’s

past behavior or the number of arguments a communication contains (Krosnick &

Petty, 1995; Petty, Haugtvedt, & Smith, 1995). Our research suggests that the ef-

fect of a communication lasts longer when the communication has an impact on a

stage that is closer to the behavior (e.g., self-perception, see Fig. 4). That is, when

recipients base their attitudes on the content of the persuasive message, decay in
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memory for this content and one’s reactions to it will lead to a corresponding decay

in attitude change. However, when one’s attitudes are not mediated by beliefs and

evaluations, change decay depends on memories of one’s behavior or affective

reactions about the behavior.

On the surface, our data may be in conflict with the findings from Johnson and

Watkins (1971) that greater repetition of the arguments of a persuasive message

leads to more persistence of attitude change. There are two potential explanations

for this apparent conflict. First, the presentation of the message in their research

could have increased general perceptions of message validity and these perceptions

could have influenced attitudes without specific consideration of the attributes of

the issue at hand. To that extent, the effects of repetition do not necessarily imply

that greater elaboration of the message content produced greater maintenance of

attitude change (Petty, Haugtvedt, & Smith, 1995). In fact, Haugtvedt, Schumann,

Schneier, and Warren (1994) showed that the effects of repetition were similar

for different types of information. Thus, participants read either the same mes-

sage with varying source cues or different arguments with the same peripheral

cue. Presumably, varying the arguments of a persuasive message should facil-

itate processing via the “central route,” whereas varying the peripheral cue in

the message should increase peripheral types of processes (see Petty & Wegener,

1999). Haugvedt and his colleagues concluded that providing participants with

multiple retrieval cues resulted in greater persistence of attitude change than sin-

gle exposure to the material regardless of whether arguments or sources were

repeated.

Unfortunately, a test of Postulate 7 was not possible with the data collected

by Haugvedt, Schumann, Schneier, and Warren (1994). The reason is that source

cues like the ones they manipulated are likely to influence beliefs and evalua-

tions. For example, an expert source may increase the impact of the message on

beliefs and evaluations of the message content relative to a noncredible source

(for a meta-analysis of the sleeper effect, see Kumkale, Albarracı́n, & Seignourel,

2001). Thus, source factors would only rarely produce direct effects on attitudes.

In contrast, the findings by Albarracı́n and McNatt (2001) provided a strong test

of our assumptions. They showed that behavior feedback generated more lasting

attitude change than presenting a verbal persuasive message. Furthermore, the su-

perior maintenance after behavior feedback was associated with direct effects of

the feedback on attitudes.

It is important to note that Postulate 7 is particularly critical if people’s attitudes

predict behavior regardless of whether these attitudes are formed on the basis of

message arguments or their past behavior. However, Petty and Cacioppo (1986a,

1986b) argued that central processing may strengthen the attitude–behavior rela-

tion relative to peripheral processing. In those conditions, attitudes based on one’s

past behavior may last longer but be less predictive of behavior than attitudes based

on the arguments contained in the message.
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The hypothesis that central processing increases the attitude–behavior relation

has received little attention to date. This neglect stems in part from a failure of

communication research to measure overt behavior. In fact, Eagly and Chaiken

(1993) mentioned that the only study in support of Petty and Cacioppo’s hypothesis

was conducted by Cacioppo, Petty, Kao, and Rodriguez (1986). In this study,

participants’ voting preferences correlated with their voting behavior to a greater

extent when participants were high on need for cognition than when they were low

on this trait. However, it is not possible to determine if need for cognition reflected

central processing or, instead, attitude properties that are traditionally associated

with greater predictability of attitudes (e.g., confidence; see Fazio & Zanna, 1978a,

1978b; for an excellent analysis of factors that influence the attitude–behavior

relation, see Ajzen & Sexton, 1999).

In contrast to the evidence reviewed by Eagly and Chaiken (1993), this chap-

ter considered a number of data sets that reported correlations involving atti-

tudes and behavior. These attitudes were formed on the basis of different elements

(i.e., argument strength, affect, and past behavior) and under different conditions

of ability and motivation to think about the information. A summary of these data

appears in Table IX and includes correlations among attitudes, intentions, and

behavior and an indication of the basis for attitudes in each condition.

A visual inspection of the 21 samples in Table IX suggests that the attitude–

behavior relation did not vary as a function of ability and motivation to think

about the information. Nor was this relation contingent on whether attitudes

were based on the message arguments or on other information. Furthermore, a

meta-analysis of these data is presented in Table X and led to the same conclu-

sion. That is, the correlations involving attitudes, intentions, and behavior were

equal in strength independent of the information on which they were based or

of participants’ ability and motivation to think about the information at the time.

This finding may contradict previous assertions by Petty and Cacioppo (1986a,

1986b). They imply that inducing a favorable attitude is likely to be effective even

when these attitudes are not based on an elaborate consideration of the message

arguments.

Finally, our research did not explore the resistance of attitudes based on a persua-

sive message or based on information that has direct influences on these attitudes

(Krosnick & Petty, 1995). It is possible that attitudes based on one’s past behavior

will be less resistant to subsequent, counterattitudinal attacks. Or, instead, attitude

resistance may depend on the quality of the message people received at an earlier

time. Thus, when people form their attitudes on the basis of weak arguments, their

cognitive defenses are likely to be rather weak. These individuals may be better off

justifying their prior behaviors and using those justifications as a basis for their

defense. In contrast, strong arguments may confer a more solid basis for future

defenses than weak arguments and past behavior alike.
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TABLE IX

THE ATTITUDE–BEHAVIOR RELATION ACROSS LEVELS OF ABILITY AND MOTIVATION

AND BASES FOR ATTITUDES

Basis for attitudes N rB-I rB-A rI-A

Albarracı́n and Wyer (2000)

Experiment 2

High-ability (low-distraction) Past behavior 48 .83 .77 .93

Low-ability (high-distraction) Past behavior 48 .65 .64 .78

Experiment 3

High-ability (low-distraction) Past behavior 32 .67 .40 .84

Low-ability (high-distraction) None detected 32 .66 .62 .86

Experiment 4

High-ability (low-distraction) Past behavior 32 .66 .63 .88

Low-ability (high-distraction) Past behavior 32 .67 .66 .88

Albarracı́n and Wyer (2001)

Experiment 1

High-ability (low-distraction) Argument strength 10 .78 .68 .79

Low-ability (high-distraction) Affect 43 .70 .61 .64

Experiment 3

High-ability (low-distraction) Argument strength 51 .71 .60 .66

Low-ability (high-distraction) Argument strength, affect 53 .71 .61 .78

Albarracı́n and Kumkale (2000)

Experiment 1

High-ability/high-motivation Argument strength, affect 41 .62 .65 .73

High-ability/low-motivation Argument strength, affect 41 .60 .60 .77

Low-ability/high-motivation Argument strength, affect 44 .75 .65 .67

Low-ability/low-motivation None detected 47 .75 .59 .66

Experiment 2

High-ability/high-motivation None detected 41 .54 .31 .70

High-ability/low-motivation Affect 39 .57 .20 .49

Low-ability/high-motivation Affect 43 .68 .63 .76

Low-ability/low-motivation None detected 41 .55 .39 .62

Albarracı́n and McNatt (2001)

Behavior feedback

Cognitions measured at Time 1 Past behavior 55 .39 .48 .83

Cognitions measured at Time 2 Past behavior 51 .55 .51 .80

Cognitions measured at Time 3 Past behavior 48 .58 .55 .85

Persuasive message

Cognitions measured at Time 1 Argument strength 51 .80 .69 .89

Cognitions measured at Time 2 Argument strength 46 .77 .70 .92

Cognitions measured at Time 3 Argument strength 46 .78 .71 .95

Concept Salience

Cognitions measured at Time 1 None detected 59 .43 .50 .88

Cognitions measured at Time 2 None detected 49 .63 .66 .76

Cognitions measured at Time 3 None detected 48 .62 .56 .82

Note. A = Attitude; B = Behavior; I = Intention.
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TABLE X

META-ANALYSIS OF THE ATTITUDE–BEHAVIOR RELATION

Message arguments Affect or past behavior

r+ LL UL r+ LL UL

Effects of ability

High-ability .63 .53 .72 .58 .49 .66

Low-ability .65 .54 .74 .61 .53 .68

Effects of motivation

High-motivation .65 .50 .76 .64 .53 .74

Low-motivation .64 .55 .71 .58 .54 .63

Note. r+ = weighted mean correlations (see Hedges & Olkin, 1985); LL = lower

limit of 95% confidence interval; UL = upper limit of 95% confidence interval.

VII. Conclusions

No previous model of persuasion (see e.g., Chaiken, 1980; Kruglanski, Thomp-

son, & Spiegel, 1999; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b) has articulated how

people determine what pieces of information they use in judgment. In contrast, the

proposed model argues that all information available at the time (e.g., arguments,

extraneous affect, or past behavior) has an equal chance of being identified. After

message recipients identify different pieces of information, they assess the extent to

which the information is relevant to the judgment they are about to make. Because

of these two stages of judgment, decreases in ability and motivation are likely to

have a negative, linear effect on the influence of argument strength. However, the

influence of ability and motivation on the use of other, less relevant information is

likely to be curvilinear.

McGuire (1968a) and Wyer (1974) provided a conceptualization of how recip-

ients of a message engage in a sequence of cognitive activities. This sequence

includes being presented with the content of the message, paying attention, and

comprehending its arguments and then yielding to its recommendations. Accord-

ing to them, the success of a persuasive message depends on its ability to elicit

each of these cognitive activities. In many ways, the model proposed in this chapter

extends McGuire (1968a) and Wyer’s (1974) conceptualization. For example, it

assumes that the information one receives is critical for the outcome of a persuasive

message and, therefore, that the message content is critical.

In other ways, however, the model we discussed in this chapter departs from

McGuire and Wyer’s formulation. For example, it incorporates other sources of

information that more contemporary models of persuasion have identified as criti-

cal (see Chaiken, 1980; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986a, 1986b) and proposes conditions

in which different types of information can have an influence. It also describes
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the contingencies of various judgments (e.g., outcome beliefs and evaluations)

and how recipients can integrate these and other cognitions into their attitudes.

In doing so, our model exceeds McGuire and Wyer’s potential by allowing re-

searchers to conceptualize the influence of multiple pieces of information at a

time.

Of course our model bears some resemblance to the elaboration-likelihood

model and the heuristic-systematic model. Thus, like these dual-process mod-

els, it deals with information coming from the message arguments as well as with

competing and often less relevant information, such as the affect one experiences

for reasons unrelated to the message. Our model also makes predictions that are

in line with (and extend) previous findings from these paradigms that conflicting

information can exert motivational effects on the processing of the message. How-

ever, the resemblance is in many ways apparent, as several of the predictions in

our model are in fact different from the predictions of these dual-processing mod-

els. For example, whereas the elaboration likelihood model predicts that attitudes

based on a careful analysis of the arguments in a message may last longer than

attitudes than are based on peripheral elements, our model assumes that direct

impact on attitudes should lead to greater resistance than the analysis of persua-

sive arguments. Furthermore, whereas the elaboration-likelihood model and the

heuristic-systematic model both assume that decreases in motivation and ability

should be accompanied by increased influence of irrelevant information, our model

assumes that these restrictions will ultimately impair identification and use of any

information whatsoever.

As any new formulation, the one we proposed in this chapter should be seen

as a conceptual device that may allow researchers to ask new questions in a field

that has been somewhat subdued for some time. It is likely an imperfect reflection

of reality, but may still illuminate phenomena that researchers may not otherwise

investigate.
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For thousands, maybe millions of years, people have been telling stories to each

other. They have told stories around the campfire; they have travelled from town

to town telling stories to relate the news of the day; they have told stories by

electronic means to passive audiences incapable of doing anything but listening

(and watching). Whatever the means, and whatever the venue, storytelling seems

to play a major role in social interaction.

(Schank & Abelson)

As Schank and Abelson (1995, p. 2) eloquently suggest, much of the information

that we transmit and receive about the world in which we live is conveyed to us in

the form of a narrative. That is, it consists of a series of temporally related events

involving oneself or other persons, along with the states of affairs that either cause

or result from these events. This information can be acquired either through direct

experience or from written and oral descriptions. In the course of comprehending

it, a mental representation may be formed of the sequence of events as a whole,

and this representation may be stored in memory. Later, the representation may

be recalled and used to describe the events to others, to interpret new experiences

that are similar, and to make judgments or behavioral decisions.

The importance of understanding the comprehension and use of narrative forms

of information is reflected in Schank and Abelson’s (1995) claim that virtually

all of the important social knowledge is composed of “stories” that people either

construct from their own life experiences or learn from other sources (movies,

television, or other individuals). The way in which narratives are represented in

memory has in fact been investigated extensively in research on text comprehen-

sion (e.g., Bower & Clark, 1969; Graesser, 1981; Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso,
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1994; Stein & Glenn, 1979). The use of these representations in comprehension

and judgment is also recognized in many other areas of psychology, ranging

from developmental (Miller, 1994) to personality (McAdams, 1988) and clinical

(Pennebaker, 2000)(see Wyer, 1995, for numerous examples). In social psych-

ology, their influence is most apparent in analyses of the impact of implicit causal

theories on the explanation of observed behavior (Dweck, Hong, & Chiu, 1993;

Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000), reconstruction of the past (Ross,

1989), the perception of close relationships (Harvey, Orbuch, & Weber, 1992;

Holmes & Murray, 1995), and decision making (Pennington & Hastie, 1986, 1992).

Despite this widespread concern with narrative forms of knowledge, social cog-

nition researchers have given relatively little attention to the way that this knowl-

edge is represented in memory and the processes that underlie its use in making

judgments and decisions. More generally, they have focused on how people orga-

nize information about an individual’s traits and behaviors in the course of forming

an impression of the person (for reviews, see Srull & Wyer, 1989; Carlston & Smith,

1996). This information is typically conveyed in a randomly ordered list, and the

behaviors are unrelated to one another except by virtue of the common traits they

exemplify. The mental representations that are formed from this type of infor-

mation have implications for an understanding of how people respond to letters

of reference and personnel appraisals. However, they may bear little resemblance

to the representations that people form from social experiences of the sort they

encounter in daily life.

The lack of attention given to the mental representations of social experiences

is perhaps understandable. The content and structure of such representations, and

when these representations are used, are difficult to conceptualize. Different rep-

resentations can often be formed of the same sequence of events, and these rep-

resentations can be coded in different sense modalities. Furthermore, information

that is transmitted in one modality may be represented in memory in another. For

example, the information we acquire through direct experience is often conveyed

both visually and acoustically and may initially be encoded into memory in ways

that correspond to these modalities. In the course of describing an experience to

another, however, we may recode the events that occurred linguistically and may

construct a new mental representation that is composed of these new codings.

Moreover, the content and structure of this additional representation may depend

on the communication goals that exist at the time it is formed.

By the same token, verbal descriptions of an experience may be coded linguis-

tically. However, these verbal descriptions can elicit mental images, and these

images, as well as the linguistic codings of the experience, can become part of the

representation of it (Wyer & Radvansky, 1999). Thus, for example, the statement

“When John woke up, he found a king cobra lying beside him in his sleeping bag”

is likely to be coded into memory both linguistically and in terms of a visual image

of John, the snake, and John’s reactions. The role of mental imagery in information
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processing is widely recognized both in research on text comprehension (Glenberg,

Meyer, & Lindem, 1987; Reyes, Thompson, & Bower, 1980) and more generally

(Kosslyn, 1990; Shepard & Chipman, 1970). Nevertheless, neither this nor other

research provides insight into the interface between linguistic and nonverbal repre-

sentations of social and personal experiences. Nor does it articulate the conditions

in which these different types of representations come into play in making infer-

ences and judgments. Moreover, these questions have seldom even been raised

in social cognition research and theorizing (for an exception, see Carlston, 1995;

Wyer & Carlston, 1979).

We hope to remedy some of these deficiencies. In the first half of this chapter,

we describe the way in which narrative-based representations of knowledge are

formed in the course of comprehending social events of the sort one encounters in

daily life. In doing so, we consider the representation of situation-specific expe-

riences that are coded in a number of sense modalities and are constructed at the

time information about the experiences is comprehended. In this context, we dis-

cuss both when and how many of these representations are likely to be constructed

from a given experience. We also explore the conditions in which abstract repre-

sentations of events (e.g., scripts; see Schank & Abelson, 1977) are constructed

and examine the conditions in which these generalized representations are used

to comprehend events that involve oneself or a personal acquaintance. Finally, we

consider the way in which abstract representations of a sequence of events can

affect the later recall of these events.

After discussing how narrative forms of knowledge are represented in mem-

ory, we turn to the way in which these representations can influence a variety

of phenomena of concern in social psychological research and theory, including

(a) perceptions of validity; (b) judgments and decision making; (c) the role of

implicit theories in memory, attribution, and person perception; (d) affect and cog-

nition; (e) stereotyping; (f) perceptions of social reality; and (g) humor elicitation.

I. Narrative-Based Representations of Knowledge:

General Considerations

We assume that a narrative representation of knowledge is composed of two

or more temporally ordered and thematically related segments that are stored in

memory as a unit. Each segment refers to a different event or, alternatively, to a state

of affairs that either causes or is caused by this event. For example, the sequence

“Professor Smith told Mary she got an A on the exam; Mary was ecstatic; she drank

a glass of champagne” describes a sequence in which the first event produces a

state of affairs that, in turn, stimulates a second one. As this example indicates, the

segments of a narrative are linked causally and thematically as well as temporally.
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This constraint distinguishes a narrative from a temporal sequence of events or

states that have no clear relation to one another. For example, the sequence of

events “Professor Smith told Mary she got an A; Mary visited her grandmother;

John called Mary for a date” all pertain to the same individual and might occur

in the order indicated. Nevertheless, the events are thematically unrelated and,

therefore, would not be stored in memory in the form of a narrative. Rather, they

are likely to be stored independently as separate units of knowledge (Wyer & Srull,

1989).

Narrative-based representations vary in generality. As indicated in our previous

examples, the events described in some narratives pertain to a particular person

and occur at a specific (although unspecified) time and place. (In the discussion to

follow, we refer to these representations as episode models.) Other narrative repre-

sentations are not temporally specific. For example, they could refer to a particular

person, but the events they describe might not be specific to a particular time and

place (e.g., “John got an education. Then, he got a job. Later, he served as a state

senator.”). Alternatively, they could refer to events that occur in a particular type

of situation but generalize over persons and times (e.g., “People enter a restau-

rant, look at the menu, order a meal, eat, and pay the bill.”). These generalized

representations, which are often formed in the course of conscious goal-directed

activity, differ from situationally and temporally specific narrative-based repre-

sentations both in content and in the conditions in which they are constructed and

used. Because these differences are central to the issues of concern in this chapter,

they warrant detailed consideration.

A. EVENT AND EPISODE MODELS

Our conceptualization of situation-specific representations of events is based on

a theory of social comprehension proposed by Wyer and Radvansky (1999). They

postulate that in order to comprehend information about an event that occurs in a

specific situational and temporal context (i.e., an event that involves a particular

individual at a particular time and place), people spontaneously construct a mental

simulation of the event. This simulation is called an event model. Moreover, when

people experience a sequence of such events that are thematically related, they are

likely to combine the models they have formed of the events into a single multiple-

segment episode model.1 These models, which are a subset of mental models

(cf. Johnson-Laird, 1980, 1983; Kintsch, 1998; Zwaan & Radvansky, 1998), can

have both metalinguistic and nonverbal components. The metalinguistic compo-

nent of an event model is analogous to a proposition that describes verbally the

1This assumes that a personal experience is not represented by a continuous stream of events, but

rather as a series of discrete “frames” that are extracted from this stream. For alternative theoretical

accounts of the nature of these frames, see Ebbesen, 1980; Newtson, 1976; Wyer & Srull, 1989.
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event to which it refers (e.g., “Mary bought a car”). The nonverbal component,

which can be viewed metaphorically as a mental image, consists of a configural

representation of both the entities (persons and objects) involved in the event and

the relations among them.

In addition, an episode model (and the event models that compose it) has a

spatial-temporal framework. (That is, the event it depicts occurs in a particular

time and location.) The existence of this framework, which is a necessary con-

dition for the construction of the model, can be either explicit or implicit. For

example, “Mary bought a car” occurred at a particular (albeit unspecified) time

and place. In contrast, “Mary owns a car” is not temporally and spatially local-

ized. Therefore, comprehension of the latter statement would normally not lead

to the construction of an event or episode model. Rather, it might be stored in a

generalized representation of Mary of the sort that is assumed to underlie person

impressions (cf. Srull & Wyer, 1989).

The “image” component of an event model is somewhat analogous to a “picture,”

and the linguistic component to a “caption.” Thus, the sequence of segments

that compose an episode model as a whole might be likened to a comic strip

(see Abelson, 1976; Wyer & Carlston, 1979, for similar analogies). However, the

analogy between the image component of an event model and a picture is loose.

For one thing, the image may omit specific features of its referents that would

necessarily exist in a photograph. (Thus, the image of Mary in our example would

be likely to identify her as a woman but might not specify the color of her eyes or the

clothes she is wearing.) At the same time, the image can be coded not only visually

but in other sense modalities as well. For example, the representation of a man who

shouts, “Watch out for that car!” might contain acoustic features as well as visual

ones. Finally, the social experiences to which an episode model refers can often

include oneself as either a participant or an observer. Under these circumstances,

the model’s features could include a representation of one’s cognitive or affective

responses to the experience (i.e., thoughts or feelings) as well as the events that

compose it.

One assumption made by Wyer and Radvansky (1999) is particularly important

in the present context. That is, the image components of an episode model are

obligatory, as they are necessary in order to comprehend the events they depict.

In contrast, the propositional components are optional. These latter components

may be included only if the events to be represented are described verbally. If the

events are directly experienced or observed, the nonverbally coded features of the

events may be sufficient to comprehend them, and so the representation that is

formed of them may not include a metalinguistic description. Thus, as an intuitive

example, people who watch a movie are unlikely to assign verbal labels to their

observations. On the other hand, people who read a book may spontaneously form

mental pictures of the events described and the characters involved in them and,

in doing so, may elaborate features of the events that were not specified in the
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verbal description that was provided (see Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994, for

a detailed discussion of such spontaneous inferences and when they occur).

Once an episode model has been formed, it may often be assigned a header or

“title.” The header (which may be coded propositionally) constitutes a general-

ization of the event sequence as a whole. It normally describes what the model

is about and serves to index the model in memory. Consequently, it can func-

tion as a retrieval cue for the sequence of events it denotes. Thus, for example,

“Los Angeles police harass racial minorities” could be the header of an episode

model that was formed while watching a telecast of the Rodney King beat-

ing. In this regard, the assignment of a header to an episode model is assumed

to be the result of conscious goal-directed activity that occurs in the course

of thinking about the implications of the events described or communicating

about the events to others. Thus, if the model is thought about with reference

to more than one objective, it might have several headers. If it never becomes

involved in goal-directed activity, on the other hand, it might not have a header

at all.

The major implications of the preceding discussion can be summarized in two

postulates as follows:

Postulate 1: People construct event and episode models spontaneously

in the course of comprehending events that occur in a spatial-temporal

framework.

Postulate 2: Episode models can have both metalinguistic and nonverbal

(“image”) components. However, although the image component of an

episode model is obligatory, the metalinguistic component is optional.

Empirical support for these postulates is provided later.

B. GENERALIZED NARRATIVE-BASED REPRESENTATIONS

Episode models are theoretically formed spontaneously in the course of com-

prehending a temporally and situationally specific sequence of events. Other,

generalized event representations can be constructed in the course of pursuing

specific goals to which they are relevant. These latter representations, which are

usually coded linguistically, can be of several types. First, people might construct

an abstract representation of a movie they have seen, or of their activities during

a vacation, in the course of describing it to a friend. Similar communication ob-

jectives might lead people to construct a more general narrative of the events that

have occurred to them or another over an extended period of time (e.g., graduating



NARRATIVE-BASED REPRESENTATIONS OF KNOWLEDGE 137

from engineering school, working at Bell Laboratories, deciding to get a Ph.D. in

psychology, and getting married).

These representations could sometimes be formed by combining the headers of

episode models that already exist in memory. In other cases, the “image” com-

ponents of a previously formed episode model might be coded linguistically in

the course of describing the episode to others. Once formed, however, these ab-

stract, goal-specific representations might be stored in memory independently of

the more specific episode models on which they were based (Wyer & Srull, 1989).

Thus, for example, suppose a person who has seen Schindler’s List later describes

the movie to another in abstract terms (e.g., “Although Schindler was a Nazi, he

gradually became upset by the treatment of Jews and saved many of their lives

by keeping them employed in munitions factories until the end of the war”). The

individual might later recall this abstract coding of the movie without recalling

mental images of the events that gave rise to its construction. The implications of

this possibility are considered later in this chapter.

A second type of narrative-based representation may constitute a generaliza-

tion of several related sequences of events that one has personally experienced,

observed, or heard about. Familiar examples of these representations include

cultural scripts (Bower, Black, & Turner, 1997; Schank & Abelson, 1977), schema

abstractions (Hintzman, 1986), and prototypic event sequences (Wyer & Srull,

1989), which refer to events that are common to many different situations and

points in time (e.g., the events that occur when visiting a restaurant). Thus, these

representations (unlike episode models) are typically not specific as to time and

place.

Another distinction between these narrative representations and episode models

should be noted. That is, the abstract representations that are formed in the pro-

cess of communicating verbally to someone may be coded linguistically but are

unlikely to contain mental images of the events to which they refer. Generalized

representations, which are abstractions of a number of specific instances, are also

unlikely to have an image component. This factor becomes very important in un-

derstanding the different roles that narrative representations can play in memory

and judgment, as is shown.

Not all generalized representations of social knowledge are in the form of a

narrative, of course. For example, one might construct a representation of a per-

son that consists of general traits and behaviors that are not specific as to time

and place. These representations are not formed spontaneously in the course of

comprehension, but rather, are constructed in the course of goal-directed cogni-

tive activity (e.g., forming an impression of the individual) (Hamilton, Katz, &

Leirer, 1980; Hastie & Kumar, 1979; Srull & Wyer, 1989). The construction

and use of representations of this type have been studied extensively in social

cognition research (cf. Carlston, 1995; Wyer & Carlston, 1994; Wyer & Srull,

1989). As we have noted earlier, however, these representations are generally
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irrelevant to the issues of concern in this chapter, and so they are not discussed in

detail.

The implications of this discussion can be summarized in a third postulate as

follows:

Postulate 3: Abstract narrative representations of social information are

typically formed in the course of attaining specific objectives to which

they are relevant. These representations, which are likely to be coded

linguistically, may be constructed from episode models of the events they

depict. Once constructed, they are stored in memory independently of

other representations of the events to which they pertain.

II. The Content and Structure of Episode Models of Social Experiences

In the preceding section, we described two general types of narrative representa-

tions: event and episode models of situation-specific experiences (which are formed

spontaneously in the course of comprehending events and are coded nonverbally as

well as linguistically) and more abstract, generalized event representations (which

are formed in the course of specific goal-directed activity). It is obviously impor-

tant to understand when each type of narrative representation is activated and used

as a basis for judgments and decisions. We discuss these matters in detail in later

sections of this chapter. Because the construction and use of episode models is

central to the conceptualization we propose, however, it is desirable to address a

number of fundamental questions concerning (a) the role of mental imagery in the

formation of these models, (b) the conditions in which episode models are actually

formed, and (c) the number of different models that are likely to be constructed

from a given experience.

A. THE ROLE OF MENTAL IMAGES IN THE REPRESENTATION

OF SOCIAL KNOWLEDGE

The central features of our conceptualization are embodied in Postulates 1 and 2.

That is, the episode models that people construct in the course of comprehend-

ing a sequence of situation-specific events necessarily have a nonverbal (image)

component, whereas the metalinguistic (propositional) component of these mod-

els is optional. This implies that descriptions of events that are conveyed verbally

will spontaneously elicit a mental image of these events in the course of compre-

hending them. In contrast, a picture of the events might not spontaneously elicit a



NARRATIVE-BASED REPRESENTATIONS OF KNOWLEDGE 139

metalinguistic coding of them. A direct test of this hypothesis is described later.

However, more indirect evidence of the role of visual imagery in prose compre-

hension is worth noting briefly.

1. The Role of Imagery in Prose Comprehension

Numerous studies are consistent with the assumption that people form visual im-

ages spontaneously in the course of comprehending verbal descriptions of events.

Bransford, Barclay, and Franks (1972), for example, showed that memory for

apparently anomalous sentences (e.g., “The haystack was important because the

cloth would rip”) was substantially improved by preceding the sentences with

single words (e.g., “parachute”) that permitted a scenario to be constructed of an

event in which the statements were meaningful. Garnham (1981) found that people

were more likely to confuse “The hostess bought a mink coat from the furrier”

with “The hostess bought a mink coat at the furrier’s” than to confuse “The host-

ess received a telegram from the furrier” and “The hostess received a telegram at

the furrier’s.” This difference apparently occurred because, although the pairs of

sentences are structurally similar, the sentences in first pair elicit the same mental

image, whereas the sentences in the second pair do not.

In a study by Glenberg, Meyer, and Lindem (1987), participants read a story

in which a sweatshirt was either associated with the protagonist at the outset

(e.g., “John put on his sweatshirt before going jogging”) or was separated from

him (e.g., “John took off his sweatshirt before going jogging”). Their recogni-

tion of specific features mentioned in the passage (including “sweatshirt”) was

then assessed. The actual time interval between the mention of the sweatshirt

in the story and its occurrence in the recognition list was the same in all cases.

Nevertheless, participants recognized the target object more quickly in the first

condition than in the second. People in the first condition apparently formed a

mental image of John wearing the sweatshirt that persisted throughout the mental

representation they formed of the events that occurred later, and this image was

salient at the time of recognition. In the second condition, however, this was not

the case.

A study by Black, Turner, and Bower (1979) suggests that the mental images

people form from text are constructed from a particular visual perspective. For

example, people take less time to comprehend sentences such as “While Mary was

reading a book in her room, John came in to talk to her” than sentences such as

“While Mary was reading a book in her room, John went in to talk to her.” This is

presumably because people who read the beginning of the first sentence construct

an image of Mary from someone inside the room, and this perspective is maintained

when they comprehend the last part of the sentence. In contrast, the last part of

the second sentence elicits an image of John from someone outside the room, and

this shift in visual perspective increases the time required to comprehend it.
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2. A Direct Test

Although the aforementioned studies are consistent with Postulate 2, they do

provide not direct evidence that mental images are constructed spontaneously in

the course of comprehending verbal descriptions of events. Nor do they confirm

the second component of the postulate that linguistic codings of events are not

spontaneously added to representations formed from events that are encountered

visually. A study by Colcombe and Wyer provides this confirmation.

We constructed two scenarios of about 14 events each. One scenario, which

concerned a day at school, described a male student getting up in the morning,

getting dressed, eating breakfast, leaving his apartment, finding that his bicycle

has a flat tire, walking to school, getting to class late, leaving, meeting a friend,

going to the library, and falling asleep at a table. The other, dating scenario por-

trayed the student getting ready for a date, meeting the date, buying ticket for a

movie, buying some popcorn, eating it while watching the show, leaving, going

to a pub, observing his date flirt with a friend, sulking while walking home, but

kissing his date good night at the door. Four sets of stimuli were constructed

for each scenario, two composed of “pictures” and two composed of “captions.”

Specifically, two different sets of photographs were prepared of the events, each

of which was taken from a different perspective. Two different sets of verbal de-

scriptions were also prepared that were similar in meaning but differed in wording

(e.g., “discovered his bicycle tire was flat” vs “saw that his bike had a flat tire”).

Participants (106 introductory psychology students) were instructed that we

were interested in how people comprehend everyday life events and that they

would be shown a series of events on a computer screen. With this preamble, some

participants received a sequence of pictures of the events composing one of the

two scenarios (either the school scenario or the date scenario). Other participants

read verbal descriptions of the events (captions), and a third group of participants

received both pictures and captions in combination. In narrative-order conditions,

the events were conveyed in the order they occurred. In scrambled-order con-

ditions, however, they were presented in unsystematic order rather than in their

natural sequence.

Participants saw the entire stimulus sequence twice. Then, after a short delay,

they were told that they would be shown a number of events would be presented

on the computer screen, that some of which were be described verbally and others

of which were conveyed in pictures, and they should indicate in each case whether

the event described was one that had occurred in the scenario they had seen.

Participants were then exposed to events from both the scenario they had considered

earlier and the one they had not. In each case, they pressed a button on the keyboard

to indicate whether the event was one they had encountered in the information they

had received earlier. The time they took to make this determination was recorded.

a. Narrative Order Conditions. We hypothesized that participants who had

read verbal descriptions of the events in narrative order would spontaneously form
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TABLE I

MEAN TIME TO VERIFY PICTURES AND CAPTIONS AS A FUNCTION OF PRESENTATION ORDER

AND THE TYPE OF INFORMATION INITIALLY PRESENTED

Initial information

Picture Verbal description Picture plus verbal description

Narrative order

Response time

to pictures 1.97 (19) 1.90 (14) 2.05 (20)

Response time

to verbal descriptions 2.53 1.71 1.96

Scrambled order

Response time

to pictures 2.16 (19) 2.50 (18) 1.91 (16)

Response time

to verbal descriptions 2.26 2.23 2.09

mental images of these events and would consequently have these images in mem-

ory at the time they performed the judgment task. Therefore, they should later be

able to verify pictures of the events very quickly. Data shown in the top half of

Table I confirm this hypothesis. That is, participants who had read verbal descrip-

tions of events were able to verify a picture of the event just as quickly as another

verbal description of it (1.90 s vs 1.71 s, respectively).

In contrast, we expected that participants who saw only pictures of the events

would encode them into memory in terms of mental images but would not sponta-

neously encode them linguistically. Consequently, if these participants were later

asked to verify a verbal description of the events, they would have to translate the

image into linguistic terms in order to make this determination, and this trans-

lation would take additional time. This hypothesis was also confirmed. That is,

participants who had seen pictures of the events took longer to identify verbal

descriptions of the events than to identify similar pictures of them. Put another

way, participants verified an events described in a picture just as quickly when

they had previously been exposed to a verbal description of the event as when they

had seen a similar picture of it (1.97 s vs 1.90 s, respectively). However, they took

longer to verify a verbal description of an event when they had seen a picture of it

than when they had read another verbal description of it (2.53 s vs 1.71 s).

b. Scrambled Order Conditions. The data obtained under narrative-order con-

ditions confirm the hypothesis that participants spontaneously form mental images

of events that are described verbally but do not spontaneously make linguistic

codings of events that are conveyed in pictures. This conclusion, however, may

only be valid when participants construct multiple-segment episode models of

the sequence of events they encounter. When event information is conveyed in
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scrambled order, these models may not be formed. Results shown in the bottom

half of Table I indicate that in this condition, participants verified verbal descrip-

tions of events as easily when they had previously been exposed to pictures of

the events (M = 2.26 s) as when they had read other verbal descriptions of them

(M = 2.23 s). However, they took longer to verify events described in pictures

when they had previously read verbal descriptions of the events (M = 2.50 s)

than when they had been seen another picture of them (M = 2.16 s).

Although this pattern of response times was unexpected, it has a plausible expla-

nation. It may be easier to manipulate verbal symbols mentally than to manipulate

visual images. Consequently, participants who had received pictures of the events

in scrambled order may have translated them into linguistic terms at the time they

first encountered them in order to understand the sequence of events as a whole.

As a result, they could later verify a verbal description of an event just as easily

as participants who had been given a verbal description in the first place. How-

ever, when participants received verbal descriptions of the events in scrambled

order, they did not spontaneously form mental images of the events but relied on

linguistic codings alone to infer the order in which the events occurred. Therefore,

when they were later asked to verify a picture, they were required to recode it in

order to compare it with the linguistic representation they had formed earlier, and

this took an additional amount of time. Therefore, they took more time to make

this comparison than participants who had received a picture at the outset.

B. WHEN ARE EPISODE MODELS FORMED?

The data obtained under scrambled-order conditions of the preceding study place

constraints on the conditions in which episode models are formed spontaneously

from event descriptions. That is, this may only occur when events are described

in an order that makes their temporal and thematic relatedness salient. However,

other contingencies in the spontaneous construction of episode models are implied

by Postulate 1 (see also Radvansky & Wyer, 1999). For an episode model to be

formed spontaneously in the course of comprehending events, for example, these

events must occur in a spatial-temporal framework. That is, they must be localized

in time and place. When this is not the case, the events may be coded linguistically

but mental images may not be formed of them.

A procedure for determining whether an episode model is constructed from a

given set of information was developed by Radvansky and Zacks (1991). They rea-

soned that if a single mental representation is formed from a set of information and

is represented in memory as a unified whole, individuals should be able to retrieve

the representation and verify its contents quite easily. In contrast, suppose individ-

uals form a separate representation of each piece of information and store these

representations independently in memory. Then, the presence of one representation



NARRATIVE-BASED REPRESENTATIONS OF KNOWLEDGE 143

is likely to interfere with the retrieval of others. Moreover, the amount of this in-

terference and, therefore, the time required to identify the information in memory,

should increase with the total number of representations that exist. In other words,

set size effects should occur (J. Anderson, 1974; Rundus, 1971).

Radvansky and Zacks (1991) used this criterion successfully to identify contin-

gencies in the construction of spatial mental models. In one study, for example,

participants learned sets of one, two, or three statements. In some cases, the state-

ments described objects in a particular location (e.g., “The book is on the table,”

“The cup is on the table,” and “The pen is on the table”). In this case, it is easy

to form an image of several different objects in a given location. Consequently,

participants who learn these sentences are likely to form a single mental model

including all of the objects regardless of the number that were described. In other

cases, however, sentences described a given object in one, two, or three different

locations (“The book is on the table,” “The book is on the chair,” and “The book

is on the floor”). However, the same object cannot occupy more than one loca-

tion simultaneously. Therefore, participants who were exposed to these statements

should form a separate representation of each one. Results confirmed implications

of this reasoning. That is, the time required to verify statements describing objects

in a given location was the same, regardless of the number of objects involved.

In contrast, the time required to verify statements describing a given object in

different locations increased with the number of locations that were mentioned.

Radvansky, Wyer, Curiel, and Lutz (1997) used a similar paradigm to exam-

ine the likelihood of forming multiple-segment episode models. Participants first

learned sets of sentences about people (e.g., “the lawyer” and “the doctor”) and

objects (“e.g., “razor blades”). However, the sentences varied in several ways. In

some sets of sentences, a particular person was associated with one, two, or three

objects, whereas in other sets, one, two, or three persons were associated with the

same object. In addition, the sentences in each set either described a concrete act

(e.g., “the lawyer is buying razor blades”) or a more abstract relationship that was

not specific as to time and place (“the lawyer owns razor blades”). Finally, the

objects described in some sets of statements (e.g., razor blades, toothpaste, and

aspirin) could often be purchased in a single location (e.g., a drugstore), whereas

the objects described in other sets (e.g., toothpaste, a necktie, and a bicycle) could

not. Sentences were presented in random order. Participants after learning the dif-

ferent sets of sentences to criteria were given a recognition memory task containing

both presented statements and distracters.

Although the design of the study was complex, the predictions were straight-

forward. We expected that participants would form a single episode model from

a set of statements only if the statements described behaviors that occurred in a

specifiable spatial-temporal framework. Thus, a single multiple-segment model

should be formed from statements that referred to a single person buying objects

in a single location. In contrast, different models should be formed from statements
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that referred either to different persons’ behavior in a given location or to a given

individual’s behavior in different locations. Moreover, when the statements referred

to ownership, participants should not form episode models under any condition.

These predictions were confirmed on the basis of criteria established by

Radvansky and Zacks (1991). Mean response times to statements describing the

purchase of objects are shown in Fig. 1 as a function of the number of statements

presented in each experimental condition. The top left panel shows that when the

statements described the purchases that a single person was likely to make in a sin-

gle location, response times did not vary with the number of statements presented.

In all other cases, however (when the statements pertained to owning rather than

buying, when the objects were found in different locations rather than a single one,

or when several persons were associated with the same object rather than a single

person being associated with different objects), set size effects were apparent.

C. HOW MANY EPISODE MODELS ARE FORMED?

People obviously do not construct a single narrative representation of their en-

tire life or the lives of other persons they know or read about. Rather, they form

separate representations, each composed of events that are thematically as well as

temporally related. On the other hand, even thematically related events can occur

in different situations or at several different points in time. A question therefore

arises as to how many episode models are likely to be formed from a given se-

quence of temporally related events. And, if several different models are formed,

how are they organized in memory so that the entire sequence of experiences can

later be reconstructed? Several studies in our laboratory over the past several years

bear on various aspects of these questions.

1. Effects of Thematic Relatedness

An early study by Wyer and Bodenhausen (1985) confirmed the assumption that

separate narrative representations are formed from different sets of thematically

related events even when these events are encountered in the same situation. Par-

ticipants read a story about a person’s experiences at a cocktail party. The experi-

ences pertained to several different thematically unrelated episodes. In one episode,

Fig. 1. Mean time to verify a statement as a function of (a) the number of persons associated

with a given object or (b) the number of objects associated with a given person. The two top panels

show responses to items pertaining to buying objects that could be found in either a single locations

(a drugstore) or different locations. The two bottom panels show responses to items pertaining to

owning these objects. (Based on data reported by Radvansky, Wyer, Curiel, & Lutz, 1997.) RT =

response time; � = multiple people/single object; � = single person/multiple objects.
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for example, the protagonist saw someone bump a man’s arm as he reached for an

hors d’oeuvre, causing him to spill his drink on a woman’s dress; the woman then

called him a name and stalked off to the bathroom. In a second, the protagonist

hears about a person’s trip to San Francisco. However, the order in which the two

episodes ostensibly occurred in the course of the cocktail party was varied. More-

over, the events composing each episode were described either in chronological

order or in the reverse order (e.g., “He heard Ann call John a clumsy oaf and stalk

off to the bathroom. John had spilled his drink on Ann’s new dress. Someone had

apparently bumped John’s arm as he was reaching for an hors d’oeuvre . . .”).

Participants after reading the story and a short delay were asked to recall what

they had read. Participants typically recalled the events that composed each episode

in chronological order regardless of the order in which the events had been men-

tioned in the story. However, they typically recalled the episode that occurred later

in the cocktail party before the episode that occurred earlier. Thus, participants

appeared to construct a multiple-segment episode model of the events composing

each thematically related sequence that conveyed the order in which the events

occurred. However, they stored these two thematically unrelated episode mod-

els in memory independently of one another. Consequently, the more recently

formed model, which was presumably more accessible in memory (Higgins, 1996;

Srull & Wyer, 1979; Wyer & Srull, 1989), was recalled first. This was true even

though the events composing the models were encountered in the same situational

context.

2. Temporal Coding of Thematically Related Episode Models

Wyer and Bodenhausen’s (1985) findings suggest that people form separate

episode models of events that occur in a given situation. If this is so, however,

how is the order of these episodes reconstructed? Wyer, Shoben, Fuhrman, and

Bodenhausen (1985) attempted to answer this question. Briefly, participants in

some conditions read a story about Willa:

Willa was awakened by a telephone call. She learned that her father was dying. She packed

her bags and left for the airport. When she got on the plane, she had three drinks to calm

her nerves. She felt dizzy and was glad when the plane landed in San Francisco. When she

got to the city, however, she found she had forgotten the name of the hospital where her

father was staying. Willa broke down and cried on the streets of San Francisco.

After learning the story to criterion, participants were presented pairs of events

that occurred in the story and were asked to indicate which event occurred sooner.

The time they required to make their judgment was recorded.

Wyer et al. (1985) hypothesized that participants in comprehending the story

would construct a separate episode model of the events that occurred in each
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situation (pertaining to Willa’s getting up in the morning, her plane ride, and her

experience in San Francisco) and would store these models in memory indepen-

dently of one another. Before doing so, however, they would assign a temporal

“tag” to each model to denote its position in relation to others. In contrast, par-

ticipants were not expected to assign temporal tags to the individual events that

composed these models. Therefore, suppose participants are later given two of

these events and asked to indicate the order in which they occurred. Wyer et al.

(1985) assumed that to do this, participants would first identify the model in

which each event was contained and compare the temporal tags assigned to these

models. If the tags differed, they could make a quick decision. If the two tags

were the same, however, participants would be forced to compute the order of

the events on the basis of the position of these events within the episode model

that contained them. This latter computation, however, would require additional

time.

Results confirmed implications of these assumptions. Participants took less time

to compare two events when one or both of them occurred in the middle of an

episode than when the events occurred near the boundary between one episode

and another. This suggested that the events in the middle of an episode were more

typical of the episode as a whole, and so the model in which they were contained

was easier to identify. More important, participants took less time to compare

events that occurred in different situations than events that occurred in the same

situation, and this was true independently of the position of the events in the story

as a whole or the number of other events that occurred in between.2 These data,

therefore, are consistent with the assumption that episode models are usually situ-

ation specific and are often stored independently in memory even though they may

be thematically related. Thus, the order of the events to which they refer must be re-

constructed at the time this order becomes relevant to attain a goal one is pursuing.

There is one qualification on this conclusion, however, as we discuss in the next

section.

3. Effects of Prior Knowledge on Model Construction

Although the situations described in Wyer et al.’s study were thematically re-

lated, their occurrence could not be predicted a priori. The likelihood of form-

ing a single episode model from a given sequence of events may be greater

2Responses to events were generally faster when the events were far apart, suggesting a “symbolic

temporal distance” effect similar to that identified by Nottenburg and Shoben (1980) in a study of

script-based information processing. However, the effects in the present study were due solely to the

fact that temporally distal events were relatively more likely to be in different models than were

temporally proximal ones and, therefore, were more often distinguishable on the basis of the temporal

tags assigned to the models. When this factor was controlled, response times did not depend on the

temporal distance between the events being compared.
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when a single preexisting mental representation can be brought to bear on its

comprehension. Thus, suppose a thematically related sequence of events has oc-

curred frequently in the past and a generalized event representation (e.g., a script;

see Schank & Abelson, 1977) has been formed of the sequence as a whole. Then,

this representation may be used as a basis for comprehending a newly encoun-

tered sequence that exemplifies it, and so a single episode model might be formed.

Moreover, this might be true regardless of the number of different situations in

which the events occur.

To investigate these possibilities, we used a procedure similar to that em-

ployed by Radvansky and his colleagues (Radvansky et al., 1997; Radvansky &

Zacks, 1993) and described earlier. To reiterate, if people have formed different

episode models of the events that occur in a given sequence, the time they later

take to identify these events should increase with the number of models they have

formed. If they have represented the sequence of events in a single model, however,

this should not be the case.

Based on this assumption, we constructed four stories, each of which was com-

posed of events that occurred in three situations. Two stories described relatively

novel events (e.g., Willa’s ill-fated trip to visit her father mentioned earlier). Two

others described more mundane activities of the sort that composed a script. For

example, one concerned eating at a restaurant (with scenes pertaining to entering,

eating, and paying) and another described going to a movie (with scenes pertain-

ing to buying a ticket, eating some popcorn, and watching the show). Each story

was composed of six events, and the number of events pertaining to each scene

(one, two, or three) was varied in a Latin square design. (Thus, one version of the

restaurant story described one event that occurred while entering the restaurant,

two events that occurred while eating, and three events that were involved in pay-

ing the bill. A second version described three events that occurred while entering,

one that occurred when eating, and two that occurred when paying, etc.).

An additional variable was also manipulated for heuristic purposes. That is, some

participants were instructed to imagine that they were personally experiencing the

events described, and the protagonist in the stories was referred to as “you.” Other

participants were told that the events occurred to a hypothetical person (“Joe”). In

all cases, participants studied the stories until they could recall all of the events

described, and then were given a recognition memory task containing both the items

that were mentioned in the story and distracters. The time to verify the presented

items was recorded and analyzed as a function of scenario type (prototypic vs

novel), the imagined protagonist (self vs other), and within-scene set size (one,

two, or three events).

This analysis revealed significant interactions of set size with both scenario

type, F(2, 163) = 2.96, p < .08, and protagonist, F(2, 163) = 3.69, p < .05. As

expected, response times increased with set size when the event sequence was novel
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(1.23 s vs 1.35 s when 1 vs 3 events were described in the sequence, respectively).

This suggests that participants formed a different model of each event. When the

events were prototypic, however, response times did not depend on the number of

events presented (1.48 vs 1.40, respectively). This confirms the hypothesis that ver-

bally described events are more likely to be integrated into a single episode model

when they can be interpreted with reference to a preexisting event representation

than when such a representation does not exist.

In addition, however, set size effects were more evident when participants imag-

ined themselves in the situation described (1.32 s vs 1.41 s when one vs three events

were described, respectively) than when they imagined that others were involved

(1.43 s vs 1.33 s, respectively). These data suggest that individuals were less in-

clined to construct a single multiple-segment episode model of themselves than

to construct a model of unknown others. Thus, for example, people who imagine

someone else ordering a meal, eating it, and paying the bill may form a single-

episode model of these events. When people imagine themselves performing these

activities, however, they may not consider them to be part of a single experience

and may store them independently in memory, perhaps assigning temporal tags to

denote their order as suggested by Wyer et al. (1985).

D. SUMMARY

The research and theory reviewed in this section confirm several assumptions.

First, the representation that people construct in the course of comprehending a

situation-specific, temporally related sequence of events is composed in part of a

nonverbal (e.g., visual) mental image. However, a linguistic coding of the events

may not be made spontaneously unless the events are described verbally rather

than directly experienced.

Second, people who read about a thematically related sequence of events may

often store the sequence as a multiple-segment episode model of the sort assumed

by Wyer and Radvansky (1999). However, there are qualifications on this conclu-

sion. For example, if the events occur in different situations, and if the sequence as

a whole (although thematically related) composes a relatively novel experience,

people may form independent representations of the events in each situation and

store them separately in memory along with temporal tags that denote their order

of occurrence (Wyer et al., 1985).

Finally, people may not form multiple-segment event representations of activi-

ties in which they imagine themselves participating, even if the activities are routine

and occur in a single situation. Rather, they may encode the description of each

activity separately. This possibility suggests that people comprehend information

quite differently when they imagine that it pertains to themselves than when they
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believe it pertains to an unknown person. The series of studies reported in the next

section provide further insight into the nature of this difference.

III. The Use of Generalized Representations to Comprehend

Situation-Specific Events

The preceding discussion has focused primarily on the representations that peo-

ple form of situation-specific sequences of behavioral events or episode models

as Wyer and Radvansky conceptualize them. However, more general representa-

tions of events also exist in memory that do not pertain to a particular time and

location. These latter representations, which have been alternatively referred to

as cultural scripts (Schank & Abelson, 1977), event schemas (Graesser, 1981;

Wyer & Carlston, 1979), or event prototypes (Colcombe & Wyer, 2001; Wyer

& Srull, 1989), often characterize routinized sequences of events that occur re-

peatedly in a given type of situation (e.g., eating at a restaurant). They might

also describe sequences of behaviors that are unique to an individual, but that

the person routinely performs in a particular situation (e.g., getting up in the

morning).

It might seem reasonable to suppose that once these prototypic representations

are constructed, they are used as a basis for comprehending new sequences of

events that resemble them. However, this is not necessarily the case. When specific

exemplars of a routinized event sequences also exist in memory, new instances of

the sequence could be interpreted with reference to one of these specific exemplars

as well as a prototypic one. These considerations raise two questions. First, when

are prototypic sequences likely to be formed? Second, which type of representation

(e.g., an episode model or a generalized representation) is likely to be used to

comprehend a given sequence of new experiences?

To answer these questions, it is necessary to develop a methodology that will per-

mit the use of different mental representations to be distinguished. This distinction

is sometimes difficult. As Barsalou (1990) has pointed out, many phenomena that

might potentially be explained on the basis of exemplar representations of knowl-

edge could alternatively be interpreted in terms of prototype representations as well.

However, a series of studies by Trafimow and Wyer (1993) suggest a criterion for

distinguishing between the conditions in which prototypic event representations are

used to comprehend new information and conditions in which they are not. In addi-

tion, their conceptualization has theoretical implications for the mental representa-

tion of event sequences more generally. We first describe this conceptualization and

its implications for the representation of event information. Then, we use it to eval-

uate the manner in which personal experiences are comprehended. As is shown, our

results suggest that although individuals often interpret information about fictitious
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persons’ behavior in terms of prototypic event sequences, they do not use these

representations to comprehend information that pertains to themselves or familiar

others.

A. GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

Some events occur frequently in a particular type of situation, whereas others

are fairly unique. One’s experiences at a restaurant, for example, usually include

ordering the meal, eating, and paying. In addition, however, one might overhear a

couple at the next table discuss their impending divorce or might notice a portrait

of Bill Clinton on the wall. Although these latter events are not inconsistent with

things that usually occur at restaurants, they are unexpected and are unrelated to

the routine events that take place. How are these different types of events integrated

into a mental representation of the experience as a whole?

Graesser, Gordon, and Sawyer (1979) postulated that when people receive

descriptions of events that exemplify a prototypic event representation (e.g., a

“script”; see Schank & Abelson, 1977), they do not store these events in memory.

Rather, they construct a “pointer” to the prototypic representation they have formed

along with a series of translation rules that specify how elements of the prototype

should be instantiated. (Thus, for example, information that John went to Dom’s

Patio Villa for dinner, ordered lasagna and a bottle of Chianti, and paid $22.65

might be represented by a pointer to a “restaurant visit” prototype along with the

rules “customer = John,” “restaurant = Dom’s,” “meal = lasagna,” etc.) Accor-

ding to Graesser et al.’s (1979) conceptualization, however, any unrelated events

that occur in the course of the visit are simply appended to the pointer as “tags.”

If this were the case, however, there would be no way to reconstruct the point at

which these unrelated events occurred in the overall sequence. Nevertheless, this

reconstruction is often possible.

The conceptualization proposed by Trafimow and Wyer (1993) remedies this

deficiency. Like Graesser et al. (1979), they assume that routinized events are

typically not retained in the representation of a new experience. An exception

occurs, however, when an unrelated event is encountered. In this case, people

retain a prototypic event that occurred in temporal proximity to it that permits its

position in the overall sequence to be localized.

1. An Empirical Test

To demonstrate the validity of this assumption, Trafimow and Wyer (1993)

selected several situations with which college students were likely to be very

familiar (e.g., cashing a check, photocopying a piece of paper, and making tea) and

constructed six events that typically occur in each. In the photocopying situation,
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for example, the events included “found the article,” “got some change,” “found

a machine,” “aligned the original,” “put in the coins,” and “pressed the button.”

Note that although these events occur routinely in the type of situation of concern,

some of the events could be part of other routines as well. Consequently, the

situation might not be recognized spontaneously on the basis of the first few event

descriptions alone.

In addition to the prototypic events, six unrelated events were identified that

could plausibly occur in the situation of concern (e.g., “realized he had to return a

call,” “took out a piece of candy from his pocket,” and “saw a person he knew”).

These events, along with the prototypic ones, were then used to construct several

stories. In one experiment (Trafimow & Wyer, 1993, Experiment 2), the stories

consisted of four prototypic events and either two or six unrelated ones. Moreover,

in some cases, the story was introduced by a statement that identified the situation

(e.g., “John needed to photocopy a paper”) and, in other cases, this identifier was

not provided. Participants read the stories and then, after an interpolated task, were

asked to recall the events they had read.

Trafimow and Wyer (1993) assumed that if participants did not immediately

recognize the situation in which the events occurred, they would not activate and use

a prototype to comprehend the events. Consequently, their mental representation

of the events would be likely to include the events described. To this extent, set size

effects should occur; that is, the likelihood of recalling a prototypic event should

decrease as the number of unrelated events (and, therefore, the total number of

events presented) increases (cf. Anderson & Bower, 1973; Srull & Brand, 1983).

However, participants who could identify the situation being described at the outset

were expected to apply a prototype of the situation in interpreting it. In this case,

therefore, they should not retain the prototypic events in the representation they

form unless these events are necessary in order to localize the unrelated ones. In

this case, the likelihood of retrieving the prototypic events should increase with

the number of unrelated events that need to be localized.

This prediction was confirmed. That is, when the situation was not identified

at the outset, participants recalled a slightly lower proportion of prototypic events

when six unrelated ones had been mentioned in the story (M = .195) than when

two had been mentioned (M = .218). When the situation was identified, however,

participants were more likely to recall prototypic events in the former condition

(M = .279) than in the latter (M = .179).3

Note that when people read a description of a prototypic sequence that contains

no unrelated events, they should theoretically include not prototypic events at all in

3Other implications of this conceptualization were also confirmed by Trafimow and Wyer (1993).

For example, when a prototype was used to interpret the event information, participants who recalled

a prototypic event were more likely to recall the nonprototypic event that immediately preceded it in

the sequence than would be expected by chance. When a prototype had not been activated, however,

this was not the case.
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the representation they form. Consequently, if these participants are later asked to

recall the events described in the story, they must rely completely on the prototypic

representation they constructed earlier. To this extent, however, they should not be

able to distinguish the prototypic events that were actually presented from those

that were not. This means that not only the likelihood of recalling the presented

events would be relatively low, but intrusion errors should be fairly common as well.

When unrelated events are present, however, the prototypic ones are retained in the

representation and, therefore, can be distinguished from those that were not men-

tioned. Consequently, intrusion errors should be less frequent. An additional study

by Trafimow and Wyer (1993, Experiment 3) confirmed this hypothesis as well.

2. Methodological Implications

Trafimow and Wyer’s (1993) findings provide insight into the content of event

representations that people form from sequences of events that they comprehend in

terms of a more general, prototypic narrative representation. However, these find-

ings have methodological implications as well. As we noted earlier, it is sometimes

unclear whether thematically related event information is likely to be interpreted

in terms of a more abstract prototype. Which is the case can be inferred from

the effect of introducing theme-unrelated events on the recall of the theme-related

ones. If the addition of unrelated events decreases the likelihood of recalling re-

lated events (as Trafimow and Wyer found when a prototypic was not made salient

at the outset), it would suggest that a more abstract representation was not applied.

However, suppose the introduction of theme-unrelated events increases the likeli-

hood of recalling related ones. This would indicate that a generalized representation

was in fact used.

These criteria were applied in investigating two questions. First, when are gener-

alized event representations formed? Second, to what extent are generalized event

representations used to comprehend information about one’s own experiences or

those of a familiar other? The remainder of this section addresses these questions.

B. WHEN ARE PROTOTYPES CONSTRUCTED AND APPLIED?

The prototypic representations that Trafimow and Wyer (1993) considered were

cultural scripts. These representations may conceivably be formed by sponta-

neously abstracting features that are common to a number of more specific ex-

periences one has had in the type of situation at hand. On the other hand, these

abstract representations could also be acquired through social learning, indepen-

dently of any specific experiences that exemplify them.

In fact, the conditions in which people spontaneously construct generalized

event representations by abstracting the common features of specific experiences
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are surprisingly unclear. Moreover, even if these abstract representations exist, they

may not always be used. That is, individuals may often interpret a new experience

with reference to a similar experience they have had in the past rather than a more

abstract representation of the type of events involved. (For example, I might com-

prehend the events that occur while eating at McDonald’s in terms of the events

that occurred the last time I visited the restaurant rather than a prototypic represen-

tation of what goes on in fast-food restaurants more generally.) This possibility,

which is recognized by Schank and Abelson (1995), is indirectly suggested by

anecdotal and empirical evidence that people’s judgments and decisions are often

more strongly influenced by specific experiences than by more general knowledge

that is objectively more reliable (Abelson, 1976; Nisbett & Ross, 1980).

Even when a prototypic representation is applicable for comprehending a se-

quence of events, it may not always be used. Several exemplars of an event pro-

totype may need to be encountered in temporal proximity in order for it to be

activated and its applicability to be identified (Gick & Holyoak, 1983; Holyoak

& Koh, 1987). Moreover, people may not always be motivated to search for such

a representation. In the absence of this motivation, individuals may construct an

episode model of a new experience on the basis of other, previously formed models

that contain similar features, and a more generalized event representation may not

be considered.4

Colcombe and Wyer (2001, Experiment 2) examined this possibility using the

criteria suggested by Trafimow and Wyer’s (1993) findings. The stimulus mate-

rials we employed were patterned after those developed by Gick and Holyoak

(1983). Specifically, we constructed a number of different stories that exemplified

a “convergence schema.” The implications of this schema are embodied in the gen-

eral principle that many small entities can do the work of one large entity if they

converge simultaneously on the task at hand. One story, for example, described a

problem of fixing a piece of laboratory equipment as follows:

A woman walked into her physics lab to find that a very rare and expensive type of light bulb

had been left on overnight, fusing the filaments inside the bulb together. The woman knew

that a sufficiently intense blast from an ultrasonic wave generator would be able to separate

the filaments and thus render the bulb useful again. Several of these wave generators were

available in her lab. Unfortunately, a blast from the generator at an intensity high enough to

separate the filaments would shatter the glass bulb surrounding the filaments. However, the

4Research in other domains (Klein & Loftus, 1993; Klein, Loftus, Trafton, & Fuhrman, 1992;

Sherman & Klein, 1994) suggests that the likelihood of using trait concepts rather than specific behaviors

to describe individuals in a particular life domain increases with the amount of experience one has had

in the domain in question. In only one study (Sherman & Klein, 1994), however, was the amount of

experience actually manipulated experimentally and in this study, participants were given an implicit

impression formation objective before receiving information about the individuals to be described.

Therefore, this research does not bear on the extent to which individuals form new prototypic event

representations spontaneously on the basis of experiences that they simply wish to comprehend.
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physicist took several of these generators and set them to a relatively low intensity. After

carefully positioning the wave generators in a circle around the bulb, she simultaneously

discharged all of the generators for a brief interval. This short blast from many different

sources at low intensity separated the filaments and preserved the glass bulb. Thus, the light

bulb was spared, and the woman’s physics experiments went on successfully.

A second story described the disabling of a terrorist bomb:

Security police discovered that a terrorist had planted a bomb at a major metropolitan U.S.

airport. A bomb squad was called in to deal with the problem. Unfortunately, the type of

bomb that the terrorists had planted was so sensitive that it was almost impossible to defuse

it. The bomb squad knew that if they could cool the bomb down to a very low temperature

using liquid nitrogen, it may be possible to defuse. However, if they cooled the bomb down

unevenly, or too quickly, it would definitely explode. The only cooling device that they had

at the airport used a single large hose. It would deliver too much liquid nitrogen at a single

point, and thus set off the bomb. However, the bomb squad used an attachment to split

the single hose into several smaller tubes. They positioned these tubes in a circle around

the bomb. They then slowly released the liquid nitrogen through the many different tubes.

Focusing all of the small tubes on the bomb simultaneously cooled the bomb down slowly

and evenly. Thus, the bomb squad was able to safely defuse the terrorist bomb.

Three otherstories concerned (a) putting out the fire in a burning woodshed,

(b) taking over a corporation, and (c) extinguishing an oil well fire.

Participants were exposed to either one or five of these context stories followed

by a target story. The latter story, which concerned an attack on the stronghold

of an evil dictator, had four versions. Two versions contained four theme-related

events and either two or six unrelated events. Two other versions contained four

theme-unrelated events and either two or six related ones. For example, a story

containing six theme-related events and four theme-unrelated ones was:

A small country was under the rule of an evil dictator who was despised by his people. The

dictator lived in a fortress with many roads leading to it like spokes on a wheel. The dictator

was cruel. Rebels realized that they had enough forces to overrun the fortress if they could

attack all at once. The rebel general noted that the weather had been turning colder lately.

A rebel spy reported back that the dictator had planted mines that would allow only a few

men to pass at once along the many roads leading to the fortress. Given that all of the rebel

forces must attack the fortress at once, it seemed as though the rebel’s plans were foiled.

Birds flocked in a nearby tree. However, the rebel general was very smart and instructed

his men to split up into several groups, each taking a different road to the fortress. A dog

howled in the distance. In these small groups, the men could pass over the mines without

setting them off and then meet up again at the fortress. Thus, the rebels overthrew the evil

dictator, and the people in the kingdom lived happily ever after.

To introduce the study, we told participants that we were concerned with how

people understand the sorts of information they encounter in stories and novels.

On this pretense, participants were given the stories they were assigned and told
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to read them as if they encountered them in a book or magazine. After reading

the stories and performing a 5-min filler task, they were asked to recall the target

story.

Based on the criteria suggested by Trafimow and Wyer’s (1993) findings, we

assumed that if participants had not identified a generalized event sequence to use

in interpreting the target story, their recall of the theme-related events described

in the story would decrease as the number of theme-unrelated events in the story

increased. This was the case when participants had read only one exemplar of

the prototype before being exposed to the target story. These participants recalled

a smaller proportion of theme-related events when six unrelated ones were con-

tained in the story (M = .50) than when only two unrelated events were presented

(M = .80). When participants had been exposed to five exemplars before reading

the target story, however, they recalled a greater proportion of theme-related events

when six unrelated events had accompanied them (M = .83) than when only two

had accompanied them (M = .60). Thus, exposure to a number of exemplars of

the sequence apparently led a generalized event representation to be abstracted

and subsequently used as a basis for comprehending the target.

Although the conclusions to be drawn from this experiment are clear, there are

undoubtedly constraints on their generality. Participants encountered the exem-

plars we presented within a short period of time. Moreover, they had an implicit

objective of comprehending the information. These factors in combination may

have stimulated participants to think about the exemplars in relation to one another

and, therefore, to abstract a common theme from the stories. When people are ex-

posed to exemplars at different points of time, they may not spontaneously think

about them in relation to one another, and so a generalized event representation

might not be formed. Moreover, even if such a representation exists, it may not be

used to interpret a new experience if a relevant exemplar happens to be more salient

at the time a new experience occurs. The latter situation is particularly likely to

occur when the experience pertains to oneself or a familiar other. The next two

studies confirm this conjecture.

C. THE ROLE OF EPISODE MODELS AND EVENT PROTOTYPES

IN COMPREHENDING SELF-RELEVANT KNOWLEDGE

People routinely perform many behaviors on a daily basis. When I get up in

the morning, for example, I typically brush my teeth, put on the coffee, do 25

sit-ups, and then have coffee while reading the paper. Then, I walk the dog, come

back and take a shower, and dress for work. Although this particular sequence of

behaviors may be unique to me, it is nevertheless fairly invariant. Similarly, I might

observe my spouse or roommate perform sequences of activities on an equally

regular basis. If people form generalized narrative representations spontaneously
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as a result of being exposed to a number of exemplars, they might draw on these

representations when interpreting new experiences to which they are relevant. For

example, a man might use a generalized representation of his wife’s activities

when preparing for a party to explain her behavior in a new situation or to predict

her behavior in the future. Moreover, he might use a prototypic representation

of his own behavior in a certain type of situation as a basis for inferring what

others would be likely to do under similar conditions (e.g., L. Ross, Greene, &

House, 1977).

Although these speculations are plausible, however, they are not necessarily

valid. Indeed, inferences about familiar others’ behaviors could just as easily be

made on the basis of an exemplar (i.e., an episode model). Thus, for example,

although my wife typically watches television while I do the dinner dishes, I

may predict her behavior in future situations on the basis of a particular instance

of this routine that happens to be accessible in memory rather than an abstract

representation of her activities in general.

The construction of generalized event representations of one’s own and famil-

iar others’ behavioral routines may actually be quite uncommon. For one thing,

individual instances of these routines are usually not experienced in temporal

proximity. For example, one’s activities in the course of getting ready for work

each day are very similar. However, the activities occur 24 h apart. Moreover,

there is little reason to think of the different activities that compose the routine in

relation to one another. Rather, the sequence of activities could often reflect pro-

cedural knowledge or a series of “productions” (Anderson, 1983; see also Smith,

1984, 1990) that are activated and applied with a minimal of cognitive mediation.

The comprehension of familiar others’ routinized behavior also does not require

the construction and use of a generalized event representation; a previously ac-

quired exemplar representation would usually be sufficient. If people are asked

to recount the activities that compose their own or another’s behavior routine,

they can usually do so. However, this could be done on the basis of an exem-

plar a well as a prototype. In short, people may only form a generalized event

representation of their own or a familiar other’s behavior if they have a par-

ticular reason to do so, and the conditions in which this occurs may be rather

rare.

The hypothesis that people do not use generalized event representations to com-

prehend their own or familiar others’ behavior was confirmed in two additional

studies by Colcombe and Wyer (2001). Moreover, the hypothesis appears to hold

even when a relevant representation exists in memory. In one study (Colcombe &

Wyer, 2001, Experiment 3), participants in an initial experimental session were

asked to list both (a) sequences of activities that they performed on a daily basis and

(b) sequences that they observed their mother and their father perform regularly.

Then, in a second session 1 week later, we asked them to read four stories. One

story was based on a routinized sequence of behaviors they had personally reported
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in session 1, and a second was based on the routinized activities that a different

participant had reported. Analogously, a third story described activities that one

of their own parents routinely performed, and the fourth was based on activities

of another participant’s parent. Each story consisted of four routinized events and

either two or six events that were not part of the routine. Participants in reading

the stories were told to imagine that they or one of their parents was performing

the activities. After doing so and a short delay, they were asked to recall the stories

they had read.

The results were very clear. Participants consistently recalled fewer routinized

behaviors when six novel behaviors were contained in the story (M = .49) than

when only two were contained in it (M = .60). Moreover, this was true regard-

less of whether the stories pertained to themselves (.47 vs .57) or to a parent

(.51 vs .62) and regardless of whether the stories were based on routines that par-

ticipants themselves had reported (.53 vs .67) or those that another had reported

(.45 vs .53). Based on the criteria suggested by Trafimow and Wyer’s (l993) re-

search, these data suggest that participants did not use a generalized representation

to interpret either stories about themselves or stories about their parent.

This could be true for two reasons. First, participants might not construct gen-

eralized representations of their own or their parent’s behavior. Second, these gen-

eralized representations might exist in memory, but participants might not consult

them when they think about themselves or someone they know well. This latter

possibility was confirmed in two additional studies (Colcombe & Wyer, 2001,

Experiments 1 and 4). In these experiments, participants read stories similar to

those employed by Trafimow and Wyer (1993) describing prototypic sequences

of events of the sort that compose cultural scripts. Each story consisted of four

prototypic events and either two or six unrelated ones and was introduced by a

statement that identified the situation it described (cashing a check, making tea,

etc.). However, some participants were told to imagine that the stories pertained

to a hypothetical person who was referred to as “Joe,” whereas others were told to

imagine that the stories were about their roommate. As in other studies, participants

after reading the stories recalled the events described.

The proportion of prototype-related events recalled in each condition is shown in

Table II. When the stories pertained to a fictitious individual, participants recalled

a greater proportion of prototype-related behaviors when they were accompanied

by six unrelated events accompanied them than when they were accompanied by

only two, replicating Trafimow and Wyer’s (1993) findings and suggesting that

participants interpreted the stories on the basis of a generalized event sequence.

When the same stories pertained to participants’ roommate, however, participants

recalled fewer prototypic behaviors when they were accompanied by six unrelated

events than when they were accompanied by two.

These results, therefore, indicate that when people imagine events that involve

themselves or a familiar other, they do not comprehend these events with reference
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TABLE II

THE MEAN PROPORTION OF PROTOTYPE-RELATED AND

PROTOTYPE-UNRELATED EVENTS RECALLED AS A FUNCTION

OF THE NUMBER OF UNRELATED EVENTS PRESENTED AND TYPE

OF PROTAGONIST (BASED ON COLCOMBE & WYER, 2001)

Protagonist
Number of prototype-unrelated

events mentioned Unfamiliar other Roommate

Two events .30 .50

Six events .42 .39

to a generalized event representation, and this is true even when such a representa-

tion exists in memory. Although the event sequences that participants considered

in this research were described verbally, it seems intuitively likely that similar con-

clusions would be drawn under conditions in which they were directly experienced

or observed.

D. SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

The research we have summarized in this section provides insight into both the

way in which abstract event representations are used to comprehend specific expe-

riences and the conditions in which these representations are actually employed.

In the first regard, people who comprehend a situation-specific sequence of events

in terms of a previously formed prototypic event representation usually include

not events in the new representation they form if these events can be inferred from

the prototype. This is done only if the prototypic events are necessary in order to

localize the point at which other, prototype-unrelated events occurred. Otherwise,

people may simply store a “pointer” to the relevant prototype along with a set of

“translation” rules that allow aspects of the prototype to be instantiated in terms

of features of the new experience.

However, the conditions in which a prototype is actually used to interpret a

situation-specific sequence of events are rather limited. For one thing, a prototype

may not be formed spontaneously unless people are exposed to several instances of

the prototype in temporal contiguity and are stimulated to think of them in relation

to one another. Moreover, even if a prototypic event sequence exists in memory, it

may be applied only to specific experiences when the individuals involved in these

experiences are unfamiliar. When people imagine themselves or a familiar other

engaged in a routinized series of behaviors, they may comprehend these behaviors

with reference to a specific experience they have recently had or observed. In these

instances, a prototype is not applied.
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There are several reasons why this might be true. First, one’s own or a famil-

iar other’s behavior is typically experienced or observed directly rather than read

about. Therefore, previously formed representations of these behaviors are likely to

be coded nonverbally rather than linguistically. Second, even if generalized event

representations of the behaviors exist in memory, situation-specific representations

of these routinized behaviors are likely to have been formed more recently and,

therefore, may be relatively more accessible in memory. Perhaps if participants in

Colcombe and Wyer’s (2001) experiments had been stimulated to use a relevant

prototypic representation before being exposed to information about their room-

mate, they might have used it to interpret this information as well as the activities

of a fictitious person.

Although people may not use a generalized event representation to compre-

hend their own or a familiar other’s behavior, this does not mean that they re-

trieve and use a situation-specific episode model instead. This may not be the

case. Results reported earlier in this chapter suggest that when people compre-

hend information about themselves, they may construct a model of each event

separately rather than forming a single multiple-segment episode model of the

event sequence as a whole. Be that as it may, however, our findings indicate that

the representations that people form of themselves, and that they draw upon to

comprehend self-relevant experiences, can differ in several ways from the repre-

sentations they construct and use to comprehend events that involve unfamiliar

persons.

More generally, the research summarized in this section provides an example

of how the use of an abstract narrative-based representation to interpret new event

information can decrease memory for this information. In this research, the de-

crease theoretically occurred because events that could be reconstructed from the

abstract representation were not encoded into memory at the time they were first

encountered. However, there are other, quite different conditions in which an ab-

stract representation of events can interfere with memory for these events. We

elaborate on this possibility in the next section.

IV. The Influence of Abstract Narrative Representations on Memory

for Observed Experiences

To reiterate, people who observe or directly experience a sequence of events

may not encode these events linguistically unless they have some reason to do so.

That is, the episode model they form of the events may consist primarily of men-

tal images. On the other hand, suppose people who have constructed an episode

model of a sequence of events are later asked to describe the events to someone

else or, alternatively, to report their impressions of the individuals involved. To
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attain these postinformation communication objectives, therefore, they must re-

trieve the nonverbally coded episode model they had formed of the events at the

time they first encountered them and recode its features linguistically in a manner

that permits their goal to be attained. In doing so, however, they presumably form

a new representation that is more abstract than the episode models on which it is

based. Moreover, they may store this representation in memory independently of

the models on which it was based as a separate unit of knowledge (see Wyer &

Srull, 1989, for a theory and research supporting this assumption).

This possibility becomes of interest when individuals are later called upon to

remember specific aspects of the events they experienced. Because the abstract

representation they have formed is more accessible in memory than their episode

models of the experience, they may often use it as a basis for reconstructing what

occurred and, therefore, as a basis for their recall. To this extent, however, memory

errors may occur.

The interference effects of verbal codings of social stimuli on later memory

for them was identified by Schooler and Engstler-Schooler (1990). They found

that individuals’ ability to recognize pictures of a human face was less if they had

described the face verbally after being exposed to it than if they had not. Similar

effects of verbally coding physical stimuli were observed by Chiu, Lee, Pang, and

Tong (1999). A further demonstration of these effects under conditions more rele-

vant to the concerns of this article was provided in a series of studies by Adaval and

Wyer (2001). These studies, which examined the influence of abstract representa-

tions on memory for social interactions, indicate that the nature of the interference

depends on the particular goals that lead these representations to be constructed

and, therefore, the content of the goal-specific representations that are formed.

A. INTERFERENCE EFFECTS OF GOAL-SPECIFIC REPRESENTATIONS

ON RECOGNITION MEMORY

Participants in two studies were asked to watch the first 12 min of Edward

Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? The segment portrays an animated con-

versation between a husband and wife after returning home from a late-night party.

Participants were told to watch the movie as they would if they were seeing it in

a theatre. After doing so, however, participants under impression conditions were

told to spend 5 min writing down their impressions of the protagonists, whereas

participants in description conditions were told to write down a description of what

went on as if they were telling it to another person. For purposes of comparison,

two other groups of participants were told they would be asked to perform these

tasks at the outset, before they watched the movie. Finally, participants in a fifth,

control condition were given not specific objectives either before or after seeing

the movie.
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We expected that participants whose only objective in watching the movie was

to comprehend it would construct episode models that contain both visually coded

images of the protagonists’ behaviors and acoustically coded representations of

their statements to one another. Then, when these participants were later given a

more specific objective, they should retrieve these models, identify features that

are relevant to their objective, and code these features linguistically in a way that

would permit them to be described in writing. In doing so, however, participants

should concentrate on those features that are particularly relevant to the goals they

are pursuing.

The content of the movie we selected was particularly useful for distinguishing

the effects of the two task objectives we investigated. Specifically, the protago-

nists’ statements to one another were particularly relevant to impression of their

personalities, but their nonverbal behaviors (e.g., taking off a coat, eating a chicken

leg, mixing a drink, and walking up the stairs) were much less so. In contrast, both

protagonists’ statements and their nonverbal behaviors were important in describ-

ing the temporal sequence of the events that took place. We therefore expected

that the abstract representation that participants constructed in the course of com-

municating an impression would consist primarily of things that protagonists said,

whereas the representation they formed in the course of describing the events that

occurred would include encodings of protagonists’ nonverbal behaviors as well.

Thus, suppose participants after forming one or the other of these representations

are given a recognition memory test containing descriptions of both protagonists’

statements and their nonverbal behaviors. We assumed that to verify a recogni-

tion item, participants who had formed an abstract goal-specific representation of

the movie would first retrieve this representation (which was most accessible in

memory) and, if they considered its content to be relevant, would consider it to be

a sufficient basis for evaluating the item without searching for additional criteria.

If they consider the representation to be irrelevant, however, they should retrieve

and use the relatively less accessible episode models they had formed at the time

they watched the movie.

Based on these assumptions, we predicted that if participants had been given a

postinformation objective of describing the events that occurred in the movie, they

would use the goal-specific representation they had formed to verify both things that

protagonists said and things they did. Consequently, because this representation

was less detailed than the episode models they had formed earlier, these partici-

pants should be relatively inaccurate in verifying both statements and nonverbal

behaviors. In contrast, participants with an impression objective should use the

goal-specific representation they had formed to verify protagonists’ statements,

but should default to their episode models of the movie to verify participants’

nonverbal behaviors. Consequently, their recognition memory for protagonists’

statements should be poor relative to control conditions, whereas their memory for

protagonists’ behaviors should be unaffected. These predictions were evaluated in
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TABLE III

ACCURACY OF RECOGNIZING PROTAGONISTS’ STATEMENTS AND NONVERBAL

BEHAVIORS (FROM ADAVAL & WYER, 2001)

Study 1 Study 2

Statements Behaviors Statements Behaviors

Goal-specific objective

induced after seeing movie

Impression formation −.108a .021 −.022 .046

Communication −.065 −.297 −.044 −.095

Goal-specific objective

induced before seeing movie

Impression formation .130 .000 .045 .046

Communication −.199 −.360 −.070 −.046

a Cell entries refer to the difference in accuracy obtained under each task objective

condition and accuracy obtained under control conditions.

two studies that differed primarily in the nature of the recognition memory task.

Results of these studies are described in turn.

1. Experiment 1

In two studies, participants after a short delay were administered a recognition

memory test containing verbal descriptions of both things that participants had

said and things they had done, along with an equal number of distracters (i.e.,

descriptions of behaviors and statements that were not conveyed in the movie). To

minimize the effects of guessing, we computed a measure of recognition accuracy

for each participant based on the following equation:

P(Acc) =
P(hit) − P(false alarm)

P(false alarm)
, (1)

where P(hit) and P(false alarm) are the likelihood of identifying an item as present

when it was and was not, respectively (Hilgard, 1951).5

Participants’ accuracy was computed separately for both protagonists’ state-

ments and their nonverbal behaviors. The scores obtained under each task-objective

condition were then compared to scores under control conditions in which no task

objective was induced. These differences are shown in the top left quadrant of

Table III under conditions in which task objectives were induced after participants

5Assume that the probability of reporting an item as present given that a memory trace of it is

identified is 1 and that the probability of identifying a memory trace of a nonpresented item is 0. This

equation then provides an estimate of the likelihood of identifying a trace in memory of an item that

was actually presented; see Adaval and Wyer (2001).
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had watched the movie. As these data show, inducing a postinformation com-

munication objective decreased the accuracy of recognizing both statements and

behaviors relative to control conditions. In contrast, inducing a postinformation im-

pression formation objective decreased participants’ recognition of protagonists’

statements (M = −.108) but had little effect on their recognition of behaviors

(M = .021).

It is interesting to compare these effects with the effects of inducing task ob-

jectives before watching the movie. These effects are shown in the bottom left

quadrant of Table III. Telling participants they would be asked to describe the

movie before they watched it decreased the accuracy of recognizing both state-

ments and behaviors, just as it did when these objectives were induced afterward.

In contrast, telling participants they would be asked to report their impressions

increased their recognition of protagonists’ statements. Participants who were

told to form an impression of protagonists at the outset may have become sensitive

to statements that were relevant to an understanding of protagonists’ personalities

but were not critical for comprehending what was going on. Thus, they may have

included statements in the goal-specific representation they formed that were not

retained in the episode models that participants formed under control conditions.

Consequently, their later recognition of the statements was relatively greater.

2. Experiment 2

The results of Experiment 1 suggest that communicating about an observed

experience after it has occurred can interfere with the later memory for details

of this experience. An interpretation of these results is somewhat compromised,

however, by the fact the recognition memory test we employed consisted of verbal

descriptions of the things that protagonists said and did in the movie rather than

the events themselves. That is, the recognition items were themselves abstractions

of the episode models that participants had formed. To eliminate this ambiguity,

we conducted a follow-up study. This study was identical to the first except that

recognition items consisted of (a) visual frames that were taken either from the

segment that participants watched or from other parts of the movie and (b) au-

ditory recordings of statements the protagonists made in either the segment that

participants witnessed or elsewhere. These items were presented unsystematically

on a computer, with visual frames displayed on the screen and auditory stimuli

played through earphones.

Recognition accuracy relative to control conditions is summarized in the right

half of Table III. Because only a small number of distracters were presented in

this experiment, we did not correct for guessing. However, the pattern of data is

virtually identical to that observed in the first study. That is, describing what went

on in the movie decreased recognition of both statements and pictures, and this
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was true regardless of when this objective was induced. In contrast, inducing an

impression objective after watching the movie had a detrimental effect on recog-

nition of protagonists’ statements but not pictures. Moreover, when this objective

was induced at the outset, it had not a detrimental effect on recognition of either

statements or behaviors.

B. SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

The results of Experiments 1 and 2 converge on the conclusion that although

episode models of a social experience are formed and stored in memory in the

course of comprehending it, processing objectives that are imposed later can stim-

ulate the construction of a new generalized representation of the experience, and

this more abstract, goal-specific representation can interfere with memory for the

details of the experience. Moreover, this is particularly true when the events to be

remembered are relevant to the objectives that led the representation to be formed

and, therefore, are likely to be depicted in this representation. Although the orig-

inal episode models that were formed of the experience are retained in memory,

these models are unlikely to be consulted if a generalized representation is more

accessible and is relevant to verifying the event being evaluated.6

Postinformation processing objectives may not only decrease memory for details

of the original experience. In some cases, they could lead people to make inferences

about unmentioned events that are added to the representation that is formed. As

a result, these added events may later be remembered as actually having occurred.

A study by Spiro (1977) provides an example. Participants read a story about a

couple who were engaged to be married. In one version of the story, the woman

expressed her desire to have children, the man was unwilling to do so, and a heated

argument ensued. After participants had read the story, however, the experimenter

incidentally mentioned that the couple had actually gotten married and were still

happily together. Several weeks later, participants returned and were asked to recall

the story they had read earlier. Participants tended to intrude events into the story

that were not actually mentioned but permitted the story content to be reconciled

with the experimenter’s incidental remark. (For example, one participant recalled

that the woman found she could not have children and others recalled that the

6The assumption that goal-specific representations are stored in memory independently of the

episode models on which they are based is consistent with the “bin” conceptualization of social mem-

ory proposed by Wyer and Srull (1989) as well as other, exemplar-based conceptions of memory (e.g.,

Hintzman, 1986). In contrast, Loftus and Palmer (1974) argued that postinformation processing ob-

jectives can change the representation that had been formed at the time the information was received

and that this altered representation can replace the original in memory. If this were the case, however,

the different effect of postinformation impression objectives on memory for statements and behaviors

would be difficult to explain.
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man changed his mind.) Apparently, participants upon hearing the experimenter’s

remark made spontaneous inferences about what must have happened to bring

the couple back together, and these inferences became part of a postinformation

representation they formed of the couple’s interaction that they used as a basis for

their later recall.

It is interesting to speculate that the consequences of constructing a postinfor-

mation representation of an experience on memory are not always undesirable.

Suppose people have experienced an emotionally traumatic event (e.g., the death

of a loved one). If they are called upon to discuss the experience a short time

after it occurred, they are likely to base this discussion on their episode models

of the experience and might have considerable difficulty talking about it without

reexperiencing the emotions that are associated with the events represented in

these models. However, the more abstract, linguistically coded representation that

the individuals form in the course of communicating about the experience is pre-

sumably stored in memory. Therefore, these individuals are likely to draw on this

representation when discussing the experience a second time without accessing

the nonverbally coded episode models with which their emotional reactions are

associated. Thus, the individuals become able to discuss the events with much less

emotion as time goes on. (Nevertheless, if conditions arise in which the original

episode model is reactivated, the emotions may spontaneously reemerge, even if

a long period of time has elapsed.)

V. The Impact of Narrative Representations on Information Processing

Our preceding discussion has focused on the content and structure of the

representations that people form of social events and the factors that underlie

their construction. Much of this discussion is predicated on the assumption that

narrative-based representations of knowledge are central to the comprehension of

specific experiences of the sort we encounter in daily life. To the extent this is

true, these representations are likely to be an equally fundamental basis for judg-

ments and behavioral decisions concerning persons, objects, and events to which

the representations refer.

In the final section of this chapter, we provide several examples of this influ-

ence. Three examples are discussed in detail, concerning (a) the relation between

the comprehension of statements about social events and perceptions of validity,

(b) the role of narrative representations in social judgment and decision making,

and (c) the impact of narrative-based implicit theories of social behavior on ex-

planation and prediction. In addition, we note a number of other areas in which

narrative-based representations of social knowledge are likely to play a role in

judgments and behavior. In some cases, these representations may have the form
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of event and episode models. In other cases, more abstract representations may be

involved.

A. PERCEPTIONS OF VALIDITY

People often use their prior knowledge both to comprehend new information

about people and events and to evaluate the validity of this information. In fact,

Wyer and Radvansky (1999) contend that people often automatically identify as-

sertions about known individuals as true or false in the course of comprehending

them. Wyer and Radvansky’s conceptualization requires several assumptions about

the specific memory retrieval processes that are involved in comprehension as well

as verification, and a detailed explication of it is beyond the scope of this chapter.

However, several implications of the conceptualization can be conveyed through

a simplified example.

Wyer and Radvansky assume that when people encounter an assertion about a

social event, features of the assertion spontaneously activate all of the preexisting

event and episode models in memory that contain these features (see Hintzman,

1986, for a similar assumption). Thus, consider the statement “Jane Fonda did

aerobics.” The predicate of this statement, “did aerobics,” presumably activates

all preexisting event and episode models that depict this behavior. Because the

actors in these models are likely to have different features, a composite of these

features is extracted, with the more frequently occurring features being weighted

more heavily. Similarly, preexisting representations of the subject (“Jane Fonda”)

are activated, and a weighted composite of the features contained in these repre-

sentations is formed as well. If the features that are weighted most heavily in the

two sets are very similar, the statement is not only comprehended but also spon-

taneously recognized as redundant with prior knowledge (i.e., as “true”). If no

features are common to the two sets, the statement is not spontaneously compre-

hended and is regarded as false. At intermediate levels of similarity, the statement

may be comprehended but not spontaneously recognized as either true or false. In

this case, the statement’s validity would not be assessed unless this assessment is

required to attain some higher order processing objective.

Thus, in our example “Jane Fonda did aerobics” is likely to be both compre-

hended and spontaneously regarded as true, as a preexisting event model of the

event is likely to have been formed as a result of watching the event on television.

The statements “A woman did aerobics” or “Jane Fonda rode a motorcycle” might

also be comprehended, as the subset of features that are activated by the subject

are likely to be included in the composite set that are activated by models of the

predicate. However, the two sets of features are unlikely to be sufficiently similar

for the statements’ validity to be spontaneously recognized. In contrast, “A gorilla

did aerobics” is likely to be spontaneously recognized as false because the features
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of previously formed models of “did aerobics” include very few features that are

common to previously formed representations of gorillas.

1. Empirical Evidence

Wyer and Radvansky (1999) reported data consistent with these assumptions.

Participants in one experiment were exposed to statements of the following types:

(1) true exemplar-referent statements (“e.g., Jane Fonda did aerobics”), (2) false

exemplar-referent statements (“Jane Fonda played pro hockey”), and (3) exemplar-

referent statements of unknown validity (e.g., “Jane Fonda rode a motorcycle”).

Participants were exposed to these statements on a computer screen along with

some anomalous ones (e.g., “A show played poker”). Some participants were asked

simply to indicate whether each statement was or was not meaningful by pressing a

designated button on the computer keyboard. Others, however, were told to indicate

whether the statements were true or false. The time to make these judgments

was recorded. We expected that participants would spontaneously verify true and

false exemplar-referent statements in the course of comprehending them. When

the statements were of unknown validity, however, participants were expected

to comprehend them spontaneously but not to verify them. Thus, they would

require additional time to make the latter determination if they are later asked to

do so.

These predictions were confirmed. The mean time required both to comprehend

and to verify each type of statement is shown in Table IV. True exemplar-referent

statements were comprehended more quickly than statements of other types. How-

ever, the time to judge the validity of true and false statements was only slightly

greater than the time required to comprehend them, suggesting that these state-

ments were verified spontaneously in the course of comprehension. In contrast,

TABLE IV

MEAN TIME (IN SECONDS) TO COMPREHEND AND TO VERIFY STATEMENTS PRESENTED BY WYER

AND RADVANSKY (1999)

Comprehension time Verification time Difference

Experiment 1

True exemplar-referent statements 1.35 1.55 0.20

False exemplar-referent statements 1.64 1.86 0.22

Exemplar-referent statements of

unknown validity 1.55 2.07 0.52

Experiment 2

True exemplar-referent statements 1.84 1.99 0.15

Category-referent statements with

known exemplar 2.00 2.06 0.06
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participants took a relatively long time to verify exemplar-referent statements of

unknown validity. This suggests that the validity of these statements was not spon-

taneously assessed in the course of comprehension, and so additional processing

was required to establish their validity.

Similar conclusions were drawn from a second experiment in which participants

were exposed to both true exemplar-referent statements (“e.g., “Jane Fonda did

aerobics”) and statements that referred to a more general category to which a known

exemplar belonged (e.g., “an actress did aerobics”). As indicated in the bottom

section of Table IV, the time to verify these statements was virtually identical to

the time to comprehend them.

In summary, therefore, the verification of statements about a known referent

is often an inherent byproduct of the processes involved in comprehending them

in terms of a previously formed event or episode model. This fact has important

implications. For example, statements that are obviously true or false are likely to

violate communication norms to be informative and truthful, respectively (Grice,

1975; Higgins, 1981; Schwarz, 1994; Strack, 1994). Therefore, they may stimulate

recipients to question why the statements were made. As a result, people are likely

to think more extensively about the statements than they would otherwise and, in

some cases, may interpret the statements’ literal implications. (For more detailed

discussions of these possibilities and empirical evidence bearing on them, see

Gruenfield & Wyer, 1992; Wyer & Gruenfield, 1995.)

2. Effects of Constructing Narratives on Perceptions of Validity

Wyer and Radvansky’s (1999) findings indicate that when people use a pre-

existing event or episode model to comprehend information, they are often likely

to judge the information to be valid. This suggests that if individuals construct

a new episode model of a sequence of events and store this representation in

memory, they may later consider descriptions of events that they comprehend in

terms of this model to be plausible and, therefore, may believe the events to be

more likely to occur. This could occur even if the original event sequence was

hypothetical.

Green and Brock (2000) found support for this possibility. In some conditions

of their research, participants read a story about a violent crime. Participants were

clearly aware that the story was fictional. Nevertheless, they later estimated the

incidence of story-related events in the real world to be higher than participants

who had not read the story. Thus, participants’ construction of an episode model

of the events in the course of comprehending the story increased their beliefs that

similar events might actually occur in the real world.

Two earlier studies also suggest that the construction of a narrative representation

of hypothetical events increases beliefs that the events might actually occur. In a

study by Ross, Lepper, Strack, and Steinmetz (1977), participants read a story about
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a target person and then were asked to explain why the person might either have

committed suicide or, alternatively, why he might donate a large sum of money to

the Peace Corps. They were told at the outset that there was no evidence that the

events had actually occurred. Despite this fact, participants were later more likely

to believe that the event they explained had occurred than the event they had not

explained. A conceptually similar effect was reported by Sherman, Skov, Hervitz,

and Stock (1981). That is, participants were more likely to predict that they would

fail on an anagrams task if they had arbitrarily been asked to explain why they

might fail at an earlier point in time than if they had been asked to explain why they

might succeed. It seems reasonable to suppose that in this and Ross et al.’s study,

participants who were asked to generate an explanation of an event constructed a

narrative representation of other events that might lead up to it, and then, having

done so, considered the implications of the narrative to be valid.

These studies are far removed from the conditions investigated by Wyer and

Radvansky (1999). However, they are consistent with the general conclusion that

if an event or episode model has been constructed and stored in memory, subsequent

experiences that are comprehended, or otherwise considered with reference to the

model may seem more likely to be true than they otherwise would.

B. SOCIAL JUDGMENT AND DECISION MAKING

To reiterate, episode models are theoretically constructed spontaneously in the

course of comprehending temporally and situation-specific sequences of events.

This suggests that information is easier to understand if it is conveyed in the form

of a narrative and, therefore, an episode model can easily be formed of it, than if the

information is conveyed in other ways. To this extent, people may be relatively more

confident of their interpretation of information that is conveyed in narrative form,

and so this information may have greater impact on their judgments. In addition,

they may be more inclined to elaborate the implications of the events described in a

narrative, perhaps speculating about unmentioned events that occurred in addition

to those mentioned. Theory and research in several different areas support this

hypothesis.

1. Jury Decision Making

Compelling evidence that information has more impact when it is conveyed

in the form of a narrative was obtained by Pennington and Hastie (1986, 1988,

1992) in a series of studies of jury decision making. In one study (Pennington

& Hastie, 1986), the researchers asked participants to read the transcript of a

court trial that included testimonies by both prosecution witnesses and defense

witnesses. However, they varied the order in which each set of testimony was
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conveyed. Specifically, the prosecution testimony either was ordered according

to the witness who provided it (witness-order conditions) or was conveyed in the

order it became relevant in the sequence of events leading up to the crime, the

crime itself, and its aftermath (story-order conditions). The order of the defense

testimony varied likewise. After reading the testimonies for both sides, participants

gave their verdict and indicated their confidence that it was correct.

When the prosecution and defense testimonies were conveyed in different orders,

73% of the participants found in favor of the side whose testimony was conveyed in

story order. When the two sets of testimony were both conveyed in the same order,

participants’ verdict did not depend on the order it occurred. However, participants

were more confident of their verdict when the testimonies were both in story order

than when they were both in witness order. Thus, participants were more influenced

by the testimony, and were more confident of their judgments, when the testimony

was conveyed in a form that permitted a narrative representation to be constructed

than when it did not.

A second set of findings was also provocative (Pennington & Hastie, 1992).

In some conditions, a piece of evidence was inserted into the testimony that (a)

was attributed to either a credible or a noncredible witness and (b) was either

consistent or inconsistent with implications of the remaining testimony. When

the testimony was conveyed in witness order, the witness’s credibility was the

primary determinant of its impact. When the testimony was conveyed in story order,

however, the consistency of the evidence with other testimony had the predominant

influence, independently of the credibility of its source.

2. Consumer Judgment

Analogous effects to those identified by Pennington and Hastie are likely to

occur in other domains in which individuals are required to make a decision. The

attributes of a consumer product, for example, could either be presented in a list or

be conveyed in the context of a temporally ordered sequence of events in which the

attributes become relevant. It seems reasonable to suppose that this information

might be more influential in the second case than the first.

a. Effects of Visual Imagery. Adaval and Wyer (1998) examined this possibility

and, in doing so, investigated several other implications of the general conceptu-

alization outlined in this chapter. Specifically, the episode models that participants

construct from verbal descriptions of events presumably consist of mental images

as well as linguistically coded features (Postulate 2). To this extent, presenting

pictures along with the descriptions should facilitate the construction of these

models and, therefore, should lead the information to have greater impact than it

otherwise would. Pictures may also increase the tendency to engage in cognitive

elaboration of the events described and to infer additional, unmentioned events

that might have occurred as well. In contrast, suppose the same information is
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conveyed in an unordered list of features. In this case, participants may not con-

struct an episode model but rather may engage in “piecemeal” processing (Fiske

& Pavelchak, 1986). That is, they may assess the evaluative implications of each

feature independently and then integrate these implications mechanistically in a

manner similar to that proposed by Fishbein and Hunter (1964) or Anderson (1971,

1981). Pictures may be largely irrelevant to these computations. Consequently, they

might actually decrease the impact of the information.

In an initial exploration of these effects, we (Adaval & Wyer, 1998, Experi-

ment 1) asked participants to read travel brochures describing two vacations, one in

India and the other in Thailand. Each brochure began with a general overview of the

vacation followed by descriptions of 12 places or situations to be encountered. In

one brochure, however, the information was in the form of a narrative describing the

sequence of events that would take place. For example, the narrative version of the

India brochure began with the following synopsis: “On your vacation, you will start

out from the capital of India, Delhi, and move on to see the Taj Mahal. Later, you

will go west, and see the palaces and temples in . . . Rajasthan . . . before heading

south. Further south, you will visit the beaches of Goa . . . and . . . complete your

trip at the southernmost tip of India”. This was followed by written descriptions

of the places to be visited such as the following: “Only a short trip from Delhi

is Agra, home of the Taj Mahal . . . . Remarkable at all times of the day, you can

visit as the sun rises above the early morning mists and return on a moon-lit

night . . .”.

In contrast, the material in other conditions was conveyed in a list format. Thus,

the description began as follows:

Some features of your vacation experience are:

• a visit to the capital, Delhi;

• the Taj Mahal at Agra;

• palaces and temples of Rajasthan, etc.

The individual places were then described in bullet form as follows:

• Agra, home of the Taj Mahal

• A beautiful spectacle both when the sun rises above the early morning mists and on

moon-lit nights . . . .

The description of each place or situation was accompanied by a picture. How-

ever, the relative dominance of the picture and the verbal description was varied. In

picture-dominant conditions, the pictures were 15 ×15 cm and the text was in 10-

point font. In text-dominant conditions, however, the pictures were 8 × 8 cm and

the text was in an 18-point font. The dominance of the pictures was the same in both

of the brochures read by a given participant. However, one brochure was in narra-

tive format and the other was in list format. Participants after reading the brochures

were asked to estimate their liking for each vacation on a scale from 0 to 10.
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The effects of format and picture dominance were particularly evident in the

first brochure that participants encountered.7 When the text was conveyed in narra-

tive format, increasing the dominance of the pictures increased evaluations of the

vacation (from 6.5 to 7.3 when the text vs pictures were dominant, respectively).

When the vacation was described in a list format, however, making the pictures

dominant decreased evaluations of it (from 7.9 to 4.1), suggesting that in this case,

the pictures interfered with a computation of these evaluations. As a result of these

opposing effects, the effect of format on evaluations was substantially greater when

pictures were dominant (7.3 vs 4.1, under narrative format vs list format conditions,

respectively) than when they were not (6.5 vs 7.9, respectively).

A second study (Adaval & Wyer, 1998, Experiment 2) provided a clearer indi-

cation of the impact of pictures on evaluations under the two format conditions

and, in addition, confirmed the role of mental imagery. In this study, pictures either

accompanied the text (as in picture-dominant conditions of Experiment 1) or were

not conveyed at all. In addition, some participants in each condition were explicitly

told to imagine themselves actually having the experiences described and how it

would feel to be there, whereas others were not given this instruction. We reasoned

that if the different effects of pictures in Experiment 1 resulted from the different

roles of mental imagery in the representations that participants formed in the two

format conditions, asking participants explicitly to construct their own visual im-

ages of the situations would augment these effects. That is, it would increase the

facilitating effect of pictures under narrative-format conditions but would increase

the interfering effect of pictures under list-format conditions.

These expectations were confirmed. Presenting a picture of the events described

in narrative format and asking participants to imagine the experience increased their

liking for the vacation relative to other conditions (from 6.4 to 8.1). In contrast,

presenting pictures and asking them to imagine the vacation described in a list

format nonsignificantly decreased their liking for the vacation relative to other

conditions (from 6.1 to 5.8). Thus, when participants were presented pictures and

asked to imagine the experiencing the vacation, they evaluated the vacations more

favorably when the text was in narrative format (M = 8.1) than when it was in list

format (M = 5.8). In other conditions, however, the effect of format was negligible

(6.4 vs 6.1).

b. Effects of Evaluatively Inconsistent Information. A second question we in-

vestigated in this research was stimulated by Pennington and Hastie’s (1992) find-

ing that when individuals construct a narrative-based representation to use as a

basis for judgment, information that is inconsistent with the implications of this

representation tends to be ignored. Thus, suppose information about a vacation

7Participants who had developed an information-processing strategy in the course of evaluating

the first brochure they read appeared to employ a similar strategy in evaluating the second as well.

Therefore, the effects of format and picture dominance in judgments of the first vacation generalized

to the second even though the second brochure’s format differed.
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is generally favorable but contains descriptions of a few undesirable features as

well. These features are likely to have less effect if people have formed a narrative

representation of the vacation than if they have not. Supplementary data reported

by Adaval and Wyer (1998, Experiment 1) confirmed this hypothesis. In additional

conditions of the study, descriptions of two negative features (e.g., an indication

that travel would be difficult, that accommodations were of low quality) were

inserted into the brochure. When the information was conveyed in a list format,

adding these negative features appreciably decreased evaluations of the vacation

(from 6.0 to 4.7). When the information was conveyed in narrative form, however,

the addition of these features had significantly less effect (6.9 vs 6.4).

3. Political Information Processing

Narrative representations are also likely to have an impact on judgments in the

political arena. Political campaigns provide the American public with a barrage of

information about candidates. This information is of two types. On one hand, it may

consist of a candidate’s positions on specific issues. However, a more pervasive

type of information bears on the candidate’s “image” as conveyed through his or her

personality and general demeanor. This image, which is often conveyed visually

(in pictures or on television), can not only influence candidate evaluations in its

own right but also affect the processing of other information. Wyer et al. (1991), for

example, found that when participants had viewed a candidate make a nonpolitical

speech 24 h before receiving information about his positions on specific issues,

they based their evaluations of the candidate on their agreement with these issue

positions. When participants viewed the speech immediately before exposure to the

candidate’s issue positions, however, they based their evaluations on the ideological

implications of these positions (conservative vs liberal) independently of their

agreement with any specific stand the candidate espoused. Thus, making salient

the candidate’s image stimulated participants to think more globally about his

attributes as a whole and, therefore, to evaluate his issue positions on the basis of

different criteria than they would otherwise have done.

Candidates’ images can also be influenced by events in their past that allegedly

have implications for their honesty, integrity, and strength of character. These

events are often conveyed by the candidates’ opponents as well as the individu-

als themselves. Thus, for example, information about Bob Dole’s war record, or

Bill Clinton’s use of marijuana in the 1970s, is given as evidence for or against the

candidate’s fitness for public office 20 years later. However, this information could

have an impact for two reasons. On one hand, information about past events in a

candidate’s life might be evaluated out of context and used as a basis for inferring

the candidate’s attributes without taking into account the time at which the events

occurred. Alternatively, the events might be used to construct a narrative of the

candidate’s life as a whole that is used as a basis for inferring his or her future



NARRATIVE-BASED REPRESENTATIONS OF KNOWLEDGE 175

behavior from his or her past actions. These alternative constructions may depend

in part on how the information about the candidate is presented. Moreover, Adaval

and Wyer’s (1998) findings suggest that visual imagery may play a role as well.

a. Empirical Evidence. Adaval, Isbell, and Wyer (2001) investigated these pos-

sibilities using a paradigm similar to that employed in our earlier studies. That is,

participants in two experiments read campaign brochures containing moderately

favorable descriptions of events in the lives of two candidates for the U.S. Senate.

In some conditions, the descriptions were accompanied by pictures of the candi-

dates or the situations described.8 In other conditions, pictures were not presented.

Furthermore, the descriptions in one brochure were ostensibly in chronological

order and were presented in the form of a narrative of the candidate’s political life.

For example, one description read as follows: “During his last year in the State

Legislature, he headed a special committee to investigate how to decrease violent

crime in the cities. As a result of his help, the State budget was revised to provide

support to cities for crime prevention . . . ,” In other conditions, the events were

conveyed in the same sequence, but were described in the form of “bullets” that

did not refer to the point in the politician’s life at which they occurred as follows:

• He headed a special committee to investigate how to decrease violent crime in the cities.

• He helped revise the State budget in order to provide support to cities for crime pre-

vention . . . .

Each participant received one brochure in each format with instructions to form

impressions of the candidates described. After doing so, they evaluated each can-

didate along a scale from −5 (dislike very much) to +5 (like very much). Finally,

they recalled the information they had read.

The results of both experiments were virtually identical were consistent with

Adaval and Wyer’s (1998) earlier findings. In the first experiment, for example,

pictures increased the extremity of evaluations of candidates whose lives were de-

scribed in a narrative (from 3.58 to 3.98), but decreased evaluations of candidates

whose life events were simply listed (from 3.95 to 3.63). Although the interactive

effects of pictures and formation in this experiment were only marginally sig-

nificant, F(1, 55) = 3.43, p < .07, their effects in the second experiment were

nearly identical and quite reliable (p < .01).9 Thus, both sets of findings confirm

8Pictures were taken from books and magazine articles. Pictures of Robert McNamara were used

in the brochure describing one candidate, and pictures of Henry Kissinger were used in the brochure

describing the other. (Neither individual was recognized by the college-age participants employed in

the study.)
9In the second experiment, we explicitly told participants to base their judgments on either the

politicians’ lives as a whole or specific events that occurred. However, these instructions had no

impact whatsoever on the effects reported. This suggests that the effects of presentation format occur

spontaneously and are relatively immune to specific instructions concerning the criteria to be used in

making judgments.
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our conclusion that pictures facilitate the construction of a narrative representa-

tion to use as a basis for judgment but interfere with a piecemeal computation of

evaluations on the basis of information that is conveyed in a list.

b. Memory Data. Supplementary recall data are consistent with these conclu-

sions. In the first experiment, for example, information describing the candidates

was better recalled when it was conveyed in a narrative than when it was listed

(5.48 vs 4.94), F(1, 52) = 3.46, p < .07. Moreover, pictures increased the recall

of verbal material when the information was in narrative format (from 5.18 to 5.79)

but not when it was conveyed in list format (4.98 vs 4.92). Results of the second

experiment were similar. These results are consistent with our interpretation that

pictures facilitated the processing of information in a narrative format but not in a

list format.

This conclusion was bolstered by results of a third experiment in which recog-

nition memory for both pictures and statements was assessed. In this study, par-

ticipants read the campaign brochures containing pictures along with statements

that were conveyed in either a narrative format or a list. Then, they were given

a recognition memory task on the computer in which both statements and pic-

tures contained in the brochures, along with a number of items that were not

presented, were judged. Both the proportion of correct responses to the pre-

sented items and the time required to judge them were recorded. Participants were

more likely to identify items correctly when they were conveyed in a narrative

than when they were conveyed in a list, and this was true regardless of whether

the items were pictures (.972 vs .883), F(1, 83) = 6.89, p < .05, or statements

(.910 vs .811), F(1, 83) = 4.69, p < .05. However, although participants veri-

fied pictures nonsignificantly more quickly when the information accompanying

them was conveyed in a narrative (M = 1.26 s) than when it was conveyed in a list

(M = 1.39 s), F(1, 83) = 2.42, p > .10, they were slower to verify statements in

the former condition than the latter (1.84 s vs 1.64 s), F(1, 83) = 3.88, p < .05.

(This latter difference could conceivably be the result of participants’ tendency to

elaborate the verbal material when it is conveyed in a narrative. Their cognitive

elaborations, which may be stored in memory along with their representations of

the events that were actually described in the information, may make these events

difficult to identify later.)

These latter data are consistent with the assumption that the mental represen-

tations formed under narrative format conditions contain both visual and linguis-

tic features, whereas the representations formed under list-format conditions are

primarily linguistic. Therefore, both pictures and the verbal statements associ-

ated with them were better remembered in the former condition than the latter.

Moreover, the presence of visual features in the narrative-based representation

led pictures to be verified quickly. At the same time, these features appeared to

decrease the ease of identifying linguistic features of the representation that was

formed.
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4. Summary and Implications

Research in three different domains indicates that information can often have

greater impact on judgments if it is conveyed in a way that makes it easy to

construct a narrative representation than if its format makes the construction of

such a representation difficult. Moreover, pictures facilitate the construction of a

narrative representation of information and, therefore, increase the impact of this

information under conditions in which such a representation is formed.

It would nevertheless be incorrect to assume that narrative forms of information

are always more effective than other forms. Their relative effectiveness may de-

pend in part on the relevance of the temporal relatedness of the events to the type

of judgment being made. In Pennington and Hastie’s (1986, 1992) research, the

decision that participants were asked to make (whether a defendant was guilty or

innocent) implicitly required an assessment of the causal relatedness of the events

described. In these conditions, presenting information in a narrative facilitated the

assessment of this relatedness and increased participants’ confidence in their judg-

ments. In the studies by Adaval and her colleagues, however, the events described

were not causally related, and judgments could be computed on the basis of a

piecemeal computation of the events’ individual implications as well as a more

holistic evaluation of the sequence of events as a whole. In these conditions, the

relative extremity of judgments based on the two computational strategies is not

clear a priori. In fact, in the absence of pictures, judgments based on a narrative

were not appreciably more favorable than those based on listed information and

in some cases were less favorable.

Note also that the effect of pictures on evaluations was not due to their infor-

mation value per se. In fact, pictures interfered with the processing of information

that was not in narrative form to begin with. The impact of pictures lies primarily

in the role they play in computing evaluations on the basis of verbal information.

When verbal descriptions of events are in narrative form, people are likely to form

episode models of the event sequence that contain mental images, and pictures

facilitate the construction of these images. When verbal descriptions of events

are not conveyed in the form of a narrative, however, people do not form episode

models of the events they depict. Rather, they engage in a piecemeal processing

and evaluation of the information’s semantic implications. In this case, pictures

interfere with the computation of this evaluation and consequently decrease its

extremity.

C. IMPLICIT THEORIES OF SOCIAL BEHAVIOR

The explanations that people give to social events, and predictions of their con-

sequences, are often based on implicit theories they have developed about their
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social environment. These theories may be represented in memory in the form of

narratives that specify the sequence of events that occur in both specific and general

situations. If an event that one experiences exemplifies a segment of a preexist-

ing narrative representation, it may activate this representation. Then, segments

of the narrative that precede the event may be used to infer its causes, whereas

segments that follow the event may be used to infer its consequences. A recogni-

tion of this possibility is not new. (For an elaboration of these possibilities in the

context of social attribution theory, see Wyer, 1981; for evidence that individu-

als spontaneously think of antecedents and consequences when contemplating a

social event, see McGuire & McGuire, 1991.) The verdicts that participants pro-

posed under story-order conditions of Pennington and Hastie’s (1986, 1992) jury

studies may reflect the use of implicit narrative-based theories in generating expla-

nations. Three other areas in which these theories have been hypothesized to play

an important role are also worth noting. These areas concern (a) reconstruction of

the past, (b) causal attributions, and (c) expectations for others’ behavior in social

interaction.

1. Reconstruction of the Past

A theoretical statement of the role of implicit theories in social perception was

proposed by Michael Ross (1989) in conceptualizing the processes that underlie

reconstructive memory for one’s own past behavior. In a number of intriguing

studies, he demonstrated that individuals’ recall of their personal experiences is

influenced not so much by actual memory traces of these experiences as by more

general theories they have developed concerning their typical reactions to life

events. Two particularly interesting studies are worth noting briefly.

In one study, female participants who had previously reported their typical

emotional reactions during their menstrual cycle were asked to keep a daily diary

of their moods over the course of a month. After doing so, they were asked to

recall their moods during this period. Participants’ recall was more influenced by

their implicit theories of their emotional reactions than by the actual feelings they

had reported experiencing at the time.

In a second study, students participated in a program that they believed would

increase their study skills. After participating, they were asked to recall their pre-

program estimates of their skills. These recalled estimates were governed primarily

by implicit theories that the program would be effective. (Thus, participants tended

to recall their skills before taking part to be lower than they actually were, consis-

tent with their theory that they had improved.) This finding is conceptually similar

to that obtained by Bem and McConnell (1970) in a quite different context. In this

study, some participants who had been asked to write a counterattitudinal essay

were asked to report their attitude toward the position advocated, whereas oth-

ers were asked to recall the attitude they had reported in an earlier experimental
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session. Participants in the first condition typically changed their postbehavior at-

titudes to be consistent with the implications of their behavior. More important,

participants in the second group recalled their prebehavior attitudes as similar to

those implied by their counterattitudinal behavior and as similar to the postbehavior

attitudes reported by the first group of participants. These participants, like those

in Ross’s studies, may have invoked an implicit theory concerning the attitudinal

antecedents of their behavior and used this theory to infer what their attitudes must

have been in order to engage in this behavior rather than recall the attitude they

had actually reported.

2. Causal Attribution

Once people interpret a social event in terms of one segment of a preexisting

narrative representation, they may use segments that precede or follow it in the

narrative to infer both antecedents of the event and its consequences. In many

instances, however, a particular event could exemplify a segment of more than one

narrative. To this extent, the representation that is retrieved and used to interpret

the event, and the inferences that are made, could depend on which of several

applicable representations is most accessible in memory at the time (Higgins,

1996; Wyer & Srull, 1989). The relative accessibility of these representations, in

turn, may depend on both the frequency and the recency with which they have been

used in the past (Higgins, Bargh, & Lombardi, 1985; Srull & Wyer, 1979). Thus,

both chronic and transitory situational factors can influence the likelihood that the

representation is applied. (For evidence that these factors can have independent

effects on judgments in other domains, see Bargh, Bond, Lombardi, & Tota, 1986.)

The role of implicit theories in a number of situations has been confirmed in

several studies by Dweck, Chiu, and Hong (1995a, 1995b; Dweck et al., 1993;

Hong, Chiu, Dweck, & Sacks, 1997). They focus on theories of two general types.

Incremental theories imply that people’s attributes (e.g., ability) are malleable and

can be modified, whereas entity theories imply that attributes are relatively un-

changeable. Thus, an incremental theory of achievement behavior might resemble

a narrative composed of the following segments:

[P performs task; P fails; P tries harder; P succeeds].

A corresponding entity theory might be as follows:

[P has low ability; P performs task; P fails; P tries harder; P fails again].

Thus, suppose people perform a task and fail. This event exemplifies a frame in

each of the aforementioned theories (“P fails”). If individuals activate and use

the first theory to interpret the event, they may infer that they did not work hard

enough and that if they exert more effort they may ultimately succeed. This might

motivate them to try the task again. In contrast, suppose individuals activate the
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second narrative. Then, they are likely to infer that their failure reflects low ability

and that repeating the task will led to the same result. Therefore, they may be

disinclined to try a second time. Individual differences in the chronic accessibility

of these theories, and their effects on responses to failure, have been elaborated by

Dweck and Leggett (1988).

The effects of these theories are not restricted to the achievement domain, how-

ever. Chiu, Dweck, Tong, and Fu (1997) found evidence that individuals with im-

plicit theories that their social world is unchangeable tend to base their judgments

of morality on the extent to which people fulfill their social role responsibilities.

In contrast, people with incremental theories are more disposed to emphasize the

importance of individual freedom and rights. In a quite different domain, Hong

et al. (1997) found that entity theorists were more willing than incremental theo-

rists to attribute general traits to a person on the basis of the person’s scores on an

achievement test.

As Dweck et al. (1995a, 1995b) point out, the implicit theories that individuals

apply may often be domain specific. Moreover, to the extent that these theories

reflect different narrative-based representations that individuals draw on for use as

a basis for judgment, several alternative theories may coexist, the implications of

which can differ. Thus, in our previous example, individuals might have more than

one narrative pertaining to task performance in memory, and the one they happen to

draw on might depend on its accessibility in memory at the time a decision is made.

In this regard, individual differences in the chronic accessibility of implicit

theories can result from differences in cultural background (Chiu, Morris, Hong,

& Menon, 2000). As Hong et al. (2000) demonstrated, however, these chronic

cultural differences can be either increased or decreased by situational factors that

activate one theory rather than another. These authors found, for example, that

exposing Hong Kong Chinese participants to Chinese cultural symbols led them

to make situational attributions for behavior in an ambiguous situation, whereas

exposing them to American cultural symbols increased their tendency to make

internal attributions. Apparently, these participants had different implicit theories

of causality that were activated by exposing them to symbols of either their own

or another culture.

In a quite different paradigm, Oishi, Wyer, and Colcombe (2000) found that

cultural differences in the tendency to use current life satisfaction as a basis for

predicting the likelihood of future life experiences were attributable to differ-

ences in the culture-related implicit theories that participants had formed about

themselves as causal agents in their environment. However, subliminally priming

concepts with which other theories were associated had effects that overrode the

impact of more general cultural dispositions. Thus, both these studies and Hong

et al.’s (2000) show that the implicit theories that individuals bring to bear on

the interpretation of information, and the inferences they make on the basis of

their knowledge about themselves and others, can be influenced by situational
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factors that make the narrative representations underlying these theories more or

less accessible.

3. Effects of Implicit Theories on Marital Satisfaction

People often have narrative-based theories about close relationships. However,

substantial differences exist in the nature of these theories. Some people, for ex-

ample, may believe that marriage partners typically fall in love quickly but that

these feelings inevitably deteriorate over time, ultimately leading to separation or

divorce. Others may believe that love takes a long time to develop but that once

established, it is maintained over time. Still others may believe that people’s feel-

ings change nonmonotonically. For example, partners’ affection for one another

decreases over the early years of a relationship as romantic love dissipates but then

begins to increase in later years as the relationship matures.

Several theorists have conceptualized the role that narrative representations can

play in the dynamics of close relationships (Forgas, 1991; Holmes & Murray, 1995;

Miller & Read, 1991; Schank & Abelson, 1995). Murray and Holmes (1993),

for example, found that marriage partners often reconstruct stories about their

personal relationships in order to make them consistent with the implications of

their narrative-based theories about relationships in general (see also Holmberg

& Holmes, 1994). However, it seems likely that if partners have different theory-

based expectations for the typical progress of close relationships, they may differ

in how they evaluate their own relationship. These differences could create marital

conflict and dissatisfaction.

Research by Gohm and Wyer (1998) bears indirectly on this possibility. They

assumed that individuals’ theories about the prognosis of relationships over time

could be inferred from their perceptions of change in the feelings that characterize

these relationships and that differences in marital satisfaction might be related to

these theories. To this end, they identified 32 married couples who had been in

the relationship for an average of 9 years and whose marital satisfaction (based

on the Locke-Wallace, 1959, scale of marital adjustment) had been determined in

an earlier study. In 16 of these couples, both partners expressed satisfaction with

their relationship, and in the other 16, both partners reported being dissatisfied.

Participants were told that the study’s purpose was to understand people’s per-

ceptions of how interpersonal relationships were likely to change over time. On

this pretence, participants plotted six graphs showing the changes that typically

occurred in marriage partners’ feelings during the first 10 years of a relationship.

Three graphs described the typical man’s feelings of romantic love, commitment

to the marriage, and affection for his partner. Three others described the typical

woman’s feelings along the same dimensions. To aid them in constructing their

graphs, participants were given axes in which the x coordinate pertained to the year

of the relationship and the y coordinate referred to the attribute being rated along
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Fig. 2. Satisfied partners’ perceptions of the typical husband’s and typical wife’s feelings over the

first 10 years of a relationship.

a scale from 0 (none) to 20 (very much). Partners were told to place an “x” above

the number denoting each year of the relationship to indicate their perception of

the partner’s feelings during that year.

Satisfied partners’ theories about the prognosis of marital relationships were

expected to be more similar to one another than dissatisfied partners’ theories.

Data pertaining to this hypothesis are conveyed in Figs. 2 and 3, which show the
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Fig. 3. Dissatisfied partners’ perceptions of the typical husband’s and typical wife’s feelings over

the first 10 years of a relationship.

composite graphs drawn by satisfied and dissatisfied partners along each dimen-

sion. Analyses of these data revealed an interaction of relationship satisfaction,

the partner being rated, and attribute dimension, F(2, 60) = 4.29, p < .05 and

an higher order interaction involving these variables, participant sex and time,

F(18, 540) = 1.88, p < .01. These interactions are most clearly interpretable by

considering data for satisfied and dissatisfied couples separately.
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As expected, satisfied husbands and wives had generally similar perceptions

for how a typical marriage partner’s feelings were likely to change. For example,

they agreed that the typical partner’s feelings of romantic love decreased to a

much greater extent over time than his or her feelings of affection. Moreover,

they agreed that the typical man’s feelings of love would tend to increase during

the later years of the relationship without a corresponding increase in affection,

whereas the typical woman’s feelings of affection were likely to increase in later

years without a corresponding increase in feelings of romantic love.

In contrast, dissatisfied partners’ perceptions of the typical marriage differed

much more dramatically. These difference are reflected in an interaction of re-

spondent sex, the sex of the partner being rated, attribute dimension, and time,

F(18, 270) = 2.80, p < .01, in an analysis of judgments by dissatisfied partners

alone. Three aspects of these data are noteworthy. (1) Dissatisfied husbands and

wives both perceived the typical marriage partner’s feelings of romantic love to

decrease substantially over the first 8 years of the relationship. However, whereas

dissatisfied wives expected these feelings to increase in later years, dissatisfied

husbands did not. (2) Dissatisfied husbands perceived the typical man’s commit-

ment during early years of the relationship to correspond more closely to his

feelings of romantic love than to his feelings of affection. In contrast, dissatisfied

wives perceived the typical man’s feelings of commitment to parallel his feel-

ings of affection and to be maintained despite decreases in feelings of romantic

love. (3) Dissatisfied husbands also perceived the typical woman’s commitment

to correspond more closely to her feelings of romantic love than to her feelings of

affection. However, dissatisfied wives perceived the typical woman’s commitment

to be almost identical to her feelings of affection and to differ markedly from her

feelings of romantic love.

A detailed discussion of the implications of these findings for an understanding

of marital relationships is beyond the scope of this chapter. (It is unclear, for

example, whether the differences in dissatisfied partners’ perceptions are a cause

or an effect of their feelings about their own relationship.) Be that as it may,

however, the results demonstrate the utility of comparing the implicit theories that

are likely to characterize happy and unhappy couples. Differences in these theories

may be worth more careful attention in future research.

D. THE ROLE OF EVENT-BASED KNOWLEDGE REPRESENTATIONS

IN OTHER SOCIAL PHENOMENA

The three bodies of research we have summarized testify to the diversity of

social phenomena in which narrative-based representations of knowledge play a

role. However, the influence of these representations in social information pro-

cessing is even more pervasive than this research suggests. Several other domains
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in which narrative representations are assumed to have a major impact are worth

noting briefly.

1. Affect and Information Processing

Episode models contain mental images of the events they depict, and details of

these images can elicit emotional reactions similar to those that that were expe-

rienced at the time the events occurred. This assumption is implicit in much re-

search on the influence of affect on information processing (for reviews, see Clore,

Schwarz, & Conway; Schwarz & Clore, 1996; Wyer, Clore, & Isbell, 1999). In

this research, affective reactions are often induced experimentally by asking par-

ticipants to recall and elaborate a past experience with which similar experiences

occurred.

It is important to note, however, the elicitation of affect does not result from

the recall of a past experience per se. Rather, it depends on whether the experi-

ence is thought about in a way that activates an episode model. Strack, Schwarz,

and Gschneidinger (1987, Experiment 3) provide a clear demonstration of this

contingency. Participants recalled and wrote about either a happy or an unhappy

past experience. In some conditions, however, they were asked to imagine how

the experience occurred and to describe the sequence of events that took place in

detail. To perform this task, participants presumably retrieved and used a previ-

ously formed episode model of the experience that elicited visual images of what

happened (Postulate 2). Other participants were told to write a detailed expla-

nation of why the experience occurred. To attain this objective, they were more

likely to generate a linguistically coded representation of alternative reasons for

the experience that was not necessarily in narrative form. Consistent with these

assumptions, participants who described how the events occurred experienced af-

fect and later used this affect as a basis for judging their satisfaction with life as

a whole. (That is, they reported being more satisfied if they were feeling happy

than if they were not.) However, participants who explained why the events oc-

curred did not experience affect, and the favorableness of the past experience

they recalled had a contrast effect on their reported satisfaction with life in the

present.

Strack et al.’s (1987) study has more general implications for the conditions in

which people are likely to experience emotion in daily life. That is, affect may

typically be associated with the mental image component of one’s episode model

of a social experience. Thus, this affect is likely to be elicited spontaneously under

conditions in which the model is recalled and used. As we speculated earlier in

this chapter, however, the linguistic coding of this experience in the course of

communicating about it to others may decrease the likelihood of retrieving the

episode model later and, therefore, may decrease the feelings that are elicited as a

result of thinking about the experience.
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2. Stereotyping

In his initial conception of social stereotypes, Walter Lippman (1922) described

them as “pictures in the head.” Nevertheless, most research on the role of stereo-

types in social judgment (for reviews, see Bodenhausen & Macrae, 1998; Hamilton

& Sherman, 1994; Fiske, 1998) does not take this “picture” into account. Rather,

stereotypes are typically assumed to consist of a set of traits and prototypic be-

haviors that are characteristic of members of a social category (Bodenhausen &

Macrae, 1998). These trait-based stereotypes, once activated, are assumed to me-

diate judgments and decisions concerning individual persons who belong to the

category.

Nevertheless, trait-based stereotypes seem unlikely to mediate behavioral de-

cisions when category exemplars are encountered in actual social situations. As

Reid and Wyer (1998) point out, behavioral decisions in a social context are more

likely to be guided by event stereotypes that describe the sequence of events that

typically transpire in the particular situation at hand. Thus, for example, a woman

who encounters an African American man late at night on a lonely street in Chicago

is likely to cross the street in order to avoid a confrontation. However, this deci-

sion is less likely to be mediated by her stereotype-based perception of the man

as “hostile” or “aggressive” than by an event stereotype that a black man who

is wandering around late at night in an unpopulated area is likely to ask people

for their wallet, and to assault them if they refuse. However, the same African

American would be likely to elicit a quite different event stereotype if he were

seen walking through a university library and would stimulate a quite different

behavioral decision. This behavioral difference could occur despite the fact that if

the woman were asked to describe African American males, she might generate a

similar list of traits in each case.

Colcombe and Wyer (1999) obtained empirical evidence that the effects of ex-

posure to a stereotyped group member on overt behavior are not always mediated

by a trait-based stereotype. Participants were subliminally exposed to faces of

African American males in the context of a perceptual judgment task similar to

that employed by Bargh, Chen, and Burrows (1996, Experiment 3). Then, some

participants performed a lexical decision task in which some of the words to be

identified were normatively stereotypic of African Americans. Other participants

were asked to perform a mathematics achievement test. Subliminally priming

African American faces had no effect on the speed of responding to stereotype-

based trait words, suggesting that they had no influence on the accessibility of a

trait-based stereotype. Nevertheless, it significantly decreased participants’ per-

formance on the mathematics test relative to control (no priming) conditions.

Although there are several possible interpretations of these findings, one pos-

sibility is that the priming stimuli activated an event stereotype of individuals

who attach little value to performing well in academic achievement situations and,
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therefore, do not try hard to succeed. This event stereotype, once activated, may

have guided participants’ own behavior in the particular type of situation at hand.

Note that Bargh et al. (1997, Experiment 3) found that priming African American

faces had substantially different effects on behavior in a different type of social sit-

uation. These situational differences are consistent with the interpretation we have

offered. In any event, it seems clear that the effect of priming African American

faces on participants’ behavior is not necessarily mediated by its effect on the

accessibility of a trait-based stereotype.10

3. Perceptions of Social Reality

As Wyer and Radvansky (1999) note, television is a major source of the episode

models that people construct of social experiences. Americans watch an average of

4 h of television daily (Nielsen, 1993). On the other hand, people often dissociate

the source of the knowledge they acquire from the knowledge themselves (Hasher,

Goldstein, & Toppin, 1977; Jacoby, Kelly, Brown, & Jasechko, 1989; Johnson,

Hashtroudi, & Lindsay, 1993). This means that people may often use episode

models they have formed from watching television as a basis for judgments without

considering the context in which the models had been constructed.

This possibility has implications for the “cultivation effect” (Gerbner, Gross,

Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994), that is, the tendency for people to overestimate

the occurrence in the real world of events that are disproportionately represented

on television. Moreover, the amount of this overestimation increases with the

amount of television they watch. Shrum and his colleagues (Shrum & O’Guinn,

1993; Shrum, O’Guinn, Semenik, & Faber, 1993; Shrum, Wyer, & O’Guinn, 1998)

have conceptualized this effect in terms of a more general tendency for people to

base their estimates of the frequency of an event’s occurrence on the ease with

which instances of the event come to mind (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973; Schwarz

et al., 1991). Thus, for example, people are likely to estimate the incidence of

violent crime to be higher if episode models of criminal activity come to mind

easily. Therefore, because violent crimes are shown frequently on television, heavy

television users typically have episode models of these activities more accessible

in memory than do light users, and so they estimate the occurrence of violent crime

in the real world to be correspondingly more frequent. For similar reasons, heavy

television viewers may overestimate the number of doctors, lawyers, millionaires,

and policemen in the real world. Shrum et al. (1998) provide support for both this

hypothesis and the interpretation underlying it.

10In other conditions of Colcombe’s research, participants were overly exposed to African American

faces. In this condition, they responded more quickly to stereotype-related words on the lexical decision

task, indicating that a trait-based stereotype was activated. In these conditions, however, participants

performed better on the achievement task than they did under control conditions, contrary to implica-

tions of a trait-based stereotype of Blacks as unintelligent or unmotivated.
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4. Humor Elicitation

Much of the humor we encounter is transmitted in stories. People who encounter

the stories presumably form an episode model of the events they describe in the

course of comprehending them. The question is when and under what conditions

the mental representations that are formed of these stories elicit amusement.

One answer to this question is suggested in a theory of humor elicitation pro-

posed by Wyer and Collins (1992). They contend that people who read a story

spontaneously form an episode model on the basis of the first events that are de-

scribed and that features of this model establish expectations for the content and

implications of events that occur subsequently. In some cases, however, the later

events violate these expectations, and so the model that was formed initially must

be reconstructed in order to form a representation of the sequence of events as a

whole. In some cases, this reconstruction can lead certain elements of the story

(e.g., the protagonists, the events, or the story itself) to be diminished in importance

or value relative to that implied by the original model. Wyer and Collins (1992;

see also Apter, 1982) postulate that when this diminishment occurs, humor is

elicited.

Thus, to borrow an example from Wyer and Collins (1992), consider the

following story:

A Texas Aggie and two friends are marooned on a desert island without food or water.

Suddenly, the sky opens and a voice says, “Each of you may have one wish.” One friend

says, “I wish I were in the arms of my loved one.” Immediately, he disappears. The second

friend says, “I wish I were in the bosom of my family.” Immediately, he also disappears.

The Texas Aggie thinks for a moment and says, “Gee, I wish my friends were with me now.”

The initial events in this story stimulate the construction of an episode model in

which people are saved from an impending disaster by a genie or fairy godmother

and live happily ever after, and this representation gives rise to the expectation that

this will transpire in the situation at hand. However, although the Aggie’s wish is

presumably motivated by desires similar to those of his friends (i.e., a wish to be

off the island and with people he likes), its literal implications negate the wishes

of the first two individuals and reinstate the same abysmal situation that existed

at the outset. The reconstruction of this situation to accommodate this realization

diminishes the importance of the first two wishes and trivializes the situation in

general. Therefore, it elicits humor.

Other aspects of Wyer and Collins’s conceptualization are worth noting in this

context. They assert that although a diminishing reinterpretation of a situation

is a necessary condition for humor elicitation, the magnitude of the amusement

one experiences depends on the type of cognitive elaboration that occurs subse-

quently. If the implications of the humor-eliciting reinterpretation are imageable

and an episode model of it is easy to construct, cognitive elaboration is likely

to increase amusement. In the preceding example, this elaboration might involve
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the construction of a mental image of both the friends and the Aggie when the

friends find themselves back on the island, and the scenario that is likely to result.

Moreover, a somewhat different mental image of the situation might occur each

time the story is thought about, and so the story may continue to elicit humor even

when repeated.

Other jokes, however, may be humorous when they are first encountered but

have little elaboration potential. For example:

Q: What is George W. Bush’s opinion of the Roe v. Wade decision?

A: He thinks there should be an even better way to cross the Potomac.

This joke may stimulate humor in an individual who has not heard it before.

However, it elicits little mental imagery and has little elaboration potential. There-

fore, it is less likely to elicit much humor when repeated.

Finally, not all jokes stimulate cognitive elaboration of their humor-eliciting

implications. If a joke is considered to be personally or morally offensive, or

if it denigrates a social group that one holds in high regard, its nonhumorous

implications may be elaborated and the humor it elicits may be correspondingly

diminished. (Thus, for example, the “desert island” joke described earlier might

be less amusing to students from Texas A & M than to others; similarly, the

Bush joke may be less amusing to Republicans than to Democrats.) The role of

humor-irrelevant cognitive elaboration of offensive or disparaging humor on the

amusement that people experience has been demonstrated in several studies by

Isbell, Wyer, and Collins (2001).

VI. Concluding Remarks

As Schank and Abelson (1995) contend, a very large proportion of the social

knowledge we acquire is in the form of a narrative. The mental representations that

we form in the course of acquiring this knowledge, and that we retrieve for use in

transmitting it, are likewise in narrative form. These representations can refer to

specific experiences that we observe or read about, or to sequences of events that

occur routinely in a given type of situation and are not specific to any particular

individual or point in time. The representations can describe a single experience

in some detail or can refer to a number of more general experiences of the sort that

compose a person’s life history (going to college, getting a job, getting married,

etc.). Finally, some representations are coded linguistically, but others consist of

nonverbal mental images that are coded in several sense modalities. A conceptual-

ization of the cognitive antecedents of judgments and decisions obviously requires

an understanding of how these knowledge representations are constructed, stored

in memory, and later retrieved and used.
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This chapter represents an initial attempt to provide this understanding. We first

discussed the spontaneous construction of narrative representations of social events

(e.g., episode models) in the course of comprehending them, emphasizing the role

that mental imagery plays in this process. We then considered the role of more

abstract narrative representations that people form in the pursuit of specific goals

to which they are relevant and the way in which these representations combine

with episode models to influence memory for the events to which they refer. Of

particular importance in these considerations is the evidence that people’s mental

representations of their own behavior or that of familiar others can differ substan-

tially from the representations of fictional persons or individuals they do not know.

Finally, we turned to a discussion of the role of narrative representations in in-

ference and social judgment. Although this latter discussion covered a number

of different areas of research, it did not scratch the surface of the vast num-

ber of situations, both in and outside the laboratory, in which narrative repre-

sentations are likely to underlie social judgments and decisions. It nevertheless

makes salient the fact that narrative representations of knowledge can have quite

different effects on both memory and judgment than the types of representa-

tions that result from piecemeal analyses of information of the sort that are of-

ten investigated in social psychological research. It seems important for future

research and theory on the cognitive mediators of social judgments to take the role

of these representations into account. The work we have reviewed in this chapter

hopefully establishes directions that future research and theorizing might pursue.
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REFLEXION AND REFLECTION:

A SOCIAL COGNITIVE

NEUROSCIENCE APPROACH TO

ATTRIBUTIONAL INFERENCE

Matthew D. Lieberman

Ruth Gaunt

Daniel T. Gilbert

Yaacov Trope

Knowledge may give weight, but accomplishments give lustre, and many more

people see than weigh.

—Lord Chesterfield, Letters

Lord Chesterfield gave his son, Philip, a great deal of advice—most of it having to

do with manipulating other people to one’s own ends—and that advice has survived

for nearly 3 centuries because it is at once cynical, distasteful, and generally

correct. One of the many things that Lord Chesterfield understood about people

is that they form impressions of others based on what they see and what they

think and that under many circumstances, the former tends to outweigh the latter

simply because seeing is so much easier than thinking. The first generation of social

psychologists recognized this too. Solomon Asch observed that “impressions form

with remarkable rapidity and great ease” (1946, p. 258), Gustav Ichheiser suggested

that “conscious interpretations operate on the basis of an image of personality

which was already performed by the unconscious mechanisms” (1949, p. 19),

and Fritz Heider noted that “these conclusions become the recorded reality for

us, so much so that most typically they are not experienced as interpretations at

all” (1958, p. 82). These observations foretold a central assumption of modern

dual-process models of attribution (Trope, 1986; Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988),

namely that people’s inferences about the enduring characteristics of others are

produced by the complex interaction of automatic and controlled psychological

processes. Whereas the first generation of attribution models described the logic by

which such inferences are made (Jones & Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1967), dual-process
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models describe the sequence and operating characteristics of the mental processes

that produce those inferences. These models have proved capable of explaining

old findings and predicting new phenomena and, as such, have been the standard-

bearers of attribution theory for nearly 15 years.

Dual-process models were part of social psychology’s response to the cognitive

revolution. But revolutions come and go, and while the dust from the cognitive

revolution has long since settled, another revolution appears now to be underway.

Since about 1990, emerging technologies have allowed us to begin to peer deep into

the living brain, thus providing us with a unique opportunity to tie phenomenology

and cognitive process to its neural substrates. In this chapter, we try to make use of

this opportunity by taking a “social cognitive neuroscience approach” to attribution

theory (Adolphs, 1999; Klein & Kihlstrom, 1998; Lieberman, 2000; Ochsner &

Lieberman, 2001). We begin by briefly sketching the major dual-process models of

attribution and pointing out some of their points of convergence and some of their

limitations. We then describe a new model that focuses on the phenomenological,

cognitive, and neural processes of attribution by defining the structure and functions

of two systems, which we call the reflexive system (or X-system) and the reflective

system (or C-system).

I. Attribution Theory

A. THE CORRESPONDENCE BIAS

In ordinary parlance, “attribution” simply means locating or naming a cause. In

social psychology, the word is used more specifically to describe the process by

which ordinary people figure out the causes of other people’s behaviors. Attribution

theories suggest that people think of behavior as the joint product of an actor’s

enduring predispositions and the temporary situational context in which the action

unfolds (Behavior = Disposition + Situation), and thus, if an observer wishes to

use an actor’s behavior (“The clerk smiled”) to determine the actor’s disposition

(“But is he really a friendly person?”), the observer must use information about the

situation to solve the equation for disposition (D = B − S). In other words, people

assume that an actor’s behavior corresponds to his or her disposition unless it can

be accounted for by some aspect of the situational context in which it happens.

If the situation somehow provoked, demanded, aided, or abetted the behavior, then

the behavior may say little or nothing about the unique and enduring qualities of

the person who performed it (“Clerks are paid to smile at customers”).

The logic is impeccable, but as early as 1943, Gustav Ichheiser noted that people

often do not follow it: “Instead of saying, for instance, the individual X acted

(or did not act) in a certain way because he was (or was not) in a certain situation,
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we are prone to believe that he behaved (or did not behave) in a certain way because

he possessed (or did not possess) certain specific personal qualities” (p. 152).

Ichheiser (1949, p. 47) argued that people display a “tendency to interpret and

evaluate the behavior of other people in terms of specific personality character-

istics rather than in terms of the specific social situations in which those peo-

ple are placed.” As Lord Chesterfield knew, people attribute failure to laziness

and stupidity, success to persistence and cunning, and generally neglect the fact

that these outcomes are often engineered by tricks of fortune and accidents of

fate. “The persisting pattern which permeates everyday life of interpreting in-

dividual behavior in light of personal factors (traits) rather than in the light of

situational factors must be considered one of the fundamental sources of misun-

derstanding personality in our time” (Ichheiser, 1943, p. 152). Heider (1958) made

the same point when he argued that people ignore situational demands because

“behavior in particular has such salient properties it tends to engulf the total field”

(p. 54).

Jones and Harris (1967) provided the first empirical demonstration of this

correspondence bias (Gilbert & Malone, 1995) or fundamental attribution error

(Ross, 1977). In one of their experiments, participants were asked to read a political

editorial and estimate the writer’s true attitude toward the issue. Some participants

were told that the writer had freely chosen to defend a particular position and

others were told that the writer had been required to defend that particular position

by an authority figure. Not surprisingly, participants concluded that unconstrained

writers held attitudes corresponding to the positions they espoused. Surprisingly,

however, participants drew the same conclusion (albeit more weakly) about con-

strained writers. In other words, participants gave insufficient consideration to the

fact that the writer’s situation provided a complete explanation for the position

the writer espoused and that no dispositional inference was therefore warranted

(if B = S, then D = 0).

B. DUAL-PROCESS THEORIES

The correspondence bias proved both important and robust, and over the next

few decades social psychologists offered a variety of explanations for it, mostly

having to do with the relative salience of behaviors and situations (see Gilbert &

Malone, 1995; Gilbert, 1998a, 1998b). The cognitive revolution brought a new

class of explanations that capitalized on the developing distinction between auto-

matic and controlled processes. These explanations argued that the interaction of

such processes could explain why people err on the side of dispositions so fre-

quently and why they sometimes err on the side of situations when solving the

attributional equation. They specified when each type of error should occur and

the circumstances that should exacerbate or ameliorate either.
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1. The Identification–Inference Model

Trope’s (1986) identification–inference model of attribution distinguished

between two processing stages. The first, called identification, represents the avail-

able information about the person, situation, and behavior in attribution-relevant

categories (e.g., anxious person, scary situations, and fearful behavior). These

representations implicitly influence each other through assimilative processes in

producing the final identifications. The influence on any given representation on

the process of identification is directly proportional to the ambiguity of the per-

son, behavior, or situation being identified. Personal and situational information

influences the identification of ambiguous behavior, and behavioral information

influences the identification of personal and situational information. The second,

more controllable process, called inference, evaluates explanations of the identified

behavior in terms of dispositional causes (“Bill reacted anxiously because he is an

anxious person”) or situational causes (e.g., “Bill reacted anxiously scary situations

cause people to behave anxiously”). Depending on the availability of cognitive

and motivational resources, the evaluation is systematic or heuristic. Systematic

(diagnostic) evaluation compares the consistency of the behavior with a favored

hypothetical cause to the consistency of the behavior with other possible causes,

whereas heuristic (pseudodiagnostic) evaluation is based on the consistency of

the behavior with the favored hypothetical cause and disregards alternative causes

(Trope & Lieberman, 1993).

Assimilative identifications and heuristic inferences may produce overconfident

attributions of behavior to any cause, dispositional or situational, on which the eval-

uation focuses. At the identification stage, dispositional or situational information

produces assimilative influences on the identification of ambiguous behavior. For

example, in a sad situation (e.g., funeral), a neutral facial expression is likely to

be identified as sad rather than neutral. At the inference stage, the disambiguated

behavior is used as evidence for the favored hypothetical cause. Specifically, a pseu-

dodiagnostic inference process is likely to attribute the disambiguated behavior to

the favored cause because the consistency of the behavior with alternative causes

is disregarded. In our example, the neutral expression is likely to be attributed to

dispositional sadness when a dispositional cause is tested for, but the same ex-

pression is likely to be attributed to the funeral when a situational explanation is

tested for. In general, assimilative identification and heuristic inferences produce

overattribution of behavior to a dispositional cause (a correspondence bias) when

a dispositional cause is focal and overattribution of behavior to a situational cause

when a situational cause is focal.

2. The Characterization–Correction Model

In the early 1980s, two findings set the stage for a second dual-process model

of attributional inference. First, Uleman and his colleagues performed a series



REFLEXION AND REFLECTION 203

Fig. 1. The automatic and controlled components of existing attribution models. From: Gilbert

D. T. (1998). Ordinary personology. In D. T. Gilbert, S. T. Fiske, & G. Lindzey (Eds.), The handbook

of social psychology (4th ed., Vol. 2, pp. 89–150). New York: McGraw–Hill.

of studies that suggested that when people read about a person’s behavior (“The

plumber slipped $50 into his wife’s purse”), they often spontaneously generate the

names of the traits (“generous”) that those behaviors imply (Winter & Uleman,

1984; Winter, Uleman, & Cuniff, 1985; see Uleman, Newman, & Moskowitz,

1996, for a review). Second, Quattrone (1982) applied Tversky and Kahneman’s

(1974) notion of anchoring and adjustment to the problem of the correspondence

bias by suggesting that people often begin the attributional task by drawing dispo-

sitional inferences about the actor (“Let me start by assuming that the plumber is

a generous fellow”) and then adjust these “working hypotheses” with information

about situational constraints (“Of course, he may feel guilty about having an affair,

so perhaps he’s not so generous after all”). Tversky and Kahneman had shown that

in a variety of instances, adjustments of this sort are incomplete. As such, using

this method of solving the attributional equation should lead people to display

the correspondence bias. Quattrone’s studies provided conceptual support for this

hypothesis.

As Fig. 1 shows, Gilbert et al. (1988) incorporated these insights into a single

characterization–correction model, which suggested that (a) the second stage in

Trope’s model could be decomposed into the two substages that Quattrone had de-

scribed and (b) that the first of these substages was more automatic than the second.

According to the model, people automatically identify actions, automatically draw

dispositional inferences from those actions, and then consciously correct these in-

ferences with information about situational constraints. Gilbert called these stages

categorization, characterization, and correction. The key insight of the model was

that because correction was the final and most fragile of these three sequential

operations, it was the operation most likely to fail when people were unable or

unwilling to devote attention to the attributional task. The model predicted that

when people were under cognitive load, the correspondence bias would be exacer-

bated, and subsequent research confirmed this novel prediction (Gilbert, Pelham,

& Krull, 1988; Gilbert, Krull, & Pelham, 1988).
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C. REFLECTION AND REFLEXION

Dual-process models make two assumptions about automaticity and control.

First, they assume that automatic and controlled processes represent the endpoints

on a smooth continuum of psychological processes and that each can be defined

with reference to the other. Fully controlled processes are effortful, intentional,

flexible, and conscious, and fully automatic processes are those that lack most or all

of these attributes. Second, dual-process models assume that only controlled pro-

cesses require conscious attention, and thus, when conscious attention is usurped

by other mental operations, only controlled processes fail. This suggests that the

robustness of a process in the face of cognitive load can define its location on the

automatic–controlled continuum. These assumptions are derived from the classic

cognitive theories of Kahneman (1973), Posner and Snyder (1975), and Schneider

and Shiffrin (1977) and are severely outdated (Bargh, 1989). In the following sec-

tion we offer a distinction between reflexive and reflective processes that we hope

will replace the shopworn concepts of automaticity and control that are so integral

to dual-process models of attribution.

To do so, we describe the phenomenological features, cognitive operations, and

neural substrates of two systems that we call the X-system (for the “x” in reflexive)

and the C-system (for the “c” in reflective). These systems are instantiated in

different parts of the brain, carry out different kinds of inferential operations, and

are associated with different experiences. The X-system is a parallel-processing,

subsymbolic, pattern-matching system that produces the continuous stream of

consciousness that each of us experiences as “the world out there.” The C-system

is a serial system that uses symbolic logic to produce the conscious thoughts

that we experience as “reflections on” the stream of consciousness. While the

X-system produces our ongoing experience of reality, the C-system reacts to the

X-system. When problems arise in the X-system, the C-system attempts a remedy.

We argue that the interaction of these two systems can produce a wide variety of

the phenomena that attribution models seek to explain.

II. The X-System

A. PHENOMENOLOGY OF THE X-SYSTEM

The inferences we draw about other people often do not feel like inferences at

all. When we see sadness in a face or kindness in an act, we feel as though we

are actually seeing these properties in the same way that we see the color of a fire

hydrant or the motion of a bird. Inferences about states and traits often require so

little deliberation and seem so thoroughly “given” that we are surprised when we
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find that others see things differently than we do. Our brains take in a steady stream

of information through the senses, use our past experience and our current goals to

make sense of that information, and provide us with a smooth and uninterrupted

flow of experience that we call the stream of consciousness (Tzelgov, 1997). We

do not ask for it, we do not control it, and sometimes we do not even notice it, but

unless we are deep in a dreamless sleep, it is always there.

Traditionally, psychologists have thought of the processes that produce the

stream of consciousness as inferential mechanisms whose products are delivered

to consciousness but whose operations are themselves inscrutable. The processes

that convert patterns of light into visual experience are excellent examples, and

even the father of vision science, Herman von Helmholtz (1910/1925, pp. 26–27),

suggested that visual experience was the result of unconscious inferences that “are

urged on our consciousness, so to speak, as if an external power had constrained

us, over which our will has no control.” By referring to these processes as in-

ferential, Helmholtz seemed to be suggesting that the unconscious processes that

produce visual experiences are structurally identical to the conscious processes

that produce higher order judgments and that the two kinds of inferences were

distinguished only by the availability of the inferential work to conscious inspec-

tion (unconscious inferences “never once can be elevated to the plane of conscious

judgments”).

This remarkably modern view of automatic processes is parsimonious inas-

much as it allows sensation, perception, and judgment to be similarly construed.

Moreover, it captures the phenomenology of automatization. For instance, when

we learn a new skill, such as how to repair the toaster, our actions are highly

controlled and we experience an internal monologue of logical propositions (“If I

lift that metal thing, then the latch springs open”). As we repair the toaster more

and more frequently, the monologue becomes less and less audible, until one day

it is gone altogether and we find ourselves capable of repairing a toaster while

thinking about something else entirely. The seamlessness of the phenomenologi-

cal transition from ineptitude to proficiency suggests that the inferential processes

that initially produced our actions have simply “gone underground” and that the

internal monologue that initially guided our actions is still being narrated, but now

is “out of earshot.” When a process requiring propositional logic becomes autom-

atized, we naturally assume that the same process is using the same logic, albeit

somewhere down in the basement of our minds.

The idea that automatic processes are merely faster and quieter versions of con-

trolled processes is theoretically parsimonious, intuitively compelling, and wrong.

Even before Helmholtz, William James suggested that the “habit-worn paths in

the brain” make such inaudible internal monologues “entirely superfluous” (1890,

p. 112). Indeed, if the inferential process remained constant during the process

of automatization, with the exception of processing efficiency and our aware-

ness of its internal logic, we should expect the neural correlates of the process
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to remain relatively constant as well. Instead, it appears that there is very little

overlap in the parts of the brain used in the automatic and controlled versions

of cognitive processes (Cunningham, Johnson, Gatenby, Gore, & Banaji, 2001;

Hariri, Bookheimer, & Mazziotta, 2000; Lieberman, Hariri, & Gilbert, 2001;

Lieberman, Chang, Chiao, Bookheimer, & Knowlton, 2001; Ochsner, Bunge,

Gross, & Gabrieli, 2001; Packard, Hirsh, & White, 1989; Poldrack & Gabrieli,

2001; Rauch et al., 1995). It is easy to see why psychologists since Helmholtz

have erred in concluding that the automatic processes responsible for expert toaster

repair are merely “silent versions” of the controlled process responsible for am-

ateur toaster repair. From the observer’s perspective the changes appear quantita-

tive rather than qualitative; speed is increased and errors are decreased. Parsimony

would seem to demand that quantitative changes in output be explained by quantita-

tive changes in the processing mechanism. Unlike the behavioral output, however,

the changes in phenomenology and neural processing are qualitative shifts, and

these are the clues that the behavioral output alone masks the underlying diversity

of process.

B. OPERATING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE X-SYSTEM

If automatic processes do not have the same structure as controlled processes,

then what kind of structure do they have? The X-system is a set of neural mecha-

nisms that are tuned by a person’s past experience and current goals to create trans-

formations in the stream of consciousness, and connectionist models (Rumelhart &

McClelland, 1986; Smolensky, 1988) provide a powerful and biologically plausi-

ble way of thinking about how such systems operate (Smith, 1996; Read, Vanman,

& Miller, 1997; Kunda & Thagard, 1996; Spellman & Holyoak, 1992). For our

purposes, the key facts about connectionist models are that they are subsymbolic

and have parallel processing architectures. Parallel processing refers to the fact

that many parts of a connectionist network can operate simultaneously rather than

in sequence. Subsymbolic means that no single unit in the processing network is a

symbol for anything else—that is, no unit represents a thing or a concept, such as

democracy, triangle, or red. Instead, representations are reflected in the pattern of

activations across many units in the network, with similarity and category relation-

ships between representations defined by the number of shared units. Being paral-

lel and subsymbolic, connectionist networks can mimic many aspects of effortful

cognition without their processing limitations. These networks have drawbacks of

their own, not the least of which is a tendency to produce the correspondence bias.

1. A Connectionist Primer

The complex computational details of connectionist models are described else-

where (O’Reilly, Munakata, & McClelland, 2000; Rolls & Treves, 1998), and
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consequently, we focus primarily on the emergent properties of connectionist

networks and their consequences for attribution. The basic building blocks of con-

nectionist models are units, unit activity, and connection weight. Units are the

fundamental elements of which a connectionist network is composed, and a unit

is merely any mechanism capable of transmitting a signal to a similar mechanism.

Neurons are prototypical units. Unit activity corresponds to the activation level

or firing rate of the unit that sends the signal, and connection weight refers to the

strength of the connection between two units. Connection weight determines the

extent to which one unit’s activity will result in a signal that increases or decreases

another unit’s activity. If the connection weight between units a and b is +1, then

each unit’s full activity will be added to the activity of the other, whereas a con-

nection weight of −1 will lead to each unit’s activity to be subtracted from the

other unit’s activity (within the limits of each unit’s minimum and maximum firing

rates). Positive and negative connection weights can thus be thought of as facilitat-

ing and inhibiting, respectively. Because interunit connections are bidirectional,

units are simultaneously changing the activity of one another.

When two units have a negative connection weight, the units place competing

constraints on the network. Parallel constraint satisfaction is the process whereby

a connectionist network moves from an initial state of activity (e.g., the ambigu-

ous text of a doctor’s handwriting) to a final state that maximizes the number of

constraints satisfied in the network and thus creates the most coherent interpreta-

tion of the input (e.g., a medical prescription). The process is parallel, because the

bidirectional connections allow units to update one another simultaneously. The

nonlinear processes of constraint satisfaction can be visualized if all the potential

states of the network are graphed in N + 1 dimensional space, with N being the

number of units in the network and the extra dimension being used to plot the

amount of mutual inhibition in the entire network given the set of activations for

that coordinate (Hopfield, 1982, 1984).

To provide an oversimplified example (and violate the principle of subsymbolic

units), one can imagine a two-unit network in which one unit represents the attribute

old and the other unit represents the attribute strong (see Fig. 2). Increasing the

activation of one unit increases the strength of that feature in the overall pattern

represented in the network. All possible combinations of activation strengths for the

two units can be plotted in two dimensions that run from zero to one, representing

a unit’s minimum and maximum activation levels, respectively. The amount of

mutual inhibition present at each coordinate may be plotted on the third dimension.

As Fig. 2 shows, old and strong are competing constraints within the network

because they are negatively associated. When they are activated simultaneously,

each unit inhibits the other according to its own level of activation and the negative

connection weight linking them. When both units are activated, there is strong

mutual inhibition, which is represented as a hill on the right side of the figure. The

least mutual inhibition occurs when either one of the two units is activated alone.

In this case, the active unit can fully inhibit the second unit without the second unit
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Fig. 2. An illustration of the dynamic properties of a two-unit connectionist network.

being able to reciprocate because the negative connection weight only helps a unit

inhibit another to the degree that it is active. When only a single unit is strongly

activated, a valley is formed in the graph since there is no mutual inhibition.

The beauty of this “Hopfield net” illustration is that all of our instincts about

gravity, momentum, and potential energy apply when we attempt to understand

the way in which initial states will be transformed into final states. Imagine that the

units for old and strong are simultaneously activated, with activations of 0.9 and

0.7, respectively. The network will initially have a great deal of mutual inhibition,

but it will quickly minimize the mutual inhibition in the system through parallel

constraint satisfaction. Because old is slightly more active than strong, old can

inhibit strong more than strong can inhibit old. This will widen the gap in activation

strengths between the two units, allowing old to have an even larger advantage in

inhibiting strong after each round of updating their activations, until old and strong

might have activations of .8 and .1, respectively. Following this path on the graph,

it appears that the point representing the network’s activity started on a hill and

then rolled down the hill into the valley associated with old. Just as gravity moves

objects to points of lower altitude and reduces the potential energy of the object,

parallel constraint satisfaction reduces the tension in the network by moving from

hills to valleys. Because each valley refers to a state of the network that conceptually

“make sense” based on past learning, we refer to them as valleys of coherence.

These valleys are also referred to as local minima or attractor basins.

2. Pattern Matching

The pattern of connection weights between its units may be thought of as its

“implicit theory” about the input. Such theories develop as the network “observes”
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statistical covariations over time between features of the input. As the features of

the input co-occur more frequently in the network’s experience, the units whose

pattern of activation corresponds to those features will have stronger positive con-

nection weights (Hebb, 1949). As the pattern of connection weights strengthens,

the network tends to “assume” the presence or absence of features predicted by the

implicit theories of the network even when these features are not part of the input.

In this sense, the strength of connection weights acts as a schema or a chronically

accessibile construct (Higgins, 1987; Neisser, 1967).

For instance, if one end of a bicycle is partly hidden from the network’s “sight,”

it will still be recognized as a bicycle because the network has a theory about what

the object is likely to be, based on what it can “see” and what it has seen before.

Units associated with the visible part of the bicycle will facilitate all of the units

with which they are positively connected, including those typically, but not in this

instance, activated by this occluded bicycle. The overall function of connectionist

networks can thus be described as one of pattern matching (Smolensky, 1988;

Sloman, 1996; Smith & DeCoster, 2000), which means matching imperfect or am-

biguous input patterns to representations that are stored as a pattern of connection

weights between units. This pattern matching constitutes a form of categorization

in which valleys represent categories that are activated based on the degree of fea-

ture overlap with the input. In the example of old and strong, the initial activation

(0.9, 0.7) is closer to, and therefore more similar to, the valley for old at (1.0, 0.0)

than for strong at (0.0, 1.0). Thus, when the network sees a person who is objec-

tively both old and strong, it is likely to categorize the person as old and weak. The

network assimilates an instance (a strong, old person) to its general knowledge of

the category to which that instance belongs (old people are generally not strong)

and thus acts very much like a person who has a strong schema or stereotype.

Overall, the categorization processes of a network are driven by three principles

that roughly correspond to chronic accessibility, priming, and integrity of input.

Chronically accessible constructs represent categories of information that have

been repeatedly activated together in the past. In connectionist terms, this reflects

the increasing connection weights that constitute implicit theories about which

features are likely to co-occur in a given stimulus. Priming refers to the temporary

activation of units associated with a category or feature, and these units may be

primed by a feature of the stimulus or by some entirely irrelevant prior event.

Finally, the integrity of the input refers to the fact that weak, brief, or ambiguous

inputs are more likely to be assimilated than are strong, constant, or unambiguous

inputs.

3. Dispositional and Situational Inference in Connectionist Networks

When politicians are asked questions they cannot answer, they simply answer

the questions they can. Connectionist networks do much the same thing. When a

connectionist network is confronted with a causal inference problem, for example,
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it simply estimates the similarity or associative strength between the antecedent

and the consequent, which sometimes leads it to make the error of affirming the

consequent. Given the arguments “If p then q” and “q” it is illogical to conclude

“p.” Although it is true that “If a man is hostile, he is more likely to be in a fistfight,”

it is incorrect to infer from the presence of a fistfight that the man involved is hostile.

Solving these arguments properly requires the capacity to appreciate unidirectional

causality. The bidirectional flow of activity in the units of connectionist networks

are prepared to represent associative strength rather than causality and thus are

prone to make this inferential error (Sloman, 1994; Smith, Patalano, & Jonides,

1998). For example, the “Linda problem” (Donovan & Epstein, 1997; Tversky

& Kahneman, 1983) describes a woman in a way that is highly consistent with

the category feminist without actually indicating that she is one. Participants are

then asked whether it is more likely that Linda is (a) a bank teller or (b) a bank

teller and a feminist. The correct answer is (a), but the vast majority of participants

choose (b) and feel that their answer is correct even when the logic of conjunction

is explained to them. Although one would expect a system that uses symbolic logic

to answer (a), one would expect a connectionist network to answer the question by

estimating the feature overlap between each answer and the description of Linda.

And in fact, (b) has more feature overlap than (a).

Why does this matter for problems in attribution? As Trope and Lieberman

(1993) suggest, overattribution of behavior to a dispositional or situational cause

may be thought of as a case of affirming the consequent. If one wishes to diagnose

the dispositional hostility of a participant in a fistfight, one must estimate the

likelihood of a fistfight given a hostile disposition, p( fight|disposition) and then

subtract the likelihood that even a nonhostile person might be drawn into a fistfight

given this particular situation, p( fight|situation). Unfortunately, the X-system is

not designed to perform these computations. Instead, the X-system tries to combine

all the perceived features of the situation, behavior, and person into a coherent

representation. The X-system will activate the network units associated with the

dispositional hypothesis (man and hostile), the situation (hostile), and the behavior

( fighting). Because these representations have overlapping features, the network

will come to rest in a valley of coherence for hostility and conclude that the person

looks a lot like a hostile person.

There are three consequences of these processes worth highlighting. First, the

process of asking about dispositions in the first place acts as a source of priming—

it activates the network’s dispositional category for hostile people, which activates

those units that are shared by the observed behavior and the dispositional valley of

coherence. Simply asking a dispositional question, then, increases the likelihood

that a connectionist network will answer it in the affirmative. While this has been

the normative question in attribution research and modal question for the typical

Westerner, when individuals hold a question about the nature of the situation the

X-system is biased toward affirming the situational query (Krull, 1993; Lieberman,
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Gilbert, & Jarcho, 2001). As in the case of dispositional inference, the overlapping

features between the representation of the situation and the behavior would lead

the network to conclude that the situation is hostile. Second, if a dispositional

question is being evaluated, situations have precisely the opposite effect in the

X-system than the logical implications of their causal powers dictate. The same

situation that will mitigate a dispositional attribution when its causal powers are

considered, will enhance dispositional attributions when its featural associates

are activated in the X-system. For example, while ideally the X-system could

represent fighting but provoked (B-S), it actually represents something closer to

fighting and provoked (B+S). In a similar manner, if a situational question is

being evaluated, information about personal dispositions will produce behavior

identifications that enhance rather than attenuate attribution of the behavior to the

situations. Third, we have not clearly distinguished between automatic behavior

identification and automatic dispositional attribution. This was not accidental. The

difference between these two kinds of representations is reflected in the sort of

conditional logic that is absent from the X-system. Logically, we can agree that

while the target is being hostile at this moment, he may not be a hostile person

in general. The X-system learns featural regularities and consequently has no

mechanism for distinguishing between “right now” and “in general.” This sort of

distinction is reserved for the C-system.

C. NEURAL BASIS OF THE X-SYSTEM

The X-system gives rise to the socially and affectively meaningful aspects of

the stream of consciousness, allowing people to see hostility in behavior just as

they see size, shape, and color in objects. The X-system’s operations are automatic

inasmuch as they require no conscious attention, but they are not merely fast

and quiet versions of the logical operations that do. Rather, the X-system is a

pattern-matching system whose connection weights are determined by experience

and whose activation levels are determined by current goals and features of the

stimulus input.

The most compelling evidence for the existence of such a system is not in phe-

nomenology or design, but in neuroanatomy. The neuroanatomy of the X-system

includes the lateral temporal cortex, amygdala, and basal ganglia. These are not

the only regions of the brain involved in automatic processes, of course, but they

are the regions most often identifiably involved in automatic social cognition. The

amygdala and basal ganglia are responsible for spotting predictors of punishments

and rewards, respectively (Adolphs, 1999; Knutson, Adams, Fong, & Hommer,

2001; LeDoux, 1996; Lieberman, 2000; Ochsner & Schacter, 2000; Rolls, 1999).

Although the basal ganglia and amygdala may be involved in automatically linking

attributions to the overall valenced evaluation of a target (N. H. Anderson, 1974;
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Cheng, Saleem, & Tanaka, 1997), the lateral temporal cortex appears to be most

directly involved in the construction of attributions. Consequently, this section fo-

cuses primarily on the lateral (outer) temporal cortex, which is the part of temporal

cortex visible to an observer who is viewing the side of a brain (see Fig. 3, arrows

A and B), in contrast to the medial (middle) temporal areas, which include the

hippocampus and are closer to the center of the brain.

1. Inferotemporal Cortex and Automatic Categorization

Asch (1946), Brunswik (1947), and Heider (1958) suggested that social percep-

tion is analogous to object perception. Although this analogy has been occasionally

misleading (Gilbert, 1998a), it has much to recommend it even at the neural level.

Visual processing may be divided into two “information streams” that are often

referred to as the “what pathway” and the “where pathway” (Mishkin, Ungerleider,

& Macko, 1983). After passing through the thalamus, incoming visual informa-

tion is relayed to the occipital cortex at the back of the brain, where it undergoes

these two kinds of processing. The “where” pathway follows a dorsal (higher)

route to the parietal lobe (see Fig. 3, arrow C), where the spatial location of an

object is determined. The “what” pathway follows a ventral (lower) route through

inferotemporal cortex, or ITC (see Fig. 3, arrow A), where the identity and cate-

gory membership of the object is determined. This lower route corresponds more

closely with the kind of perception relevant to attributional inference.

The ITC performs a pattern-matching function. As information moves from the

occipital lobe through the ventral pathway toward the temporal pole, a series of

different computations are performed, each helping to transform the original input

into progressively more abstract and socially meaningful categorizations. In the

early stages along this route, neurons in the occipital lobe code for simple features

such as line orientation, conjunction, and color. This information is then passed on

to the posterior ITC, which can represent complete objects in a view-dependent

fashion. For instance, various neurons in the posterior ITC respond to the presenta-

tion of a face, but each responds to a particular view of the face (Wang, Tanaka, &

Tanifuji, 1996). Only when these view-dependent representations activate neurons

in the anterior (forward) ITC is view invariance achieved. In the anterior ITC, clus-

ters of neurons respond equally well to most views of a particular object (Booth

& Rolls, 1998) and, consequently, this region represents entities abstractly, going

beyond the strictly visible.

While visual information is flowing from the back of the brain toward the an-

terior ITC, each area along this path is sending feedback information to each of

the earlier processing areas (Suzuki, Saleem, & Tanaka, 2000), making the cir-

cuit fully bidirectional. This allows the implicit theories embedded in the more

abstract categorizations of anterior ITC to bias the constraint satisfaction pro-

cesses in earlier visual areas. Moreover, particular categories in the anterior ITC



Fig. 3. The X-system in the temporal cortex. (From J. Martin, Neuroanatomy: Text and Atlas, 2002, New York: McGraw-Hill. Reproduced

with permission of The McGraw-Hill Companies.)
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may be primed via top-down activations from the prefrontal cortex (Rolls, 1999;

Tomita et al., 1999). The prefrontal cortex is part of the C-system (to be discussed

shortly) that is involved in holding conscious thoughts in working memory. In the

case of attribution, the prefrontal cortex initially represents the attributional query

(“Is he a hostile person?”), which can activate implied categories downstream in

the anterior ITC ( person and hostility). In turn, then, the anterior ITC can bias the

interpretation of ambiguous visual inputs in the posterior ITC and occipital cortex.

Neuroimaging studies in humans provide substantial evidence that the ante-

rior ITC is engaged in automatic semantic categorization (Boucart et al., 2000;

Gerlach, Law, Gade, & Paulson, 2000; Hoffman & Haxby, 2000). Similar evidence

is provided by single-cell recordings with monkeys (Rolls, Judge, & Sanghera,

1977; Vogels, 1999) and lesion studies with human beings (Nakamura & Kubota,

1996; Weiskrantz & Saunders, 1984). Neurons in this area begin to process in-

coming data within 100 ms of a stimulus presentation (Rolls, Judge, & Sanghera,

1977) and can complete their computations within 150 ms of stimulus presentation

(Fabre-Thorpe, Delorme, Marlot, & Thorpe, 2001; Thorpe, Fize, & Marlot, 1996).

Traditionally, processes occurring in the first 350–500 ms after a stimulus presen-

tation are considered to be relatively uncontrollable (Bargh, 1999; Neely, 1991).

A recent fMRI study of implicit prototype learning also favors an automaticity in-

terpretation of anterior ITC activations (Aizenstein et al., 2000). Participants were

trained to discriminate between patterns that were random deviations from two

different prototypes (Posner & Keele, 1968), and though participants showed evi-

dence of implicit category knowledge that correlated with neural activity in ITC,

they had no conscious awareness of what they had been learning. In another neuro-

imaging study, participants were scanned while solving logic problems (Houde

et al., 2000). When participants relied on more intuitive pattern-matching strate-

gies, as evidenced by the systematic deviations from formal logic (Evans, 1989),

activations were found in ventral and lateral temporal cortex. Finally, patients with

semantic dementia, a disorder that damages the temporal poles and anterior ITC

(Garrard & Hodges, 1999), show greater deficits in semantic priming tasks than

they do in explicit tests of semantic memory (Tyler & Moss, 1998).

Neuroimaging studies also provide evidence that the X-system is a major con-

tributor to the stream of consciousness. Portas, Strange, Friston, Dolan, and Frith

(2000) scanned participants while they viewed 3D stereograms in which objects

suddenly appear to “pop-out” of the image when looked at the right way. ITC was

one of the only areas of the brain whose activation was correlated with the moment

of “pop-out,” that is, the moment when the image emerges into the stream of con-

sciousness. Sheinberg and Logothetis (1997) recorded activity from single cells in

monkeys’ cortices while different images were simultaneously presented to each of

the animal’s eyes creating “binocular rivalry.” Although both images are processed

up to a point in early parts of the visual processing stream, humans report seeing

only one stimulus at a time. This suggests that early visual processing areas do not
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directly shape the stream of consciousness. Unlike early visual areas, the ITC’s

activation tracked subjective experience rather than objective stimulus features.

Finally, Bar et al. (2001) provided participants with masked 26-ms presentations

of several images. With multiple repetitions, participants were eventually able to

identify the images, but the best predictor of whether an image would be con-

sciously recognized on a particular trial was the degree to which ITC activations

extended forward toward the temporal pole.

In summary, ITC is responsible for categorical pattern matching. This pattern

matching is automatic, relying on parallel processing along bidirectional links,

and contributes directly to the stream of consciousness. It is also worth noting

that the neurons in ITC appear to be genuinely subsymbolic, which is necessary

for their functions to be appropriately characterized by connectionist models. For

instance, Vogels (1999) found that while the combined activations of a group of

neurons in the ITC accounted for the animals’ behavioral categorization of stim-

uli into “trees” and “nontrees,” no single neuron responded to all instances of

trees and only to trees. Furthermore, the activity of individual neurons in the ITC

may not even correspond to smaller features that add up to the larger category.

Multiple laboratories have reported being unable to discern any category-relevant

features to which individual neurons respond (Vogels, 1999; Desimone et al., 1984;

Mikami et al., 1994), suggesting that category activation is an emergent property

of the ensemble of neurons. Indeed, it is more accurate to say that the ensembles

of X-system neurons act “as if” they are representing a particular category than

to say they really are. This is similar to the way a calculator appears to behave

“as if” it were representing mathematical equations (Searle, 1984). It is only to the

outside observer that these “as if” representations appear genuine, but there is no

evidence that any truly symbolic representations exist in calculators, the X-system,

or any other machine. So far as we know, the reflective consciousness associated

with the C-system is the only instance of real symbolic representation (Brentano,

1874; Husserl, 1913). It is not surprising that, unlike the representations in the

X-system, those in the C-system are not distributed over broad ensembles of

neurons (O’Reilly, Braver, & Cohen, 1999).

2. Superior Temporal Sulcus and Behavior Identification

The analysis of the ventral temporal pathway contributes to our understanding

of automatic attributional inference up to a point. The “what” pathway in ITC pro-

vides a coherent account of automatic category activation and its related semantic

sequelae. This pathway performs a “quick and dirty” pattern-matching function

that links instances in the world to previously learned categories. The semantic

(anterior) and perceptual (posterior) ends of this pathway are bidirectionally linked,

allowing activated categories in ITC to assimilate ambiguous perceptual targets.

Up to this point, the analogy between social and object perception has been a useful



216 LIEBERMAN et al.

guide, but like all analogies, this one is limited. In object perception, visual data

are used to collect enough sensory data to know that a particular object is a shoe,

a notebook, or an ice cream cone. Generally, people do not require that a shoe “do

something” before they can determine what it is (cf. Dreyfus, 1991). Attribution,

however, is generally concerned with how people use (or fail to use) the dynamic

information contained in behavior to draw inferences about the person and the

situation.

All attribution theories suggest that when behavior is unconstrained and inten-

tional, it provides information about the actor’s dispositions. For example, knowing

whether Ben tripped Jacob “on purpose” or “by accident” is critical to understand-

ing what kind of person Ben is and what can be expected of him in the future.

Evolution seems to have picked up on this need to identify intentional behavior

long before social psychologists realized its importance. There is mounting evi-

dence that in addition to “what” and “where” pathways in the brain, a sizable strip

of lateral temporal cortex constitutes what we might call the “behavior identifi-

cation” pathway (Allison, Puce, & McCarthy, 2000; Haxby, Hoffman, & Gobbin,

2000; Perrett et al., 1989). This pathway lies along the superior temporal suclus,

or STS (see Fig. 3, arrow B), and is just above the “what” pathway. It receives

combined inputs from the other two visual pathways, allowing for the conjunc-

tion of form and motion, and this conjunction results in an exquisite analysis of

behavior.

For example, STS does not respond to random motion (Howard et al., 1996) or

to unintentional behaviors, such as a person dropping an object (Perrett, Jellema,

Frigerio, & Burt, 2001), but at least some neurons in STS respond to almost any

action that could be described as intentional. Different neurons in STS are activated

by eye gaze, head movement, facial expressions, lip movement, hand gestures, and

directional walking (Decety & Grezes, 1999). Most remarkably, the same neuron

tends to respond to entirely different behaviors as long as they are merely different

ways of expressing the same intention! For instance, the neurons that respond to an

actor facing an observer while staring straight ahead also respond when the actor

is standing in profile with his eyes turned toward the observer (Allison, Puce, &

McCarthy, 2000; Perrett, Hietanen, Oram, & Benson, 1992). Although the visual

information is radically different in these two instances, both represent the same

intentional action, namely “He’s looking at me.” Watching a person reach for an

object in several different ways will activate the same neuron (Perrett et al., 1989),

even when the only visual data are small points of light attached to the target’s joints

in an otherwise darkened room (Bonda, Petrides, Ostry, & Evans, 1996; Howard

et al., 1996). It is difficult to make sense of these findings without concluding that

the STS is identifying action based on the intention expressed.

Interestingly, most of the neurons in STS can be activated by disembodied eyes,

hands, lips, and bodies that contain no information about who it is that is behav-

ing intentionally. These neurons seem to be activated by the pure intentionality



REFLEXION AND REFLECTION 217

of behavior rather than by the intentionality of particular individuals. This finding

bears a striking similarity to earlier work on spontaneous trait inferences (Winter &

Uleman, 1984; Moskowitz & Roman, 1992) which showed that trait terms are

linked in memory with behaviors rather than individual actors. One study did

present monkeys with recognizably different monkey targets to look at the in-

teraction of actors and actions (Hasselmo, Rolls, & Baylis, 1989). In this study,

three different monkey targets were each presented making three different facial

expressions. Many neurons in ITC were activated whenever any monkey target

was presented, and some ITC neurons were active only if a particular monkey was

presented, suggesting that these neurons coded for the static identity of particular

monkeys as well as the general category of monkeys. These neurons responded

nondifferentially to the three facial expressions. STS neurons mostly showed the

opposite pattern of activation, differentially responding to the distinct facial ex-

pressions but not to the identity of the monkeys. Some neurons in both ITC and

STS, however, responded only to a particular monkey making a particular expres-

sion, suggesting that these neurons might be coding for the target’s disposition

as it corresponds to the facial expression. Although these neurons may have been

coding a particular monkey’s momentary emotional state rather than its disposi-

tion, it is important to remember that a connectionist network lacks the symbolic

capacity to distinguish between “now” and “in general.”

3. Situations and Lateral Temporal Cortex

Our description of lateral temporal cortex has made explicit contact with attri-

bution theory in terms of the representation of a target person, intentional behavior,

and the person × behavior interaction. Conspicuously absent is any mention of sit-

uational representations in this guided tour of the X-system’s neuroanatomy. While

discoveries are changing our understanding of the brain almost daily, currently it

is reasonable to say that lateral temporal cortex represents classes of objects and

behavior. The representations of objects reflect their dispositional qualities insofar

as the X-system is in the business of learning statistical regularities—which are

a pretty good proxy for dispositions. Other sentient creatures are clearly the sort

of objects the X-system is designed to learn about, but many objects represented

by the X-system can be thought of as situations as well. A gun aimed at some-

one’s head is clearly both an object and a situational context for the unfortunate

individual at the end of its barrel. Similarly, an amusement park can be character-

ized in terms of a collection of visible features and is a situational context with

general consequences for the behavior and emotional state of its visitors. Given

that situations can be objects, there is no reason to think that the X-system cannot

represent these situations in the same way that it can represent dispositions. It is

even possible for an unseen situation to be activated in the X-system by behavior.

Consider advertisements for horror films. All we need is the image of a terrified
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face and we are spontaneously drawn to thoughts of the terrifying situation that

must have caused it.

Thus, the associated features of situations are represented along with the asso-

ciated features of dispositions and behaviors in the X-system. It should be pointed

out, however, that features that are statistically associated with a situation or dis-

position may be represented in the X-system, but as described earlier, their causal

powers are purely the province of the C-system (Lieberman et al., 2002). For in-

stance, funerals are statistically associated with the presence of tombstones, black

clothes, and caskets. Funerals are also associated with particular behaviors (crying)

and emotional states (sadness). The causal link between funerals and sadness need

not be represented in order to learn their association. The activation of “funeral”

in the X-system increases the likelihood that an ambigous facial expression will

be resolved in favor of sadness because sadness is primed by funeral and biases

the network to resolve in a valley of coherence for sadness. Thus, the impact of

situations and dispositions is strictly limited to priming their associates.

III. The C-System

George Miller (1981) observed that “the crowning intellectual accomplishment

of the brain is the real world.” The X-system is the part of the brain that automat-

ically provides the stream of conscious experience that we take (or mistake!) for

reality. The structure of behavior and the structure of the brain suggest that we

share this system, and probably its capacities, with many other animals. As Nagel

(1974) argued, there is something it is like to be a bat. But if we share with other

animals the capacity for an ongoing stream of experience, it is unlikely that most

also share our capacity to reflect on the contents of that stream.

Terms such as “reflective awareness” and “stream of consciousness” beg us to

be confused, and thus it is worth pausing to consider them. Trying to define the

stream of consciousness is a bit like fish trying to define water; it seems to be

all encompassing and if it ever disappears no one will be around to say so. The

stream of consciousness is the wallpaper of our minds; an ever-present backdrop

for hanging the mental pictures that we focus on and it is usually only noticed if

there is something very wrong with it. It spans our entire visual field and thus,

phenomenologically, the objects in the stream are best thought of in terms of

“consciousness as .” That is to say there is no distinction between the stream and

the objects in the stream; they are one and the same. There is never an empty part of

the stream where there is just consciousness, but no object. Reflective awareness,

on the other hand, is always “consciousness of ” (Brentano, 1874; Husserl,

1913; Sartre, 1937). Any phenomenon or event in the stream of consciousness

(a painting off to the side of one’s desk) can be extracted from that stream, attended
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to (“that is an artprint”), reflected upon (“That’s my Magritte. I haven’t thought

about that in ages.”), integrated with other symbols (“Magrittes don’t belong on

the same wall with fourteenth-century Italian art”), and so on.

The relationship between reflective awareness and the stream of consciousness

is roughly analogous to the relationship between figure and ground. Reflective

awareness and the stream of consciousness refer to the two kinds of conscious-

ness that give rise to these different kinds of percepts, figure and ground, re-

spectively. The figure is not merely the information at the center of our visual

field, rather it is that which emerges as a separate distinct entity from the back-

ground (Kohler, 1947). Through this emergence, we become conscious of this

entity as an entity. The discovery that the object “is what it is” represents at once

both the simplest form of reflective awareness and one of the most bewildering

achievements of the human mind. Highly evolved mamalian brains are the only

organization of matter in the known universe that can intrinsically represent phe-

nomena. Stop signs, gas gages, and cloud formations do not intrinsically represent

anything. The representation of an apple that emerges in reflective awareness is

truly about something, even when that something is only an illusion (Aristotle,

1941).

When two people argue about whether dogs are conscious, the proponent is

usually using that badly bruised term to mean “stream of consciousness” while

the opponent is using it to mean “reflective awareness.” Both are probably right.

Dogs probably do have an experience of yellow and sweet: There is something it

is like to be a dog standing before a sweet, yellow thing, even if human beings

can never know what that something is. But the experiencing dog is probably not

able to reflect on that experience, thinking as it chews, “Damned fine ladyfinger,

but what’s next?” While the stream of consciousness and reflective awareness are

easily confusable when it comes to the metaphysics of canine consciousness, it

is worth noting that a wide array of human behaviors belie a sensitivity to the

differences between the two. People drink, dance, and binge eat to stem the self-

evaluative tide of reflective awareness, but none of these escape activities are aimed

at switching off the stream of consciousness (Baumeister, 1990; Csikzentmihalyi,

1974; Heatherton & Baumeister, 1991; Steele & Josephs, 1989). People implicitly

know that reflective awareness can be painfully oppressive in a way that the stream

of consciousness cannot.

The system that allows us to have the thoughts that dogs cannot is the C-system,

which may explain why dogs as a whole seem so much happier than human

beings. The C-system is a symbolic processing system that produces reflective

awareness, which is typically invoked when the X-system encounters problems it

cannot solve—or more correctly, when it encounters inputs that do not allow it to

settle into a stable state through parallel constraint satisfaction. When reflective

consciousness is invoked, it can either generate solutions to the problems that are

vexing the X-system or bias the processing of the X-system in a variety of ways
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that we describe. We begin by considering four phenomenological features of the

C-system: authorship, symbolic logic, capacity limits, and that it is alarm-driven.

A. PHENOMENOLOGY OF THE C-SYSTEM

1. Authorship

By the age of 3 years, most children can appreciate the difference between

seeing and thinking, which allows them to distinguish between the products of

their imaginations and the products of their senses (Johnson & Raye, 1981). One

of the best indicators of a mental representation’s origin is how it feels to produce

it. Thinking usually feels volitional, controllable, and somewhat effortful, whereas

seeing feels thoroughly involuntary, uncontrollable, and easy. We decide to think

about something (“I’ve got to figure out how to get the stain out of my sweater”)

and then we go about doing so (“Soap dissolves grease, but hot water dissolves

soap, so maybe . . . ”), but we rarely set aside time to do a bit of seeing. And when

we do look at an object, we almost never find the task challenging. Seeing is just

something that happens when our eyes are open, whether we like it or not.

The fact that we initiate and direct our thinking but not our seeing has two

important and interrelated consequences. First, it suggests that our thoughts are

more unique than our perceptions and hence are more closely associated with our

selves and our identities. Individuals pride themselves on their intelligence and

creativity because they feel personally responsible for the distinctive paths their

thinking takes, but they do not generally brag about being “the guy who is great

at seeing blue” or instruct their children that “a lady must always do her best to

tell horses from brussel sprouts.” Second, because we have the sense of having

generated our thoughts but not our perceptions, we tend to trust the latter in a way

that we do not trust the former. The products of perception have a “given” quality

that leads us to feel that we are in direct contact with reality. Thoughts are about

things, but perceptions are things, which is why we say, “I am thinking about

Katie” when Katie is absent, but not “I am having a perception about Katie” when

Katie is standing before us. Our perceptions feel immediate and unmediated, our

thoughts do not, and that is why it is generally easier to convince someone that

they have reached the wrong conclusion (“Just because she’s Jewish doesn’t mean

she’s a Democrat”) than that they have had the wrong perception (“That was a

cow, not a traffic light”).

2. Symbolic Logic

If the crowning achievement of the X-system is the real world, then the crowning

achievement of the C-system is symbolic logic. The ability to have a true thought

about the world, and then produce a second true thought based on nothing more
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than its logical consistency with the first, allows every human mind to be its own

truth factory. Symbolic logic allows us to escape the limits of empiricism and

move beyond the mere representation and association of events in world and into

the realms of the possible. The fact that we can execute endless strings of “if–then”

statements means that we can consider the future before it happens and learn from

mistakes we have never made (“If I keep teasing the dog, then he will bite me.

Then I will bleed. Then mom will cry. So this is a really bad idea”). This capacity

also ensures that the C-system, unlike the X-system, can represent unidirectional

causal relations (Waldmann & Holyoak, 1992) and the causal powers of symbolic

entities in general.

It is important to note that the products of the X-system can also be described

as the result of executing a series of “if–then” statements, just as the mechanical

connection between a typewriter’s key and hammer can be described as a represen-

tation of the logical rule “If the fifth key in the middle row is depressed, then print

the symbol G on the paper.” But typewriters do not use symbolic logic any more

than planets use Keppler’s equations to chart their courses through the heavens

(Dennett, 1984), and so it is with the X-system. It was a flaw of early models

of automatic cognition to suggest that symbolic logic was part of the mechanism

of X-system processes (Newell, 1990). The C-system, on the other hand, truly

uses symbolic logic—at least phenomenologically—which is why people who

learn logical reasoning skills end up reasoning differently than people who do not

(Nisbett, Krantz, Jepson, & Fong, 1982). Because symbolic logic is part of the

“insider’s” experience of the C-system, symbolic logic must be explained, rather

than explained away, by any final accounting of the C-system.

3. Capacity Limits

The maximum number of bytes of information that we can keep in mind at one

time is approximately seven, plus or minus two (Baddeley, 1986; Miller, 1956).

But the maximum number of thoughts we can think at once is approximately one,

plus or minus zero (James, 1890). Indeed, even when we have the sense that we

might be thinking two things at once, careful introspection usually reveals that

we are either having a single thought about a category of things (“Phil and Dick

sure do get along nicely”) or that we are rapidly oscillating between two thoughts

(“Phil is so happy . . . Dick is too . . . I think Phil is glad to have Dick around”).

Indeed, it is difficult to know just what thinking two thoughts at the same time

could mean. The fact that reflective thinking is limited to one object or category

of objects at any given moment in time means that it must execute its symbolic

operations serially rather than in parallel. The effortfulness and sequential nature

of reflective thought makes it fragile: A person must be dead or in a dreamless

sleep for the stream of consciousness to stop flowing, but even a small, momentary

distraction can derail reflective thinking.
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4. Alarm-Driven

Wilshire (1982, p. 11) described an unusual play in which the first act consisted

of nothing more than a kitchen sink and an apple set upon the stage:

The kitchen sink was a kitchen sink but it could not be used by anyone: the faucets were

unconnected and its drainpipe terminated in the air. These things were useless. And yet they

were meaningful in a much more vivid and complete way than they would be in ordinary

use. Our very detachment from their everyday use threw their everyday connections and

contexts of use into relief . . . , The things were perceived as meaningful . . . . That is, actual

things in plain view—not things dressed up or illuminated to be what they are not—are

nevertheless seen in an entirely new light.

As silly as this play may seem, it does succeed in transforming the overlooked

into the looked over. Kitchen sinks are part of our ordinary stream of conscious

experience, and yet, even as we use them, we rarely if ever reflect upon them.

Absurdist art is meant to wake us up, to make us reflect on that which we nor-

mally take for granted, to become momentarily aware of that which would oth-

erwise slip through the stream of consciousness without reflection. Like the re-

frigerator light, reflective consciousness is always on when we check it; but like

the refrigerator light, it is probably off more often than on (Schooler, in press).

What switches reflective consciousness off and on? Whitehead (1911) argued that

acts of reflection “are like cavalry charges in a battle—they are strictly limited

in number, they require fresh horses, and must only be made at decisive mo-

ments.” Normally, a cavalry’s decisive moment comes when someone or some-

thing is in dire need of rescue, so what might reflective consciousness rescue us

from?

Normally, reflective awareness is switched on by problems in the stream of

consciousness. As Dewey noted, reflection is initiated by “a state of perplexity,

hesitation and doubt” which is followed by “an act of search or investigation”

(1910, p. 10). Heidegger similarly suggested that this moment of doubt is what

transforms cognition from “absorbed coping” to “deliberate coping” (Dreyfus,

1991; Heidegger, 1927), from experience to awareness of experience, or in our

terms, from reflexion to reflection. The X-system’s job is to turn information that

emanates from the environment into our ongoing experience of that environment,

and it does this by matching the incoming patterns of information to the patterns it

stores as connection weights. When things match, the system settles into to a stable

state and the stream of consciousness flows smoothly. When they do not match, the

system keeps trying to find a stable state, until finally the cavalry must be called

in. We will have much more to say about this in the next section, and for now we

merely wish to note that part of the phenomenology of reflective consciousness

is that we often come to it with a sense that something is awry, that an alarm

has been sounded to grab our attention, and we use reflective consciousness to
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figure out what that something is and to fix it. There may be fish in the stream of

consciousness, but when an elephant swims by we sit up and take notice.

B. OPERATING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE C-SYSTEM

If we could describe in detail the operating characteristics of the C-system, we

would be collecting the Nobel Prize rather than sitting here typing. That descrip-

tion would be a conceptual blueprint for a machine that is capable of reflective

awareness, and such a blueprint is at least a quantum leap beyond the grasp of

today’s science. In our discussion of the X-system, we suggested that its opera-

tions may be described in terms of symbolic logic, but that it actually functions as

a connectionist network. The C-system, on the other hand, uses symbolic logic,

and no one yet knows what kind of system can do that. A good deal is known

about the necessary conditions for reflective awareness; it is probably necessary

that the critter in question be a living primate with a functioning prefrontal cortex.

As for the sufficient conditions, it is arguable that not a single positive fact has

been generated going back to pre-Socratics (Schrodinger, 1992); that is to say, we

do not know why any of the necessary conditions are necessary. One thing we can

say is that the C-system is probably not a connectionist network, and we know this

because connectionist networks cannot be made to do the things that the C-system

does (Fodor, 2000). Until science can provide a full account of the C-system’s

operating characteristics, including our experience of using symbolic logic, we

must be satisfied to note the functional aspects of the system.

1. The Alarm System

As early as the 1950s, scientists showed that cybernetic systems—that is, sys-

tems that use their output (past behavior) as input (information) for more output

(future behavior)—could be made to perform a variety of interesting tricks. Miller,

Galanter, and Pribram (1960) showed that many complex, purposive behaviors

could be produced by a system that simply computes the difference between its

current state and its desired state and then acts to reduce that difference. For ex-

ample, a thermostat’s “goal” is that the temperature in a room should be 72◦F,

and when the temperature falls below that standard, an alarm signal triggers the

thermostat to “wake up” and run the furnace. The thermostat keeps checking to

see if it has reached its desired state, and when it does, it goes back to sleep. This

apparently complex behavior requires only that the thermostat execute what Miller

et al. called a TOTE loop—that is, a series of operations that can be described as

Testing (“Is it 72? No”), Operating (“Turn on the furnace”), Testing (“Is it 72?

Yes”), and Exiting (“Goodnight!”).
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The thermostat is a good model of some aspects of the relationship between the

X- and C-systems. In an old-fashioned (nonelectronic) thermostat, temperature

deviations are represented as changes in the height of the mercury in a thermometer,

and if the mercury falls below the standard, a circuit is completed that activates

the thermostat. The thermostat then operates until the mercury level rises to the

standard and disconnects the circuit. The height of the mercury, then, constitutes a

kind of alarm system. Similarly, the amount of sustained mutual inhibition in the

X-system—which represents the degree to which constraint satisfaction processes

have failed to match the information emanating from the environment to an existing

pattern—can serve to switch on the C-system. To visualize this, simply recall the

hills and valleys in Fig. 2 and imagine a set of low-lying clouds hovering over

this terrain. When the level of mutual inhibition in the X-system reaches the cloud

layer, a circuit is completed and the C-system is brought on line. The beauty of

this arrangement is that the C-system does not need to continuously monitor the

X-system for problems; rather, the X-system automatically wakes the C-system

up when problems arise. The C-system does not need to go looking for trouble.

Trouble finds it.

People are, of course, more complex than thermostats, and the analogy breaks

down at some points. Whereas a thermostat’s standard is determined by the human

being in whose home it is installed, the X-system’s standard is in part determined

by the C-system. The goals and concerns that are represented in reflective con-

sciousness serve to bias the alarm system’s sensitivity, causing it to sound at higher

or lower levels of mutual inhibition. In a sense, the C-system is like a person who

sets an alarm clock: It does not need to be continuously or intermittently awake

throughout the night in order to test the current time against the desired time of

awakening. Rather, it simply sets the alarm and goes to sleep, thereby determining

the conditions under which it will be woken without having to watch for them.

The C-system, then, is automatically brought on line by sufficiently vexing

problems in the X-system, and the C-system helps determine what “sufficiently

vexing” means. These facts have implications for attribution. For example, the

characterization-correction model (Gilbert, 1989) suggests that cognitive load pre-

vents people from using their knowledge of situational constraints to adjust their

automatic dispositional inferences. The current analysis suggests that situational

information may not be used under conditions of cognitive load because (a) cog-

nitive load prevents reflective consciousness from carrying out the logical process

of integrating p(B/S) with p(B/D) or (b) cognitive load resets the sensitivity of

the alarm system, and thus the C-system is insensitive to the incoherence in the

X-system. It is not clear whether load causes reflective consciousness to stumble

in its attempts to correct the dispositional inference or whether the person simply

“sleeps right through” the problem.

The alarm system cannot easily be labeled automatic or controlled because it

shares characteristics with both kinds of processes. On the one hand, the alarm is
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spontaneously triggered when a preset amount of mutual inhibition is present in

the X-system. On the other hand, cognitive load may impair the sensitivity of the

alarm system, a telltale sign of a controlled process. Rather than trying to resolve

whether the alarm system is automatic or controlled, we suggest that the alarm

system is an ideal example of why current views of automaticity and control have

outlived their usefulness. We have, however, made the claim that the alarm system

is part of the C-system rather than the X-system. This decision reflects the fact

that the activity system activity is almost perfectly correlated with the activity of

the rest of the C-system. This is as it should be. It would be very strange indeed

if the detection of the need for control were not highly correlated with the actual

exertion of control.

2. Correction

Our discussion of the mechanisms that activate reflective consciousness may

seem to suggest that when the C-system wakes up, the X-system goes to sleep.

This is not the case, of course, as it would leave us with a person who has reflective

awareness with no experience of which to be aware. If the C-system is like a

refrigerator light that goes on and off, the X-system is like the contents of the

refrigerator: They are always there, and if they were gone, there would be nothing

for the refrigerator light to illuminate.

The fact that the X-system is always on means that even when the C-system

wakes up and attempts to use symbolic logic to solve problems that the pattern-

matching X-system has failed to solve, the X-system continues to match patterns

and produce experience. The fact that both systems can be operating at the same

time gives rise to some familiar dissociations between what we think and what we

see. Consider the case of optical illusions. When we peer into an Ames room, we

see a huge person in one corner and a tiny person in another, and when the two

people change places, they seem to shrink and grow, respectively. A quick trip

around the room with a measuring tape is enough to convince us that the people

are actually the same size and the walls are trapezoidal, but even after we are so

enlightened, when we look into the room again we see a giant and a midget. The

problem is that while the C-system has used symbolic logic to understand the

visual effects of trapezoidal walls, the X-system continues to compute height

the old-fashioned way, and its products continue to shape the stream of conscious

experience. Indeed, the only way to resolve the dissociative dilemma is to shut

one’s eyes, thereby depriving the X-system of the input that it cannot process

correctly.

The same sort of dissociation can occur when we attempt to diagnose the states

and traits of others. When we see a person fidgeting nervously in a chair, the

X-system matches that pattern of behavior and leads us to “see” dispositional

anxiety. The C-system may use symbolic logic to consider the causal implications
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of the situation—for example, that the person is waiting for the results of a med-

ical test. But because both systems are on, and because the X-system does not

stop producing experience even when the C-system knows that that experience

is wrong, the observer can be left with the unusual feeling that the actor is dis-

positionally anxious even though the observer knows that the actor ought to be

forgiven his twitching. When the X- and C-systems collide, the resolution is often

a compromise. The X-system votes for dispositional anxiety, the C-system votes

against it, and when asked, the observer says, “Well, he’s probably just anxious

about the test results, but still, he’s fidgeting terribly, so . . . I don’t know, I guess

perhaps he’s a slightly anxious person.” And indeed, this is precisely what real

people tend to say when they observe others behaving in line with strong situational

constraints.

3. Diagnosticity and Pseudodiagnosticity

The foregoing example assumes that the C-system is not only alerted that its

vote is required, but also that the C-system is a conscientious citizen that carefully

considers all the candidate theories before voting. A diagnostic evaluation of the

target’s disposition requires computing the likelihood that a behavior would occur

if an actor has the disposition, p(B/D), and subtracting out the likelihood of the

alternative theory that the situational constraints might cause anyone to behave that

way, p(B/S). Frequently, the C-system is either too busy with other activities to

vote or is not concerned enough to educate itself thoroughly before casting a ballot.

In both of these cases, when person is under cognitive load or is not motivated

to be accurate, the original dispositional hypothesis will often be affirmed. This

occurs even though the alarm system has just woken up the C-system to alert

it to the conflict in the X-system. In these cases, the system engages in pseudo-

diagnostic processing of the evidence such that only the probability of the behavior

occurring given the hypothesized disposition, p(B/D), is calculated in order to

assess the actor’s disposition (Trope & Liberman, 1993, 1996; Trope & Gaunt,

1999). Although this is not strictly a pattern-matching function, pseudodiagnostic

processing will produce outcomes similar to those produced by the X-system,

namely affirming the consequent and generating a correspondence bias (Corneille,

Leyens, Yzerbyt, & Walther, 1999, Tetlock, 1985; Webster, 1993).

Therefore, unwarranted attributions do not necessarily reflect the biased output

of the X-system alone. There is plenty of blame to go around, and when lack of

motivation or cognitive resources lead the C-system to perform a simple pseudo-

diagnostic evaluation, the C-system may produce faulty conclusions. In this case,

the C-system may fail to use information about the alternative causes of behavior

(“the person is waiting for the results of a medical test”) and thus it may vote for

dispositional anxiety even when it “knows” about an anxiety-provoking situation.
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4. Prior Beliefs

Formal logic may define the constellation of operations that can be used to

compare, contrast, and construct new knowledge from existing symbols, but our

knowledge of the world and our culturally driven prior beliefs shape the rules we

actually use. For behaviors, these beliefs specify how dispositions and situations

interact to produce various behaviors (see e.g., Dweck, Hong, & Chiu, 1993; Morris

& Larrick, 1995; Shoda & Mischel, 1993; Trope & Liberman, 1993).

For example, observers’ prior beliefs vary systematically as a function of the

behavioral domain they are contemplating. Some behaviors are conceived as pri-

marily dependent on personal dispositions, whereas others are assumed to result

mainly from situational inducements. Reeder and his colleagues found that people

believe that excellent performances necessarily imply excellent ability, whereas

poor performance may result either from poor ability or situational constraints

(Reeder, 1985, 1993; Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Reeder & Fulks, 1980). Similarly,

observers believe that moral actors are unlikely to commit immoral acts regardless

of situational influences, whereas immoral actors may sometimes act morally in

the presence of situational incentives (Reeder & Spores, 1983). Thus, observers

are likely to draw confident dispositional attributions when they believe that the

corresponding disposition is necessary for the occurrence of behavior and to atten-

uate their attributions when they believe that the behavior could also be produced

by other factors (see Kelley, 1972; Trope, 1986; Trope & Liberman, 1993).

A demonstration of the important role played by prior beliefs was provided by a

study that used the attitude attribution paradigm (Morris & Larrick, 1995). In this

study, participants’ beliefs about the relationships between the actor’s behavior, the

actor’s personal attitude, and the situational incentives were measured before the

inferential task. Participants who did not believe that the situational incentive was

sufficient to generate counterattitudinal behavior inferred that the essay reflected

the writer’s true attitude, even when they were aware of the situational incentive.

Only participants who believed the situational incentive was sufficient to cause

counterattitudinal behavior used the situation to discount their attitude attribution.

Thus, a prior belief that defines the alternative cause as sufficient for the occurrence

of behavior is crucial for the discounting of an attribution (see also Bierbrauer,

1979; Sherman, 1980).

C. NEURAL BASIS OF THE C-SYSTEM

In our characterization of the X-system, we reviewed several neuroimaging stud-

ies that localized automatic pattern matching and the emergence of these patterns

into the stream of consciousness. Several of those studies also included other pro-

cessing conditions that targeted the activity for which we believe the C-system is
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responsible. For instance, whereas implicit pattern learning was associated with an-

terior ITC activations, instructions to explicitly search for meaningful patterns did

not activate anterior ITC. Rather, they activated prefrontal cortex and hippocam-

pus (Aizenstein et al., 2000). Houde et al. (2000) found that while similarity-based

pattern matching activated lateral temporal cortex, rule-based processing of the

identical problems led to prefrontal, anterior cingulate and hippocampus activa-

tions. In the 3D stereogram pop-out study (Portas et al., 2000), the initial recogni-

tion of the hidden image was associated with ITC activation, whereas the ability

to maintain focus on the percept was associated with prefrontal and hippocampal

activations. Another fMRI study (Mummery, Shallice, & Price, 1999) examined

the strategic and automatic components of semantic priming in a lexical decision

task. Whereas the automatic components of semantic priming tended to correspond

to anterior ITC activations, more strategic components were associated with pre-

frontal cortex and anterior cingulate. Additionally, most fMRI studies of symbolic

logic have implicated prefrontal cortex (Goel & Dolan, 2000; Goel, Gold, Kapur,

& Houle, 1997; Just, Carpenter, & Varma, 1999; Smith, Patalano, & Jonides, 1998;

Waltz et al., 1999; Wharton & Grafman, 1998).

We propose that the C-system performs three interrelated operations: identifying

when problems arise in the X-system, taking control away from the X-system, and

remembering situations in which such control was previously required. Based on

a review of cognitive neuroscience research, we believe that these functions are

served by the anterior cingulate, prefrontal cortex, and hippocampus, respectively.

In the following sections, we review evidence tying each of these neural structures

to its function.

1. Anterior Cingulate, Pain, and Affect

The anterior cingulate is an area of the cortex that sits just above the cor-

pus collosum on the medial (middle) wall of each hemisphere. Different parts of

the anterior cingulate receive input from various neural structures, including the

amygdala, basal ganglia, lateral temporal cortex, hippocampus, prefrontal cortex,

and regions associated with somatic and visceral sensations (Barbas, 2000; Rolls,

1999). A growing body of research is converging on the notion that the anterior cin-

gulate is an alarm system (Bush, Luu, & Posner, 2000; Botvinick, Braver, Barch,

Carter, & Cohen, 2000; Ochsner & Feldman-Barrett, 2001).

For example, the most basic alarm signal is pain, which lets us know that we

had best stop what we are doing and pay attention to the source of the pain be-

fore we get into serious trouble. The anterior cingulate is one of only two areas

of the brain whose activation covaries with subjective reports of unpleasantness

in response to both somatic and visceral pain (Baciu et al., 1999; Ladabaum,

Minoshima, & Owyang, 2000; Rainville, Duncan, Price, Carrier, & Bushnell,

1997). Angina attacks are associated with activation of the anterior cingulate, but
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“silent” myocardial ischemia (which lacks the subjective component of angina)

is not (Rosen et al., 1996). People who have had their anterior cingulate lesioned

report that they feel the physical intensity of their pain, but that it no longer

seems unpleasant and no longer concerns them (Foltz & White, 1968; Hurt &

Ballantine, 1974). Interestingly, this separation of sensation from the emotional

meaning of the sensation is analogous to depersonalization symptoms associated

with schizophrenia and the use of certain hallucinogens, both of which are thought

to involve alterations of anterior cingulate activity (Mathew et al., 1999; Sierra &

Berrios, 1998).

Appraisal theories of emotion suggest that emotions are a good indicator of

how a person is currently appraising the match between his or her goals and the

current state of the world (Fridja, 1986; Lazarus, 1991; Ortony, Clore, & Collins,

1988). The anterior cingulate is commonly activated by emotional stimuli, scripts,

and internally generated memories (Dougherty et al., 1999; George et al., 1995;

Mayberg et al., 1999; Shin et al., 2000). The anterior cingulates of women with

young children are more reactive to infant cries than to a variety of other au-

ditory stimuli (Lorberbaum et al., 1999). Both clinical and transient anxiety are

correlated with anterior cingulate reactivity (Kimbrell et al., 1999; Osuch et al.,

2000). Consistent with two-factor theories of emotion (James, 1894; Schacter &

Singer, 1962; cf. Ellsworth, 1994), the anterior cingulate, along with the insula,

is one of the major sites of autonomic feedback (Buchanan, Valentine, & Powell,

1985; Critchley, Corfield, Chandler, Mathias, & Dolan, 2000; Soufer et al., 1998).

Finally, awareness of one’s emotional state correlates with anterior cingulate ac-

tivity (Lane et al., 1998), and alexithymia (a disorder characterized by impaired

identification of one’s own emotional states) is associated with reduced cingulate

activity in response to emotionally evocative stimuli (Berthoz et al., 2000).

2. Anterior Cingulate and Cognitive Errors

In addition to responding to painful and affectively significant stimuli, different

components of the anterior cingulate respond to cognitive and perceptual tasks that

evoke increased controlled processing (Bush, Luu, & Posner, 2000; Derbyshire,

Vogt, & Jones, 1998). In the Stroop task, for instance, individuals are required to

name the color in which a word is written (e.g., for the word “r-e-d” written in blue

ink, the correct answer is “blue”). This task is difficult because people automatically

read the word and thus have a prepotent linguistic response that they find nearly

impossible to ignore. Controlled processes identify this prepotent response as

inaccurate, inhibit it, and generate the correct response. This process requires more

time when the ink color and the word are incongruent, and indeed, there is more

anterior cingulated activation on the trials with longer reaction times (MacDonald,

Cohen, Stenger, & Carter, 2000). In addition, anterior cingulate lesions exacerbate

the classic Stroop interference effect (Ochsner et al., 2001).
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Though the activity of the anterior cingulate most often correlates with con-

scious concern or hesitation, anterior cingulate activation has also been observed

in conflict situations for which there is no conscious awareness of the conflict.

Berns, Cohen, and Mintun (1997) found anterior cingulate activations when a se-

quence that had been learned implicitly was altered so that its pattern no longer

matched the previous presentations. The anterior cingulate is also activated when

multistable visual illusions (such as the Necker cube) switch from one view to

another (Lumer, Friston, & Rees, 1998). Although the switch itself is conscious,

there is no sense of conscious effort associated with the resolution of the stimulus.

These two studies suggest that the anterior cingulate’s activation is responsive to

the tension in the various networks that constitute the X-system and its perceptual

precursors.

3. Anterior Cingulate as Alarm System

In most controlled processing tasks, detecting the need for control and exercising

control are confounded because exercising control typically follows immediately

on the heels of detection. Recent studies have shown that the anterior cingulate is

responsible for the detection of conflict rather than the exercise of control (Carter

et al., 1998, 2000) and thus is a good candidate for our previously described alarm

system. In one study, participants were given two different blocks of Stroop trials. In

one block, participants were given the accurate expectation that the trials would be

mostly congruent (“R-E-D” in red ink), whereas in the other block they were given

the accurate expectation that the trials would be mostly incongruent (“R-E-D” in

blue ink). In each block, 80% of the trials matched the participant’s expectation

and 20% did not. Regardless of the participant’s expectations for the block, trials

that were incongruent required the same amount of control to be exercised to

override the prepotent response. They differed only in whether the incongruency

was expected beforehand or needed to be detected in order to initiate the exertion

of control. In line with the alarm system hypothesis, Carter et al. found a larger

anterior cingulate response during unexpected incongruent trials than expected

incongruent trials. In other words, when the detection of need for control was

decoupled from the exercise of control, the activity of the anterior cingulate was

associated with the former and not the latter.

These findings also demonstrate that the anterior cingulate’s response to conflict

varies as a function of the explicit expectations of the C-system. This flexibility

has paradoxical consequences for the phenomenology associated with the alarm

system. In an fMRI study of emotional responses to pain (Sawamoto et al., 2000;

also see Kropotov, Crawford, & Polyakov, 1997; Rainville et al., 1997), partici-

pants underwent three blocks of trials during which they were exposed to painful

or nonpainful stimulation. In two of the blocks, participants were given the accu-

rate expectation that all the trials would be painful or painless. In a third block,
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participants expected mostly painless trials and a few painful trials. Not surpris-

ingly, given the strong relationship between subjectively experienced pain and

anterior cingulate activations, the anterior cingulate was more active during the

predictable pain trials than the predictable painless trials. What was surprising was

that unpredictable painless trials evoked an anterior cingulate response that looked

more like the predictable painful trials than the predictable painless trials. Remark-

ably, the unpredictable painless trials were also reported to be significantly more

painful than the predictable painless trials, and this bias in the subjective experience

of pain correlated with anterior cingulate activation and with no other region in the

brain. These results suggest that the subjective experience of pain and other error

signals correlate with anterior cingulate activity, but that anterior cingulate activity

is not purely a function of the objective level of conflict detected by the X-system.

Rather, the anterior cingulate seems to create what it is looking for, at least to some

extent. How the anterior cingulate manufactures some of the pain it is monitoring

for is still a mystery, though it may turn out to be analogous to the Heisenber-

gian measurement problem in quantum physics. That is, whatever “spotlight” is

used by the anterior cingulate to measure activity in the X-system may in fact

alter this same activity. This process in the anterior cingulate is also analogous

to, and may be the neural instantiation of, Wegner’s (1994) ironic monitoring, in

which the attempt to monitor whether one is successfully avoiding thoughts about

a particular object (a white bear) actually produces that unwanted thought.

In an earlier section, we suggested that asking a question about an actor’s dispo-

sitions might prime the observer’s X-system by way of the connections between

the prefrontal cortex and the anterior ITC. The activation of the dispositional cat-

egory would make the network more likely to settle in a dispositional valley of

coherence. The “pain X expectation” study of Sawamoto et al. (2000) suggests that

the anterior cingulate may play a different functional role in inference processes.

Both are types of neural self-fulfilling prophecies, but the prefrontal to anterior

ITC circuit leads to the assimilation of ambiguous stimuli to hypothesis-relevant

categories, whereas anterior cingulate conflict monitoring leads to the creation of

expected errors and incoherencies where none exist. This suggests that the person-

ality and contextual factors that create preexisting doubt regarding the accuracy of

one’s own inference processes may dramatically affect the impact of the C-system

in attribution, especially when the input would otherwise be coherently assimilated

by the X-system.

Finally, the sensitivity of the anterior cingulate to conflict signals in the

X-system appears to be dulled by cognitive load. Under cognitive load, the anterior

cingulate showed a smaller increase in activity in response to pain than did other

areas of the pain network (Petrovic, Petersson, Ghatan, Stone-Elander, & Ingvar,

2000). When the outputs associated with a particular process are absent under

conditions of cognitive load it is typically assumed that the process itself requires

controlled processing resources to operate. The anterior cingulate, however, is in
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the business of detecting when control is needed, not exerting control itself. Given

that the anterior cingulate’s sensitivity to the incoherence of X-system processes

can be disrupted by cognitive load, a new class of explanations for cognitive load

effects is suggested. Controlled attribution processes (correction and integration)

may sometimes be absent under conditions of cognitive load because the anterior

cingulate is less likely to detect the need for controlled process intervention, and

not just because controlled attribution processes lack the cognitive resources to op-

erate. If the anterior cingulate sensitivity is dulled by cognitive load, relatively large

X-system coherences may go unnoticed and the rest of the C-system will never be

called upon to intervene. In the end, the two ways that cognitive load can derail

performance are complementary, not competing, views. Both may occur under

most forms of cognitive load, but an understanding of the role of cognitive load in

altering the perception of need for control should contribute to an evolving view of

the human mind and how we view its accountability for judgments and behaviors.

4. Prefrontal Cortex, Propositional Thought, and Implementing Control

If the anterior cingulate is the alarm system at the gate, then the prefrontal cortex

is the lord of the manor. Differences across species in the ability to exert control

are correlated with the ratio of prefrontal cortex to the rest of the brain (Fuster,

1997). The C-system is turned on when the X-system’s output is incoherent, and

the prefrontal cortex is largely in the business of challenging or correcting the

X-system’s output. The C-system allows human beings to modify their judgments

and behaviors in light of information that either eludes the X-system or that the

X-system misinterprets (for reviews see Fuster, 1997; Miller & Cohen, 2001;

Rolls, 1999). Individually, these operations consist of generating and maintaining

symbols in working memory, combining these symbols with rule-based logical

schemes, and biasing the X-system and motor systems to behave in line with the

goals and outputs of working memory.

One of the oldest findings in neuropsychology is that patients with damage to

the prefrontal cortex are impaired in the generation of new goals and hypotheses

(Milner, 1963). For instance, in the Wisconsin Card Sorting Task (WCST; Grant

& Berg, 1948), cards depicting different numbers of colored shapes must be sorted

on the basis of their color, shape, or number. Once participants successfully learn

the sorting rule, a new rule is chosen unbeknown to the participant. People with

prefrontal damage continue to use the old rule long after a new rule has been put in

place. These people are unable to generate new hypotheses in the face of prepotent

hypotheses. A recent fMRI study suggests that internally generated inferences are

associated with activations near the very front of prefrontal cortex (Christoff &

Gabrieli, 2000).

The ability to hold information in active memory has long been associated

with prefrontal cortex. (Braver et al., 1997; Smith & Jonides, 1999). Typically,



REFLEXION AND REFLECTION 233

experiments have examined the number of items that people can simultaneously

keep in working memory (Miller, 1956) and have produced two findings. First,

although working memory can maintain almost any variety of information and is

thus enormously flexible, it is only able to juggle a few items at once. Second, be-

cause the experimental tasks are normally so decontextualized (e.g., remembering

a string of digits), they seem to suggest that the main purpose of working memory

is to allow people to remember telephone numbers when pens and paper are out

of reach. Indeed, since the early 1990s has it become clear that the contents of

working memory are often our goal representations or the new rules we are cur-

rently trying to use in a novel situation. According to Cohen’s model of prefrontal

control, the goal representations in prefrontal cortex serve to prime weaker, but

relevant, neural representations in the X-system (Miller & Cohen, 2001; O’Reilly,

Braver, & Cohen, 1999; Tomita, Ohbayashi et al., 1999). Thus, by consciously

thinking “pay attention to the color of the word” in the Stroop task, downstream

areas associated with color identification are given a boost so that they can compete

more effectively with word identification units (Banich et al., 2000; MacDonald

et al., 1998).

5. Hippocampus and Memory for Exceptions

The hippocampus and the surrounding structures in the medial temporal lobes

are crucial for episodic memory, which is the memory for specific events and the

context in which they happened (Squire & Knowlton, 2000). Semantic memory

in lateral temporal cortex and episodic memory in the medial temporal lobe work

together to capture the two types of variance in the world that need to be learned.

Semantic memory represents what is common across situations, whereas episodic

memory represent the exceptions when something important or unexpected hap-

pens that thwarts the X-system. McClelland, McNaughton, and O’Reilly (1995)

demonstrated computationally that it is virtually impossible to build a mechanism

that can perform both memory operations simultaneously without catastrophic

memory losses under certain common processing conditions.

Enduring episodic memories for specific events are formed when the X-system

hits a road block and the C-system comes to the rescue. Consequently, situations

that require more control tend to lead to stronger episodic memories in the hip-

pocampus. Researchers have long known that depth of explicit processing is corre-

lated with the strength of episodic memory (Craik & Tulving, 1975) but not with the

strength of implicit memory (Graf & Mandler, 1984). More recently, fMRI studies

have shown that recall is correlated with the amount of prefrontal and hippocampal

activity at encoding (Brewer, Zhao, Desmond, Glover, & Gabrieli, 1998; Otten,

Henson, & Rugg, 2001; Wagner et al., 1998). Less attention has been given to the

kinds of events that give rise to greater prefrontal activity at encoding. Our analysis

suggests that this occurs when the X-system cannot settle into a coherent state.
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In describing the representations of lateral temporal cortex, we suggested that

the causal powers of situations may not be as well represented as their featural asso-

ciates. In contrast, work with rats has shown that the hippocampus may be necessary

to learn about the way a situation conditionalizes the implications of entities in the

situation. Rats with hippocampal lesions are quite capable of learning that a tone

predicts a subsequent shock (Kim & Fanselow, 1992; Philips & LeDoux, 1992).

The rats cannot, however, learn that the tone predicts shock in a blue but not a yellow

box. Essentially, the rat cannot take into account the impact of the different situa-

tions on the value of the tone when its hippocampus is removed. A recent experi-

ment with rats has shown the hippocampus is necessary for discrimination between

situations in general, without regard for what those situations predict (Frankland,

Cestari, Filipkowski, McDonald, & Silva, 1998). Given that episodic retrieval gen-

erally involves prefrontal cortex (Henson, Shallice, & Dolan, 1999), the use of sit-

uational or personal information in terms of their causal powers to shape behavior

would seem to occur only when the C-system is activated (Lieberman et al., 2002).

This creates something of a Catch-22 in the system. Protecting against the

correspondence bias requires awareness and use of the causal powers of situational

constraints in the inference process. Although situations per se may be represented

in the X-system, the knowledge of their causal powers is stored in the C-system

(Brewer et al., 1998; Wagner et al., 1998; Eldridge et al, 2000; LaPage, Ghaffar,

Nyberg, & Tulving, 2000). The problem is that the C-system is only activated

when the X-system fails. In this sense, the C-system is like a safe that contains

the key to the safe. The causal meaning of situational information represented by

the C-system can only be used if the X-system has been prevented from settling

into a valley of coherence. Unfortunately, the best way to keep the X-system from

settling is to invoke the causal implications of situational constraints in order to

sensitize the anterior cingulate to smaller incoherences in the X-system. In short,

it may be necessary for the observer to have a preexisting doubt about the veracity

of his or her own attributional inferences to activate the C-system—a tendency

that we suspect is not all that prevalent. This represents yet another way in which

neural architecture may encourage the correspondence bias.

IV. Contributions to Attribution Theory

The X- and C-systems are new labels, but they are not new discoveries. Indeed,

thinkers since Plato have tried to explain why people think, feel, and act as they do

by dividing the mind into interacting (and occasionally warring) parts (see Gilbert,

1999; Hundert, 1995). This explanatory strategy has endured for 2 millennia be-

cause the notion of interacting parts is more than a metaphor: It is precisely how the

brain operates. With that said, it is very difficult to specify with any precision the
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boundaries of those parts and the nature of their interaction. Our analysis is broadly

consistent with many dual-process models that pit conscious, cognitive deliber-

ation against unconscious, perceptual inference (Ashby, Alfonso-Reese, Turken,

& Waldron, 1998; James, 1890; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Chaiken, Liberman,

& Eagly, 1989; Epstein, 1990; Fiske & Neuberg, 1991; Sloman, 1996; Smith &

DeCoster, 1999). Nonetheless, we believe that our analysis paints a somewhat fuller

picture by locating these systems in the brain, by suggesting some of the ways in

which the systems may operate and interact, by specifying the circumstances under

which the C-system will be activated, and by specifying the consequences of the

fact that the X-system is always activated. Before describing the relevance of this

analysis for attribution theory, it may behoove us to summarize its key points.

A. REFLEXION–REFLECTION VERSUS DUAL-PROCESS MODELS

The X-system is responsible for what psychologists generally refer to as “auto-

matic processes” and what ordinary people call “perception.” It is instantiated in

the lateral temporal cortex, basal ganglia, and amygdala, and its main function is

to produce the stream of consciousness that we experience as the real world—not

just the objects of the real world, but also the semantic and affective associations of

those objects, which are also experienced as the real world. Although the X-system

may appear to be using the symbolic logic that characterizes the operations of the

C-system, it actually performs similarity-based pattern-matching operations on

incoming data which are continuously assimilated to valleys of coherence. The ac-

tions of the X-system are described by the parallel constraint satisfaction processes

of connectionist theory.

The C-system is responsible for what psychologists generally refer to as

“controlled processes” and “reflective awareness” and what ordinary people call

“thought.” It is instantiated in the anterior cingulate, prefrontal cortex, and hip-

pocampus. The anterior cingulate is activated by problems in the pattern-matching

operations of the X-system, and it in turn activates the prefrontal cortex. The pre-

frontal cortex can use symbolic logic to solve problems that the X-system cannot,

and it uses this ability to influence or override the X-system. The hippocampus

remembers the situations in which the C-system was activated, presumably to

facilitate problem solving the next time a similar situation arises.

The flow of information through the X- and C-systems during the process of

dispositional inference is shown in Fig. 4. Four differences between this model

and standard dual-process models are worth noting. First, both the X- and

C-systems can be involved in the process from beginning to end. The C-system

may be involved early in the process when it represents the attributional question

or hypothesis and biases the operations of the X-system, and it may be involved

later on when it generates alternative solutions that supplant those generated by the
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Fig. 4. Interactions of the X- and C-systems during attributional inference.

X-system. The X-system, on the other hand, is continuously engaged in constraint

satisfaction processes to categorize and identify events and actors in the world,

and these operations produce the stream of consciousness.

The second point of divergence with dual-process models is that our model is

fully recurrent, with each system sending information to and receiving information

from the other. Standard dual-process models posit a sequential path from the

observer’s initial goal to the automatic categorization processes and to controlled

causal reasoning processes. In the current model, however, the goals and causal

reasoning processes of the C-system bias the ongoing attempts of the X-system to

make sense of the world. Furthermore, the initiation of the causal reasoning process

depends not only on cognitive load and motivation, as suggested by standard dual-

process models, but also on the coherence of X-system’s solutions (Thagard, 2000).

Third, our model describes an alarm system that wakes the C-system when

sustained mutual inhibition in the X-system passes some threshold. Although the

alarm is triggered without active monitoring by the C-system, the C-system can set
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the threshold on the alarm system and thereby determine when it will be activated.

Fourth and finally, our model suggests that the sensitivity of the alarm system

may be affected by cognitive load. Dual-process models generally assume that

cognitive load impairs the C-system’s ability to implement causal reasoning. Our

model suggests that in addition, cognitive load may prevent the C-system from

being notified that its services are needed.

B. HOW ARE SITUATIONAL AND DISPOSITIONAL

INFORMATION USED?

Our model sheds light on the different ways that the information contained in a

behavioral episode may be represented in the brain and used during attributional

inference. The X-system represents associations among the features of disposi-

tions, situations, and behaviors. The X-system is biased toward those features that

are present in the question or hypothesis posed by the C-system. Parallel constraint

satisfaction processes change the initial representations of these different sources

of information. It is through such processes that the X-system disambiguates be-

havioral information and identifies it as consistent with the representations of the

situation and actor’s dispositions. If the X-system fails to settle into a valley of

coherence, the C-system may be engaged to help generate a conclusion, though the

C-system’s involvement depends on the sensitivity of the alarm system to incoher-

ences of the X-system. When the C-system is brought on line, the disambiguated

behavior identifications are treated as facts, and dispositions and situations are

treated as potential causal explanations. Under optimal conditions, people may en-

gage in diagnostic evaluation of these causes. Such evaluations may show that the

behavior is consistent with both dispositional and situational causes and thus lead

to moderate attributional inferences. However, under suboptimal conditions, when

people lack the motivation or attentional resources needed, pseudodiagnostic pro-

cessing may prevail and people may focus on a single hypothetical cause, assess the

consistency of the identified behavior with that cause, and disregard other poten-

tial causes. When the favored hypothetical cause is dispositional, pseudodiagnostic

evaluation is likely to lead to overconfident dispositional attributions (a correspon-

dence bias). When the favored hypothetical cause is situational, pseudodiagnostic

evaluation is likely to yield overconfident situational attributions.

A final cautionary note regarding attribution methodologies is in order. Re-

searchers often treat paper-and-pencil scenarios and visually observed behavior

as equivalent delivery systems for behavioral information. Our model suggests

that they are not equivalent and may have very different consequences for the

inferential path taken through the X- and C-systems. Observed behavior must nec-

essarily pass through the X-system before reaching the C-system, if the C-system

is ever reached at all. Linguistic information in the form of vignettes, sentences,
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or overheard conversations may have a direct pipeline to the C-system and avoid

the X-system altogether. Recall that the C-system uses symbolic logic and that the

X-system does not. Language is fundamentally symbolic and may well be the basis

of symbolic logic in the C-system (Fodor, 1975). As such, presenting subjects with

the “symbolic equivalent” of behavior is fundamentally different than presenting

subjects with actual behavior because the former requires the involvement of the

C-system while the latter does not. Presenting people with the phrase “an attractive

person” probably activates at best a faint image in the stream of consciousness for

most people, while fully activating the symbol in reflective awareness. In fact,

in order to make the weak image stronger, the C-system will probably become

increasingly activated as it helps generate a richer image. Presenting people with

an attractive person, on the other hand, always generates a strong percept in the

stream of consciousness and only alerts the C-system if the percept is incoherent.

V. Coda

Human beings are the most complex and significant stimuli that human be-

ings ever encounter, and understanding what makes other people behave as they

do is a critical determinant of our health, wealth, happiness, and survival. Social

psychologists have made dramatic progress since the 1950s in understanding the

psychological processes by which attributions are made, but as we hope this chap-

ter has made clear, there is much more left to know. As revolutions come and go,

psychology’s subdisciplines wax and wane, radically transforming themselves as

interests shift with each new generation. Social psychology has been unusual in

its ability to maintain a steady focus on a core set of intellectual problems and to

use the fruits of each new scientific revolution to solve them. Psychology’s newest

revolution is just beginning to unfold, and with it comes all the usual naı̈ve talk

about this revolution being the last one. We do not believe that we have come to the

end of history, and we do not believe that brain science will supplant social psy-

chology, but we do believe that something very important is happening next door.

So we have done what social psychologists always do under such circumstances,

sneaking into the neighbor’s yard, taking what is best, and bringing it home to

help illuminate the enduring questions that motivate our discipline. We hope that

as brain science matures, it will become wise enough to rob us in return.
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I. Introduction

What are the psychological implications of being a target of prejudice and

discrimination—of regularly facing discrimination because of one’s race, reli-

gion, sexual preference, or appearance? This question is central to understanding

the phenomenology of stigmatization. Stigma is the possession of, or belief that

one possesses, some attribute or characteristic that conveys a social identity that

is devalued in a particular social context (Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998). The

hallmark feature of stigmatization is the possibility that one will be the target of

prejudice and discrimination (Crocker et al., 1998; Goffman, 1963; Jones et al.,

1984). Personal experiences with prejudice and discrimination can be frequent,

severe, and pervasive across a wide range of situations. This describes the predica-

ment of many chronically stigmatized groups, such as devalued ethnic, racial, and

religious groups; the obese; the facially disfigured; the mentally and physically

handicapped; and gays and lesbians. Some must confront insults, rejection, slights,

and overt hostility on a daily basis. Because stigma is contextual, however, even

members of high-status groups can feel like a target of prejudice or discrimina-

tion in some contexts. Claims of “reverse discrimination” reflect this experience.

Encounters with discrimination among members of these groups, however, are

likely to be relatively rare, mild, and confined to a restricted set of circumstances

(Crocker et al., 1998). Thus, the perception and experience of being a target of

prejudice and discrimination is apt to be quite different for members of high-status

groups compared to low-status groups (see Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-a, for
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a discussion). In this chapter we examine the cognitive and emotional implications

of the predicament of being a potential target of prejudice.1

II. Theoretical Perspectives on Exposure to Discrimination

There is substantial evidence that negative stereotypes, prejudicial attitudes,

and discriminatory treatment are harmful to their targets on multiple levels (see

Crocker & Major, 1989). Prejudice and discrimination create structural barriers

to obtaining resources such as employment, occupational advancement, income,

housing, education, and medical care (Braddock & McPartland, 1987; Cash, Gillen,

& Burns, 1977; Neckerman & Kirshenman, 1991; Treiman & Hartmann, 1981;

Yinger, 1994). Inability to obtain these resources may threaten or compromise the

physical well-being of the stigmatized, especially if structural discrimination is re-

peated, pervasive, and severe (Allison, 1998; Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams,

1999). African Americans, for example, have more physical health problems than

European Americans, including shorter life expectancies, higher infant mortality,

and greater incidence of heart disease (Allison, 1998; Flack et al., 1995). Preju-

dice and discrimination are one possible explanation for these outcomes (Clark

et al., 1999). Among African-Americans, perceptions of discrimination are associ-

ated with increased physiological stress responses (Anderson, McNeilly, & Myers,

1993) and higher incidences of hypertension (Krieger & Sidney, 1996).

In addition to structural barriers to resources, many forms of interpersonal threat

can stem from prejudice, including being ignored, excluded, patronized, belittled,

or the object of ridicule. These forms of behavior can have negative psychological

implications for their targets. For example, research has shown that ostracism

or exclusion by others results in lowered self-esteem (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, &

Downs, 1995; Williams, Shore, & Grahe, 1998). As well, psychological well-being

is at least partly dependent on inclusion by others (Leary, 1990; Leary et al., 1995;

Williams, 1997; Williams et al., 1998), the fulfillment of affiliation needs (Bowlby,

1969), and the perception that one is valued by others (Pyszczynski, Greenberg,

& Solomon, 1997). Prejudice can also lead to violence against its targets, which

poses both psychological and physical threat (Herek, 2000). In short, there is little

doubt but that being the target of prejudice and discrimination poses a significant

threat on multiple levels.

Many classic theories of the effects of prejudice and discrimination assume

that exposure to such attitudes and experiences would inevitably leave a “mark of

oppression” on the personalities and self-esteem of their victims (see Crocker &

1In an effort to avoid excess words, when referring to how targets respond to being the target of

prejudice and/or discrimination, we use the terms “prejudice” and “discrimination” interchangeably.
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Major, 1989, for a discussion). For example, early theories emphasized the detri-

mental impact of racism on the self-concept and personality of African Americans

(e.g., Erikson, 1956; Horowitz, 1939). In 1950, for example, Dorwin Cartwright

argued, “The group to which a person belongs serves as primary determinants of

his self-esteem. To a considerable extent, personal feelings of worth depend on

the social evaluation of the group with which a person is identified. Self-hatred

and feelings of worthlessness tend to arise from membership in underprivileged

or outcast groups” (p. 440). Allport (1954/1979, p. 143) argued, “Since no one

can be indifferent to the abuse and expectations of others we must anticipate that

ego-defensiveness will frequently be found among members of groups that are

set off for ridicule, disparagement, and discrimination. It could not be otherwise.”

Such conclusions follow logically from theories of the development of the self-

concept that emphasize the importance of others’ opinions, such as the theory of

reflected appraisals (Cooley, 1956; Mead, 1934) and the self-fulfilling prophecy

(Merton, 1948). It is also commonly assumed that individuals and groups that are

disadvantaged and frequent targets of prejudice and discrimination will feel angry,

resentful, and dissatisfied with their situations.

Empirical research, however, often does not support these conclusions. Mem-

bers of many chronically stigmatized groups often fail to exhibit the signs of poor

mental health that these theories would predict. For example, the vast majority of

individuals with disabilities, such as those who are blind, quadriplegic, or develop-

mentally disabled, report positive levels of well-being (see Diener & Diener, 1996

for a review). Furthermore, members of chronically disadvantaged groups often

do not report discontent with their situations (Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers,

1976; Crosby, 1976). For example, even though women are typically paid less

than men for comparable work and contribute a greater share of family work than

do their husbands, they typically report no less satisfaction with their lives, jobs,

or marriages than do men (see Crosby, 1982; Major, 1994, for reviews).

The finding that members of stigmatized groups do not report signs of poor

mental health led to an alternative perspective on the effects of prejudice on its tar-

gets (e.g., Cross, 1991; Rosenberg & Simmons, 1972; Simpson & Yinger, 1985).

Rather than focusing on the vulnerability of targets of prejudice, this perspective

emphasized targets’ psychological resilience and hardiness and focused on their

methods of adaptation and resistance. Theories adopting this perspective (e.g.,

Deaux & Major, 1987) observed that individuals are not passive victims of others’

beliefs and attitudes, but active agents who construe and negotiate their social sit-

uations in the service of self-verification and self-esteem maintenance. Attention

shifted to ways in which stigmatized groups protect their self-esteem from the

threats that exposure to prejudice and discrimination imposes. An example of this

perspective is Crocker and Major’s (1989) analysis of stigma and self-esteem. On

the basis of their review of more than 20 years of empirical research, they con-

cluded that members of stigmatized groups often have levels of global self-esteem
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as high or higher than members of nonstigmatized groups. In explaining this para-

dox, Crocker and Major made the counterintuitive argument that membership in

a stigmatized group can help to protect self-esteem from prejudice and discrimi-

nation. Specifically, they proposed that three cognitive processes linked to group

membership may buffer the self-esteem of the stigmatized: (1) attributing negative

feedback to the prejudiced attitudes of others toward their group rather than to

their own deservingness, (2) selectively comparing outcomes with members of

their own group rather than with members of more advantaged groups, and (3) se-

lectively devaluing those attributes on which their group fares poorly and valuing

those attributes on which their group excels. Crocker and Major’s article sparked

a surge of empirical research on stereotyping and prejudice from the target’s point

of view.

Contemporary theory and research on targets’ responses to prejudice and dis-

crimination emphasizes variability in response and focuses on factors that can

explain this variability (e.g., Crocker, 1999; Friedman & Brownell, 1995; Major

& Schmader, 2001; Miller & Downey, 1999; Miller & Major, 2000). These per-

spectives note that members of stigmatized groups can demonstrate either vulner-

ability or resilience. Differential responses are observed between targeted groups,

within stigmatized groups, and even within the same individual across contexts.

For example, recent meta-analyses reveal that African Americans, on average,

have higher self-esteem than European Americans (Twenge & Crocker, in press).

But on average, overweight women have lower self-esteem than nonoverweight

women (Miller & Downey, 1999), and European American women have lower

self-esteem than European American men (Major, Barr, Zubek, & Babey, 1999).

Within the same stigmatized groups, some individuals appear resilient to prejudice

and display positive well-being, whereas other members of the same group do not

(Friedman & Brownell, 1995). In addition, the same individual may show dif-

ferent responses to prejudice as the context changes, as research on stereotype

threat demonstrates (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Thus, contemporary

approaches acknowledge both vulnerability and resilience as common responses

to negative stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination and seek to identify factors

that differentiate these responses.

A. STRESS AND COPING PERSPECTIVE

Our approach (e.g., Major, Quinton, McCoy, & Schmader, 2000; Major &

Schmader, 2000; Miller & Major, 2000) conceptualizes responses of targets of

prejudice and discrimination within a stress and coping framework (see also

Allison, 1998; Clark et al., 1999; Miller & Kaiser, 2001). As discussed earlier,

people who are members of stigmatized, lower status groups are more likely than

members of nonstigmatized, higher status groups to be exposed to a variety of
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negative and potentially stressful life events, such as rejection, negative evalua-

tions, and poor outcomes. According to psychological models of stress and coping,

understanding how people adjust to stressful life events requires attention to two

processes: cognitive appraisals and coping (Bandura, 1977; Lazarus & Folkman,

1984). Thus, a stress and coping approach to understanding responses of targets

of prejudice calls attention to the importance of examining how stigma-related

stressors are cognitively appraised; the coping strategies targets use to deal with

events that are appraised as stressful; and the personal, situational, and structural

factors that affect cognitive appraisals and coping processes.

Beliefs about being the target of prejudice and/or discrimination can affect

adaptation to stressful life events in two places: (1) at the level of cognitive ap-

praisals and (2) at the level of coping processes. Lazarus and Folkman (1984)

identified two types of cognitive appraisals. “Primary appraisals” are individu-

als’ evaluations of whether an event has the potential for harm, benefit, or loss.

“Secondary appraisals” are individuals’ evaluations of their existing coping re-

sources and options to overcome or prevent harm or improve the prospects for

benefit. We regard the perception that oneself or one’s group is a victim of preju-

dice or discrimination as a primary appraisal of threat in one’s environment, i.e.,

an appraisal that danger to the self (or group) does or could exist (see Feldman-

Barrett & Swim, 1998, for a similar perspective). In general, one would expect that

the more individuals perceive themselves or their group as a victim of prejudice

(a threat appraisal), the more stress they will experience. By definition, however,

the experience of stress occurs when demands are perceived as taxing or exceeding

coping resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Thus, it is theoretically possible for

people to perceive themselves as victims of prejudice and discrimination and yet

not experience this as stressful. This would occur if a person feels that he or she

has the resources necessary to cope with the threat of being a target of prejudice.

Being the target of prejudice is less likely to be stressful, for example, if the target

feels he or she has control over important resources or can limit exposure to others

who are prejudiced. This may be more typical of members of high-status groups

who are temporarily the victims of prejudice and who have more coping resources

at their disposal than of members of stigmatized groups who are chronically the

victims of prejudice and who command fewer resources.

“Coping” is defined in Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984, p. 141) model as a person’s

“constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external

and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the person’s

resources.” Thus, coping occurs in response to events that are appraised as stressful

(or potentially stressful). Coping efforts are process-oriented and context-specific

and can be distinguished from the outcomes of coping efforts (i.e., whether they

are successful). A number of scholars have addressed how individuals cope with

experiences related to being a member of a stigmatized or disadvantaged group

(e.g., Allport, 1954/1979; Crocker & Major, 1989; Goffman, 1963; Jones et al.,
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Fig. 1a. Coping with the threat of perceived discrimination.

1984). Coping efforts can also be aimed at dealing with the stress of believing that

oneself or one’s group is a victim of discrimination. This process is illustrated in

Fig. 1a. Coping efforts also can be aimed at dealing with specific stigma-related

life events that are appraised as stressful, such as negative evaluations, poor test

grades, or a job rejection. Figure 1b illustrates this process.

Our own research focuses on the second process—cognitive coping strategies

that are enacted in response to experiencing specific negative life events that could

be due to prejudice. Cognitive coping strategies involve cognitively restructuring,

or changing the meaning of, stressful life events. Cognitive restructuring strategies

can include devaluing the importance of domains in which oneself or one’s group

are disadvantaged (Major & Schmader, 1998), comparing with members of one’s

in-group rather than with advantaged out-group members (Major, Schiacchitano,

& Crocker, 1993), and attributing negative events to external factors instead of

to oneself (Crocker & Major, 1989; Major & Crocker, 1993). In this chapter we

address the extent to which members of stigmatized (and nonstigmatized) groups

employ the coping strategy of blaming negative events on the prejudices of others,

instead of on themselves, and the consequences of this for well-being, particularly

self-esteem.

B. OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER

We begin this chapter by defining an attribution to discrimination and distin-

guishing it from related concepts, including an attribution to justifiable differential

treatment and the perception of pervasive victimization due to prejudice. We then

discuss theoretical perspectives that imply that members of chronically stigmatized

groups are vigilant to prejudice and those that imply that members of such groups

minimize the extent to which they are targets of prejudice. Empirical evidence

in support of both perspectives is then reviewed. We propose that the extent to

Fig. 1b. Coping with threatening events by attributing them to discrimination.
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which targets perceive themselves as victims of prejudice and make attributions to

prejudice is moderated by personal, situational, and structural factors that increase

the extent to which events are perceived as linked to group membership and are

perceived as unjust. In the next section of this chapter, we review theoretical per-

spectives and empirical research investigating the implications for psychological

well-being of chronically perceiving oneself or one’s group as a victim of discrim-

ination and of attributing specific negative outcomes to discrimination. We discuss

conceptual and methodological problems with research in this area and propose

factors likely to moderate the impact of attributions to prejudice on well-being,

including clarity of injustice, group identification, justice ideologies, and group

status. We argue that perceiving oneself or one’s group as a victim of chronic

and pervasive prejudice typically is associated with low self-esteem and reduced

well-being. In contrast, we propose that attributing negative outcomes to prejudice

when situational cues clearly justify that attribution protects self-esteem among

the stigmatized.

III. Attributions to Prejudice

Attributions play a central role in a number of theories seeking to explain how

members of stigmatized and disadvantaged groups react to their predicament

(Cohen, 1986; Crocker & Major, 1989; Gurin, 1985; Major, 1994). For exam-

ple, Allport (1954/1979) argued that a major dimension that organizes reactions of

targets of prejudice and discrimination is whether they adopt an intropunitive or ex-

tropunative focus. He asserted that targets who adopt an intropunitive focus blame

themselves for negative outcomes and are likely to react to prejudice with self-hate,

passivity, and denial of membership in the stigmatized group. Targets who adopt

an extropunative focus, on the other hand, blame others for their negative treat-

ment and are more likely to respond to prejudice with suspicion, aggression, and

increased identification with the stigmatized group (Allport, 1954/1979). Theories

of relative deprivation assert that whether or not individuals deprived of valued

outcomes feel anger and resentment depends, in part, on whether they blame them-

selves or others for not having those outcomes (e.g., Crosby, 1976; 1982; Olson

& Hafer, 2001). And, as noted above, Crocker and Major proposed that the global

self-esteem of members of stigmatized groups depends, in part, on whether they

blame their negative outcomes on themselves or on prejudice of others toward their

group.

Despite the acknowledged importance of attribution processes in understanding

reactions to prejudice and discrimination, the nature of these attributions and their

psychological consequences is poorly understood. Only recently have these issues

become a focus of inquiry. Much of the current interest can be attributed to Crocker



258 MAJOR et al.

and Major’s (1989) controversial hypotheses that members of stigmatized groups

suffer from attributional ambiguity and that this ambiguity can have psychological

benefits.

A. ATTRIBUTIONAL AMBIGUITY

Crocker and Major (1989) proposed that members of stigmatized groups fre-

quently are aware of the negative connotations their social identity may carry in the

eyes of others, the specific negative stereotypes that others hold about members of

their social group, and the possibility that they will be a target of prejudice and/or

discrimination. This awareness, they argued, can lead the stigmatized to experi-

ence attributional ambiguity in interpersonal encounters with the nonstigmatized.

They defined attributional ambiguity as an uncertainty about whether the outcomes

one receives are indicative of one’s personal deservingness or of social prejudices

that others have against one’s social group. Attributional ambiguity can be ex-

perienced regarding both negative and positive outcomes (see Major & Crocker,

1993). In this chapter, we focus on attributional ambiguity surrounding negative

outcomes.

There is, of course, any number of possible attributions that an individual might

make for his or her outcomes. These attributions can include causes completely

external to an individual (e.g., luck, God’s will, or someone else’s dispositions or

mood states) as well as causes that are completely internal and unique to an indi-

vidual (e.g., one’s own disposition, abilities, or efforts). Crocker and Major (1989)

focused on only one small subset of attributional possibilities—the distinction

people might make between blaming their outcome on themselves (self-blame) as

compared to blaming it on other’s reactions to their social identity (other-blame).

For example, a woman would experience attributional ambiguity if, when she is

turned down for a job, she wonders whether it was her fault (e.g., due to her lack

of qualifications or her poor interviewing skills) or was due to the interviewer’s

negative attitudes and beliefs about women.

Because we are not privy to the motivations of others, everyone is likely to

experience a certain amount of attributional ambiguity in social interactions.

Discrepancies between felt attitudes and expressed behavior often occur, making

it difficult to discern the motives and intentions of others. Indeed, the true cause of

our social outcomes is often hidden, disguised, or misrepresented (e.g., Kenny &

DePaulo, 1993). Attributional ambiguity is especially likely to be experienced

when one believes that others hold negative attitudes toward one’s group and there

are strong social norms against expressing those negative attitudes (i.e., a climate

of political correctness) (Crocker et al., 1998). In these circumstances, it is likely

that a higher than average degree of uncertainty regarding the causes of one’s

outcomes will be experienced.
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Although everyone may experience attributional ambiguity, Crocker and Major

(1989; Major & Crocker, 1993) hypothesized that attributional ambiguity is more

likely to be experienced by members of chronically stigmatized (lower status)

groups than by nonstigmatized (higher status) groups. Negative stereotypes about

and prejudicial attitudes toward members of chronically stigmatized groups are

well known and widespread relative to negative stereotypes about and prejudicial

attitudes toward high-status groups. The norm of “political correctness” often is

not applied to the expression of negative attitudes toward members of higher status

groups. Indeed, an identical negative act is less likely to be labeled as prejudice

if the perpetrator is a member of a subordinate group and the target is a mem-

ber of a dominant group member than if the roles are reversed (Inman & Baron,

1996). Although these social conditions set the stage for attributional ambigu-

ity to be experienced to a greater degree by members of chronically stigmatized

groups, awareness that others view one’s social group negatively is not restricted to

these groups. Research on metastereotypes indicates that members of higher status

groups are aware that lower status groups sometimes hold negative stereotypes of

them (Vorauer & Kumhyr, 2001), thus they too may experience attributional ambi-

guity. This will be more likely if metastereotypes are salient or the members of the

lower status group have more power in the specific situation. Because members

of stigmatized groups are less frequently in positions of power over members of

nonstigmatized groups than vice versa, however, attributional ambiguity may be

experienced relatively rarely by the nonstigmatized.

Uncertainty, the defining feature of attributional ambiguity, is not a benign psy-

chological state. On the contrary, uncertainty is often highly distressing. Van den

Bos and Lind (2002), for example, argue that individuals “have a fundamental

need to feel certain about their world and their place within it and that too much

uncertainty threatens the meaning of existence.” Because uncertainty threatens fun-

damental beliefs about predictability and control (e.g, Langer, 1975; Thibaut &

Walker, 1975), uncertainty is an aversive experience, especially when it is present

in areas that are central to one’s self-concept. The uncertainty inherent in attri-

butionally ambiguous circumstances can make it difficult for the stigmatized to

make accurate assessments of key aspects of self-worth (such as one’s abilities);

therefore determining appropriate goals can become a perplexing task (Crocker

& Major, 1989). Attributional ambiguity also consumes cognitive resources. The

stigmatized may allot a disproportionate amount of mental energy to impression

management (e.g., Saenz, 1994), monitoring interactions with and the behavior of

the nonstigmatized (e,g., Frable, Blackstone, & Scherbaum, 1990), and/or seeking

diagnostic information from the nonstigmatized (e.g., Weary & Jacobson, 1997).

Thus, attributional ambiguity poses a potential threat to psychological well-being

in a variety of ways.

Despite its many costs for the stigmatized, Crocker and Major (1989) proposed

the counterintuitive hypothesis that attributional ambiguity may also provide the
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stigmatized with a means of self-esteem protection (see also Dion, 1975; Dion

& Earn, 1975). Specifically, Crocker and Major (1989; Major & Crocker, 1993)

hypothesized that when interacting with the nonstigmatized, the stigmatized have

an extra attributional option to explain their outcomes—prejudice against their

group. According to Kelley’s (1972) discounting principle, the role of a given cause

in producing a given effect is discounted if other plausible causes are present. Thus,

the availability of prejudice as a plausible alternative cause of negative outcomes

should allow the stigmatized to discount their own role in producing negative

outcomes. Crocker and Major (1989) further hypothesized that because prejudice

against one’s group is an external attribution, attributing negative outcomes to

prejudice should protect affect and self-esteem relative to making attributions to

“internal, stable, and global causes such as lack of ability” (p. 613). This hypothesis

is based on theoretical models of emotion that posit that attributing negative events

to causes external to the self protects self-esteem, whereas attributing negative

outcomes to causes internal to the self, such as one’s lack of deservingness, leads

to low self-esteem (e.g., Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Weiner, 1985).

Based on the above analysis, Crocker and Major (1989) ventured two ancillary

hypotheses. First, they speculated, “People who believe that they personally are

frequent victims of discrimination should be particularly likely to attribute negative

outcomes or performance feedback to prejudice or discrimination against their

group and hence, may have high self-esteem” (p. 621). Second, they speculated,

“overt prejudice or discrimination should be less damaging to the self-esteem of its

targets than is prejudice or discrimination that is disguised or hidden behind a cloak

of fairness” (p. 621). Crocker and Major (1989) reasoned that when one is faced

with blatant prejudice or discrimination, it is clear that the proper attribution for

negative outcomes is prejudice. However, in cases of disguised or subtle prejudice,

it may be unclear whether discrimination is the cause.

Since the early 1990s, researchers have tested, extended, refined, and challenged

these hypotheses. The hypothesis that the stigmatized make attributions to prej-

udice or discrimination in attributionally ambiguous circumstances has proved

controversial (Ruggiero & Taylor, 1995). So too has the hypothesis that attribu-

tions to prejudice can protect self-esteem (Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-a).

Contradictory claims abound, and empirical evidence is inconsistent at best. Some

of the confusion is due to misinterpretations of Crocker and Major’s (1989) pre-

dictions. Contrary to the claims of some (e.g., Ruggiero & Taylor, 1995), Crocker

and Major (1989) did not propose that individuals are eager to see themselves as

victims of prejudice and discrimination. Contrary to the claims of others (e.g.,

Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-a), they did not claim that it feels good to be a

target of prejudice or that attributing one’s outcomes to prejudice and discrimi-

nation would come without costs. Nor did they claim that it would feel better to

blame negative outcomes on discrimination than on other external causes (Schmitt

& Branscombe, in press-b). Rather, they hypothesized that the psychological costs
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of blaming negative outcomes on others’ prejudice toward one group would be less

than blaming those same outcomes on internal, stable, and global aspects of self

(e.g., one’s character, ability, personality, and other indicators of a lack of personal

deservingness).

We2 believe that some of the confusion is also due to a failure to differentiate

among closely related but distinct constructs. In particular, researchers often do not

distinguish adequately between the psychological implications of a target being

exposed to prejudicial or discriminatory events, perceiving that he or she is a

pervasive victim of prejudice or discrimination, and attributing specific negative

events to discrimination. According to our stress and coping framework, exposure

to prejudicial or discriminatory events is a stressor. Perceiving oneself as a victim

of prejudice or discrimination is a primary appraisal of threat. And attributing

specific negative events to discrimination is a coping strategy. The tendency of some

scholars to equate retrospective self-reports of victimization due to discrimination

against self or group with attributing specific negative events to discrimination

has been particularly problematic (e.g., Branscombe et al., 1999). We elaborate

on these issues more under Psychological Consequences of Attributing Outcomes

to Discrimination. In the following section, we focus on defining and clarifying

the concept of attributions to discrimination.

B. THEORETICAL REFINEMENTS

Surprisingly, despite the burgeoning research on attributions to discrimination,

little work has attempted to define this concept precisely. Most researchers define

attributions to discrimination operationally (e.g., “To what extent do you believe

your rejection was due to discrimination?”) but not theoretically. Crocker and

Major’s (1989; Crocker et al., 1991; Major & Crocker, 1993) hypothesis that

attributions to prejudice could have self-esteem protective effects was based on

two assumptions: (1) an attribution to discrimination has an external component

because the source of discrimination is another’s prejudicial attitudes and (2) the

presence of a plausible external cause for an effect leads to discounting of inter-

nal causes for that effect (the discounting principle). Recent theory and research

suggest that several refinements to these assumptions are warranted.

1. Attributions to Discrimination Are More Than Attributions

to Social Identity

In a refinement of their perspective, Crocker and Major (1994) observed that it

is important to distinguish between attributing outcomes to one’s social identity

(e.g., one’s weight) and attributing outcomes to prejudice based on one’s social

2 The first-person pronoun “we” is used here to refer to the authors of the current chapter.
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identity. Attributing treatment to one’s social identity does not necessarily carry

with it the assumption of injustice, or moral wrongdoing, that attributing treatment

to prejudice does. Indeed, some members of stigmatized groups may perceive that

their treatment is due to others’ reactions to their social identity but may perceive

this treatment as legitimate. Consequently, they do not blame it on prejudice. This

may occur, for example, if the target assumes that differential treatment reflects

real group differences in abilities, qualifications, or other “inputs” or if the target

perceives a stigma to be under their personal control (see Crocker & Major, 1994).

For example, a woman in the military may perceive that she is excluded from

combat duty because she is a woman, but believe that this is a legitimate reason

for her exclusion. This pattern was observed in a study of overweight women who

were rejected as a partner by a male who knew their weight (Crocker, Cornwell, &

Major, 1993). These overweight women attributed their rejection to their weight,

but did not blame it on the male’s prejudice. Crocker et al. (1993) hypothesized that

this occurred because weight is perceived as controllable and hence a legitimate

reason for rejection.

According to our framework, an attribution to discrimination is a judgment with

two components: (1) the individual (or group) was treated unjustly and (2) the treat-

ment was based on social identity/group membership. Should either component

of this judgment be absent, discrimination will not be perceived to be responsible

for the outcome. As shown in Table I, individuals who are negatively treated can

feel that their treatment was based on aspects of their personal identity and was

just (e.g., “I did not get the job because I was not the most qualified”) or was based

on their personal identity and was unjust (e.g., “I did not get the job because I am

not well connected”). Neither of these explanations constitutes an attribution to

TABLE I

ATTRIBUTIONS VARYING ALONG JUST–UNJUST AND PERSONAL

IDENTITY–SOCIAL IDENTITY DIMENSIONS

Personal identity Social identity

SELF-BLAME GROUP-BLAME

Just

“I didn’t get the job “I didn’t get the job

because I was not because my group is not as

the most qualified.” qualified as other groups.”

OTHER-BLAME DISCRIMINATION

Unjust

“I didn’t get the job “I didn’t get the job

because I am not because of prejudice

well-connected.” against my group.”
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discrimination according to our definition; both lack the judgment that one’s mem-

bership in a social group was responsible for one’s treatment. Individuals can also

feel that that their social identity was responsible for their negative treatment but

that this was just (e.g., “I did not get the job because members of my group are

not as qualified, smart, hardworking, etc., as members of other groups”). This is

also not an attribution to discrimination according to our framework, but rather is

a perception of justifiable differential treatment.

2. Attributions to Discrimination Involve Attributions of Blame

Crocker and Major (1994) recognized that an attribution to discrimination

involves the perception of injustice or moral wrongdoing on the part of another,

but did not distinguish among the concepts of attributions to causality, responsi-

bility, and blame. Although some scholars argue that most respondents use these

terms interchangeably (Tennen & Affleck, 1990), others argue that these concepts

should be differentiated theoretically (Fincham & Shultz, 1981; Shaver, 1985;

Weiner, 1995).

For example, Weiner (1995) argued that judgments of causality and of responsi-

bility should be differentiated. He assumed that individuals focus initially on causal

understanding and then shift to a consideration of the responsibility of the person.

Inferences of responsibility require the perception of personal causality (human

involvement) as well as the perception of internal and controllable causality. Thus,

holding a person responsible for an outcome is not the same as attributing the out-

come to the person. According to Weiner’s analysis, responsibility refers to a judg-

ment made about a person—he or she “should” or “ought to have” done otherwise.

Even if the cause of an adverse event is located within the person and that cause is

controllable by the individual, it is still possible that a judgment of responsibility

will not be rendered if there are mitigating circumstances that negate moral respon-

sibility. Weiner argued that responsibility is the critical determinant of emotion. He

asserted that blame is a blended concept—a cognition similar to responsibility, as

well as an affect akin to anger. Weiner noted, however, that when making judgments

about negative events, blame is often used interchangeably with responsibility (e.g.,

“He is responsible for our failure” and “He is to blame for our failure”).

It may be important, however, to distinguish between the concepts of responsi-

bility and blame. Shaver (1985), for example, argued for a stage model of blame

attribution. After experiencing a negative outcome, a person first makes an attri-

bution of causality (determines the antecedent(s) sufficient for the occurrence of

the outcome). Under some specific circumstances, an attribution of responsibility

to another person (or the self) is made. An attribution of responsibility involves

the determination that the outcome was under the control of the other person

(or the self) or was intended. Attributions of responsibility may give rise to an

attribution of blame if the perceiver does not accept the validity of the offending
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person’s justification or excuse for their behavior. Thus, attributions of blame are

made when someone is held responsible for unjustifiable behavior. Attributions of

blame can be directed toward others or toward the self.

From the perspective of this literature, Crocker and Major’s attributional am-

biguity analysis is more appropriately described as a theory about the emotional

consequences of attributions of blame than of attributions of causality. Crocker and

Major were concerned less with whether an event was caused by something internal

or external to the person than with the question Who is responsible for this outcome,

me or you? Viewed in this way, an attribution to discrimination involves attribut-

ing responsibility to another whose actions are unjustified. Thus, an attribution to

discrimination, particularly for negative events, is also an attribution of blame.

In sum, an attribution to prejudice is the judgment that unjust attitudes toward

a group (or category) are responsible for an outcome. An attribution to discrim-

ination is the judgment that unjust treatment toward a group (or category) is

responsible for an outcome. Our conceptualization is similar to Aronson, Wilson,

and Akert’s (1999) definition of discrimination as “an unjustified negative or harm-

ful action toward the members of a group, simply because of their membership

in that group” (p. 506). We do not assume, however, that discrimination will only

be invoked as an explanation for negative outcomes (see Moghaddam, 1998). Al-

though we believe that most of the time discrimination is invoked to explain unjust

negative outcomes based on category membership, it is possible that individuals

might recognize that unjust discrimination acting in their favor may be to blame

for a positive outcome.

3. Attributions to Discrimination Are Both Internal and External

Although Crocker and Major (1989) focused on the external component of an

attribution to prejudice or discrimination, attributions to prejudice and discrimina-

tion also have a strong internal component. One’s group membership is an internal

aspect of the self. Therefore, when an attribution to discrimination is made, a part

of the self is implicated. Schmitt and Branscombe (in press-b) demonstrated this

in two studies in which participants were asked to imagine that a professor refused

their request to add a closed class. In the “Everyone Excluded” condition, partic-

ipants learned that the professor honored no one’s request to add the class. In the

“Prejudice” condition, participants learned that the professor let in no members

of their own gender, but let in about 10 members of the other gender. The ex-

tent to which participants saw the rejection as due to something about themselves

(internal causes) and due to something about the professor (external causes) was

assessed. Participants in both studies rated internal causes higher in the Prejudice

condition than the Everyone Excluded condition. This corroborates Schmitt and

Branscombe’s claim that attributions to prejudice have an internal component.

Consistent with Crocker and Major’s (1989) claim that attributions to prejudice

have an external component, however, participants in the first study rated external
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causes just as high in the Prejudice condition as in the Everyone Excluded condi-

tion. In a second study, participants rated externality even higher in the Prejudice

Condition than in the Everyone Excluded condition.

This study illustrates that attributions to prejudice contain both an internal and an

external component. It is important to point out, however, that Crocker and Major

(1989) did not argue that attributions to discrimination are exclusively external.

Rather, they believed that they are more external than attributions to personal

deservingness (i.e., ability, effort). Unfortunately, the above studies by Schmitt and

Branscombe (in press-b) did not include a condition in which participants were

asked to imagine that they were the only person excluded from the course or that

they were excluded for personal reasons (e.g., their presumed lack of intelligence).

To address this issue, Major, Kaiser, and McCoy (2001) conducted two studies that

replicated Schmitt and Branscombe’s (in press-b) procedures but added a third

condition in which participants were asked to imagine that everyone who asked

the professor for add codes received one except for themselves. Participants were

again asked the extent to which the rejection was due to internal or external causes.

In addition, they rated the extent to which the rejection was their own fault (e.g.,

“I am to blame for the professor’s refusal to give me an add code”). Consistent with

Crocker and Major’s reasoning, in both studies, ratings of internality were higher

in the Only You Excluded condition than in the Prejudice condition, although this

difference reached statistical significance only in the second study. In both studies,

rejection in the Everyone Excluded condition was seen as least due to internal

causes. Furthermore, self-blame was significantly higher in the Only You Excluded

condition than in the Prejudice condition in both studies. The Everyone Excluded

condition fell in between. Because rejection in the presence of discrimination leads

to less self-blame than does rejection in its absence, we believe there should be

different emotional consequences associated with blaming negative outcomes on

others’ prejudice versus on one’s own shortcomings. We address this issue later in

this chapter.

4. Discounting Does Not Always Occur

Heider (1958) suggested that explanations of actions commonly involve a trade-

off between causes internal and external to a person. Kelley (1973) elaborated this

into the discounting principle—the idea that when two plausible causes for an

effect are available, people discount one cause. In a recent theoretical review,

McClure (1998) observed that contrary to the discounting principle, internal and

external causes for events are not necessarily inversely related. Because effects

can be multiply determined, both internal and external causes may be seen as

producing a given behavior. Often, increased ratings of the person have no effect

on ratings of the situation and vice versa. McClure (1998) observed that discounting

will be greatest when causes are negatively related to each other, moderate when

causes are independent, and low or absent when causes are positively related. One
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implication of this analysis is that perceiving that another person is prejudiced

against one’s group does not preclude attributing a negative outcome to one’s

own lack of deservingness. Similarly, perceiving that one is poorly qualified for

a position does not preclude attributing one’s rejection to another’s prejudice.

Hence, the emotional consequences of attributing negative outcomes may be less

straightforward than originally assumed.

IV. Perceiving and Attributing Outcomes to Discrimination:

Theoretical Perspectives

To what extent do people who objectively are victims of prejudice and discrim-

ination recognize this fact? Do people in attributionally ambiguous circumstances

blame their negative outcomes on prejudice and discrimination? Although these

questions have been the subject of considerable attention since the early 1990s,

theory and research have yielded conflicting answers. Part of the difficulty in an-

swering these questions definitively lies in the inherent subjectivity of judgments

of discrimination. Feldman-Barrett and Swim (1998) observe that judgments that

one is a victim of discrimination can be conceptualized within a signal detection

framework—judgments of discrimination are subject to correct hits, correct re-

jections, misses, and false alarms. A correct hit occurs when discrimination that

objectively exists in the environment is correctly perceived. A correct rejection oc-

curs when discrimination that does not exist is not perceived. Misses occur when

discrimination that does exist is not perceived to exist. In contrast, false alarms

occur when discrimination that does not exist is perceived to exist. In contrast to

many types of psychophysical judgments, however, there are few objective stan-

dards to indicate when discrimination has indeed occurred. Thus, it can be difficult

to ascertain when failing to acknowledge discrimination is a correct rejection or a

miss or when perceiving discrimination is a correct hit or a false alarm. According

to some authors, individuals who are chronic targets of prejudice are highly sensi-

tive to cues to prejudice in their environment. Thus, if they make a judgment error,

it is likely to be on the side of false alarms. According to others, chronic victims

of prejudice underestimate the extent to which they are targets of prejudice. Thus,

if they make an error of judgment, it is likely to be on the side of misses. In the

following sections we consider the theoretical rationale underlying both of these

perspectives and the empirical evidence in support of each.

A. VIGILANCE PERSPECTIVES

In his landmark volume on prejudice, Gordon Allport (1954/1979, p. 144) pro-

posed, “vigilance and hypersensitiveness are ego defenses of the minority group.”
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He argued that because of their frequent encounters with prejudice, members of

minority groups can become “on guard” and “suspicious” to signs of prejudice in

others and “hypersensitive” to even the smallest of cues indicating prejudice to

defend their egos against anticipated or experienced rejection. Other researchers

suggest that among groups that live in a highly prejudicial environment, such as

African Americans, a “healthy cultural paranoia” or adaptive “cultural mistrust”

may develop (Grier & Cobbs, 1968; Terrell & Terrell, 1981). Others similarly ar-

gue that repeated exposure might engender an adaptive vigilance on the part of the

stigmatized (Feldman-Barrett & Swim, 2000; Kleck & Strenta, 1980; Vorauer &

Ross, 1993; Wright, 1960).

There are cognitive reasons why members of chronically stigmatized groups

might be highly sensitive to cues to prejudice in their environment. According

to signal detection theory, if the past base rate for experiencing prejudice has

been high, the decision criteria for perceiving prejudice may be set low. Previous

experience with prejudice or discrimination can set the stage for members of

stigmatized groups to use a “zero miss” signal detection strategy wherein even

subtle injustice cues in the environment trigger vigilance for discrimination and

increased perceptions of discrimination (Feldman-Barrett & Swim, 1998). The

stigmatized are frequently exposed to overt signs of prejudice and discrimination

against their group and are well aware of the negative stereotypes that others hold

of their group (Crocker et al., 1998). As a result, prejudice and discrimination

are likely to be repeatedly primed and highly accessible constructs for members

of these groups (Inman & Baron, 1996). Consequently, the possibility that one

will be a target of prejudice and discrimination may be activated in attributionally

ambiguous circumstances and shape interpretation of those circumstances (see

Sedikides & Skowronski, 1991, for a review).

Motivational factors may also lead the stigmatized to be vigilant to prejudice.

From a signal detection framework, people will be motivated to be vigilant to

prejudice to the extent that the cost associated with a false alarm is less than the

cost of a miss. When the social environment is very hostile and life threatening, the

costs of not detecting prejudice may be great. Under these circumstances, people

may be motivated to detect prejudice for self-preservation purposes. People also

may be motivated to detect prejudice for psychological reasons. In general, people

are highly motivated to protect and enhance their personal (individual) and social

(collective) self-esteem (Baumeister, 1998; Pyszczynski et al., 1997). Furthermore,

people engage in a wide variety of “self-serving” and “group-serving” strategies

to do so (Crocker & Major, 1989; Rosenberg & Simmons, 1972; Tajfel & Turner,

1986). One mechanism of self-protection is the use of self-serving attributional

biases—attributing negative outcomes to external causes and positive events to

internal causes. This attributional pattern has been shown to protect self-esteem

from negative outcomes (McFarland & Ross, 1982). To the extent that prejudice

is an external attribution, and blaming negative outcomes on prejudice rather than
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on the self allows for maintenance of self-esteem, members of chronically stigma-

tized groups may be motivated to attribute negative outcomes to prejudice. This

motivational perspective is reflected in Allport’s (1954/1979) claim that vigilance

and hypersensitiveness are ego-defense strategies.

Broadly speaking, attributing negative outcomes to discrimination instead of

to the self can be considered a form of excuse making. Excuses are defined as

“self-serving explanations or accounts that aim to reduce personal responsibility

for questionable events, thereby disengaging core components of the self from the

incident” (Schlenker, Pontari, & Christopher, 2001, p. 15). It is important to note

that classifying an attribution to discrimination as an excuse does not imply that

such attributions are not justified or do not have a basis in reality. Although lay

meanings of the term “excuse” often imply an explanation that is inaccurate or

intentionally deceitful, theorists and researchers who study excuse making use the

term to include self-serving explanations that are both true and untrue. Research

has shown that excusing failures can have positive implications for well-being,

especially if they are credible (e.g., if corroborative evidence is provided), do not

result in negative social consequences, and maintain perceptions of control over

future outcomes in the domain (Schlenker et al., 2001; Snyder & Higgins, 1988).

Members of stigmatized groups may also be motivated to make attributions to

prejudice to the extent that they see this attribution as serving instrumental personal

or group goals (Taylor, Wright, & Porter, 1994). Attributions to discrimination and

recognizing disadvantage may act as a lever for change (Singer, 1981). Claims that

one is or has been a target of discrimination may make it possible to negotiate for

better treatment or more favorable outcomes on grounds of equity restoration.

Individuals may seek compensation or redress for past discrimination through

legal means.

B. MINIMIZATION PERSPECTIVES

In contrast to vigilance perspectives, other theoretical perspectives suggest that

members of stigmatized and oppressed groups engage in “positive illusions” and

are likely to miss or minimize the extent to which they personally are victims of

discrimination. In her seminal work on the “denial of disadvantage,” for example,

Crosby (1984) asserted that individuals often fail to perceive the personal relevance

of facts they know to be true of society, and hence deny that they are personally

victims of discrimination, even when they recognize that members of their group

are discriminated against. Political sociologists, philosophers, and psychologists

have long argued that social systems of inequality persist because members of

low-status groups fall prey to “false consciousness”; that is, they fail to recognize

the illegitimacy of the status system and of their own disadvantaged position within

it (Jost, 1995; Lane, 1962; Marx & Engels, 1846/1970).
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There are several cognitive reasons why people might fail to perceive that they

personally are targets of discrimination or fail to attribute negative outcomes to

prejudice even when it is plausible to do so. First, the judgment that one is per-

sonally a victim of discrimination typically involves comparing one’s own inputs

and outcomes with those of others. Because targets of comparison are often fellow

in-group members, people who are systematically disadvantaged on the basis of

group membership often are not aware of the extent to which they are unfairly

treated (Major, 1994). Second, it is difficult to perceive discrimination on a case-

by-case basis because there are many possible explanations for individual variation

in outcomes. Discrimination on the basis of group membership typically becomes

apparent only when data are aggregated across a number of individuals (Crosby,

Clayton, Alksnis, & Hemker, 1986). Third, because many consider it to be so-

cially inappropriate, prejudice and discrimination are often masked or disguised

and hence difficult to detect.

Motivational factors may also lead the stigmatized to underestimate the extent

to which they personally are victims of discrimination or to be reluctant to blame

negative outcomes on discrimination. People are strongly motivated to believe that

their outcomes are under their personal control (Pyszczynski et al., 1997; Janoff-

Bulman, 1989; Langer, 1975; Rotter, 1966). Accepting personal responsibility

for one’s outcomes maintains the belief in control over future outcomes, whereas

blaming others robs the individual of a sense of control over those outcomes.

Blaming outcomes on discrimination further acknowledges that one’s outcomes

are under the control of bigoted and capricious others. Research examining pro-

cesses of adaptation among individuals who have experienced traumatic life events

(e.g., rape, paralysis, death of a child, or terminal illness) suggests that taking

personal responsibility for such events is positively associated with well-being

(Janoff-Bulman & Lang-Gunn, 1988), whereas blaming them on others is nega-

tively associated with well-being (Tennen & Affleck, 1990). Accordingly, targets

of prejudice may be motivated to avoid blaming their negative outcomes on the

prejudice of others because of the potential loss of control such attributions entail.

Individuals are also motivated to perceive the world as a just place where people

get what they deserve and deserve what they get (Lerner & Miller, 1978). Perceiv-

ing oneself as a target of discrimination or blaming outcomes on discrimination

involves acknowledging that the world is unjust and that oneself or one’s group

is a victim of injustice. Because the belief in a just world is positively related to

psychological well-being (Lerner & Miller, 1978; Taylor & Brown, 1988; Tomaka

& Blascovich, 1994), people may be motivated to avoid appraisals and attributions

that threaten that belief. People also show a pervasive tendency to justify existing

status hierarchies and outcome distributions, even when those hierarchies and dis-

tributions are disadvantageous to themselves or their group (e.g., Jost & Banaji,

1994; Kleugel & Smith, 1986; Major, 1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Attributions

to discrimination challenge the justice of the system (Major & Schmader, 2001).
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Thus, members of disadvantaged groups may be motivated to avoid blaming their

negative outcomes on prejudice and discrimination, even when such explanations

are plausible accounts for their treatment (Crosby, 1984; Olson & Hafer, 2001).

Instead, they may be motivated to blame themselves, thereby legitimizing their

own disadvantage.

People may also be motivated to avoid perceiving themselves as victims of dis-

crimination or blaming their outcomes on discrimination for interpersonal reasons

(Crosby, 1984; Kaiser & Miller, 2001; Swim, Cohen, & Hyers, 1998). Psycho-

logical well-being is dependent on inclusion and acceptance by others (Brewer,

1997; Leary, 1990; Williams, 1997). People devalue individuals who deny per-

sonal responsibility for their outcomes, especially in Western cultures (Jellison &

Green, 1981). Hence, because blaming negative outcomes on discrimination can

be viewed as denying responsibility for one’s outcomes, this attributional strategy

may be socially costly. It may lead one to be perceived as hypersensitive, emotional,

and complaining (Feagin & Sikes, 1994; Kaiser & Miller, 2001). Consequently,

people may be motivated to minimize, deny, or ignore prejudice to avoid additional

exclusion and devaluation by others.

V. Perceiving and Making Attributions to Discrimination:

Empirical Evidence

A. EVIDENCE OF SENSITIVITY TO PREJUDICE AMONG

STIGMATIZED TARGETS

Some empirical evidence suggests that members of chronically stigmatized

groups are sensitive to cues of prejudice and discrimination in their environment.

Members of chronically stigmatized groups are more likely than members of non-

stigmatized groups to report on surveys that they are victims of discrimination.

For example, African American and Latino American students are more likely

than European American students to say that they personally, and members of

their group, experienced prejudice on the basis of their ethnicity (Major et al., in

press; Operario & Fiske, 2001). Members of stigmatized groups (women) also

are more likely than members of nonstigmatized groups (men) to label negative

actions committed by a high-status perpetrator against a low-status victim as dis-

crimination (Rodin, Price, Bryson, & Sanchez, 1990). These patterns suggest that

members of stigmatized groups are more sensitive to signs of discrimination than

members of nonstigmatized groups.

There is also evidence that members of chronically stigmatized groups blame

negative outcomes on prejudice and discrimination when it is plausible to do so.

Ken Dion conducted the first studies demonstrating this in the mid-1970s. In one
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study (Dion & Earn, 1975), Jewish men received negative feedback from three

male opponents. Specifically, in a competitive point allocation task, they received

very few tickets from their opponents while they observed the opponents awarding

many tickets to each other. Participants in one condition indicated their religion

(Jewish) to their opponents and learned that all three opponents were Gentiles

(Christian). In the other condition, no mention of religion was made. Just the mere

identification of the male opponents as Christian was sufficient to arouse suspicion

of religious discrimination among the Jewish participants. They rated their oppo-

nents as significantly more prejudiced when religious affiliation was exchanged

than when religious affiliation was unknown. In addition, free-response measures

indicated that the overwhelming majority of Jews who knew that they were inter-

acting with Christian opponents (n = 17 of 24) attributed their poor outcome to

discrimination against Jews, whereas not one of the participants in the condition

where religious affiliation was not mentioned did so. A similar attributional pattern

was observed among women in a second study using the same point allocation

task (Dion, 1975). Women who received few tickets from male opponents were

more likely to suggest that prejudice was a factor than were those who received

few tickets from female opponents. These two groundbreaking studies suggest that

even subtle cues, such as awareness of disparate group memberships, can increase

the likelihood that members of stigmatized groups will attribute negative feedback

to discrimination.

Crocker, Major, and colleagues (Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, & Major, 1991) further

explored the impact of situational cues to prejudice on attributions to discrimina-

tion. In their first experiment, women wrote an essay that they believed another

(male) participant would evaluate. Prior to receiving their evaluation, women ex-

changed an attitude questionnaire with the other participant. In one condition, the

male’s responses indicated that he had liberal attitudes toward women’s roles (i.e.,

he disagreed with statements such as “Women, who are less serious about their

jobs, take jobs away from men with families to support”). In the other condition,

his responses indicated that he held traditional attitudes toward women (i.e., he

agreed with statements such as, “Women should avoid fields like engineering be-

cause they lack mathematical ability”). Women then heard the participant (via

an intercom) evaluate their essay favorably or unfavorably. Women who received

negative feedback were significantly more likely to blame it on discrimination if

they thought the evaluator had traditional attitudes toward women’s roles than if

he had liberal attitudes. When feedback was positive, in contrast, women did not

attribute their feedback to discrimination regardless of the evaluator’s attitudes

toward women.

In a conceptual replication of this experiment (Crocker et al., 1991, Experi-

ment 2) African American and European American participants participated in

a study of “friendship development” with a same-sex European American part-

ner. Participants filled out a self-description form that was supposedly given to
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their partner. For half of the participants, blinds on a one-way mirror were briefly

raised so the partner could see them. For the other half of the participants, the

blinds were down throughout the experiment. Thus, this study manipulated a

very subtle cue—visibility—and thus knowledge of group membership. Partic-

ipants then received either very favorable or very unfavorable interpersonal feed-

back from their partner. Among African Americans, attributions to discrimination

were higher following negative feedback than positive feedback and higher if

they thought the other student could see them (and hence knew their race) than if

they thought he/she could not see them (and hence did not know their race). Not

surprisingly (because their interactions were with a same-race partner), attribu-

tions to discrimination among European students were not affected by feedback or

visibility.

Two recent studies provide additional support for the idea that targets of pre-

judice may be motivated to attribute negative outcomes to prejudice. In one study

(Inman, in press), targets (men and women) received negative feedback under

conditions in which discrimination was not mentioned, was ambiguous, or was

certain and were asked to indicate the extent to which discrimination played a role

in their feedback. Each target was paired with a same-sex or cross-sex observer

who witnessed the feedback (and accompanying information) and also made attri-

butions for the feedback. Targets were more likely than observers to attribute the

feedback to discrimination, as would be expected if attributions to discrimination

serve a self-protective function. This actor–observer difference was larger when

the target and observer were of different genders than when they were of the same

gender and was larger when discrimination was not mentioned than when discrim-

ination was certain. In another study, Gomez and Trierweiler (2001) found that

White women and African Americans reported more frequently being the target of

negative events at work (such as being treated with disrespect by others) if they re-

sponded on a questionnaire labeled “Discrimination” than a questionnaire labeled

“Everyday experiences.” This study suggests that members of chronically stigma-

tized groups are more likely to report being the target of negative treatment if that

treatment is framed in terms of discrimination than if it is not. The above studies

provide empirical support for the claim that members of chronically stigmatized

groups are sensitive to cues to prejudice and will blame their negative outcomes

on prejudice when it is plausible to do so.

B. EVIDENCE OF MINIMIZATION OF PREJUDICE

Other empirical research, in contrast, suggests that members of low status and

stigmatized groups minimize the extent to which they personally are victims of

discrimination and often fail to blame their negative outcomes on discrimination

even when it is highly plausible to do so. Researchers have operationalized the
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construct of minimization in several different ways, leading to some conceptual

confusion in this literature. We briefly review the empirical evidence relevant to

several different types of minimization in the following sections.

1. Minimization of Discrimination Relative to Objective Probabilities

Perhaps the most straightforward definition of minimization is underestimating

the extent to which one is a target of discrimination relative to its true probabil-

ity of occurrence. In signal detection terms, this type of minimization would be

classified as a “miss.” As noted previously, however, unlike other types of psy-

chophysical signals, the judgment of discrimination often lacks a clear objective

standard. Hence, it can be difficult to evaluate whether someone who does not

see him- or herself as a victim of discrimination has made a correct rejection or a

miss.

Ruggiero and Taylor (1995, 1997) created an experimental paradigm to address

this issue. In their paradigm, participants were told explicitly the probability that

members of their group would be discriminated against, and attributions were com-

pared against these “base rates.” Participants in their studies (women and ethnic

minorities) took a test that they believed would be graded by one of eight judges,

all of whom were members of a higher status out-group (e.g., men, in the case of

women participants). After the participants had taken the test, the experimenter

apologetically informed participants that all eight (100%), six (75%), four (50%),

two (25%), or none (0%) of the judges discriminated against members of their

group. All participants then received poor feedback on the test (a “D”), and their

attributions to discrimination and the quality of answers were assessed. Ruggiero

and Taylor (1995, 1997) report the same effect in four studies: participants did not

attribute their failure to discrimination unless they were told that the probability

was virtually certain (100%). There were no mean differences in attributions to

discrimination among participants in the other conditions. For example, women,

Asian, and Black participants who were told that there was a 75% probability

that members of their group would be discriminated against were just as unlikely

to blame their failure on discrimination as those told the probability was 25%.

Thus, Ruggiero and Taylor’s findings contradict Crocker and Major’s (1989) hy-

pothesis that members of stigmatized groups will blame negative outcomes on

discrimination in circumstances where this attribution is plausible.

Ruggiero and Taylor’s (1995, 1997) findings have been widely cited and highly

influential. But there are reasons to interpret them with caution. First, studies using

the same paradigm conducted outside Ruggiero’s laboratory have been unable to

replicate the minimization effect Ruggiero and Taylor reported (e.g., Bougie &

Taylor, 2001; Inman, in press; Kaiser & Miller, 2001; McCoy & Major, 2000).

Kaiser and Miller, 2001, for example, attempted to exactly replicate Ruggiero

and Taylor’s paradigm, using the 0, 50, and 100% probability of discrimination
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conditions.3 In contrast to findings reported by Ruggiero and Taylor, women in-

formed that there was a 50% probability of discrimination were just as likely to

blame their poor grade on discrimination as were women told there was a 100%

probability of discrimination. Inman (in press) observed the same pattern in an-

other attempt to replicate Ruggiero and Taylor’s findings: participants’ attributions

to discrimination were just as high when they were told that the probability of dis-

crimination was 50% as when they were told it was 100%. Both groups also

attributed their feedback more to discrimination than did participants in a control

condition, where discrimination was not mentioned. In addition to these failures to

replicate, there is yet another reason for caution in interpreting findings reported by

Ruggiero. Ruggiero recently retracted four of her papers from publication

(Ruggiero & Major, 2002; Ruggiero & Marx, 2001; Ruggiero, Mitchell, Krieger,

Marx, & Lorenzo, in press; Ruggiero, Steele, Hwang, & Marx, 2001), admitting

that the data in those articles were invalid and that the responsibility for these in-

valid data lay solely with her. When the failures to replicate the minimization effect

are considered in the context of her admission, it cannot help but raise questions

about the reliability of that effect.

It is important to point out, however, that even in the event that the minimiza-

tion effect reported by Ruggiero and Taylor is not reliable, it does not necessarily

mean that people do not minimize the extent to which they are targets of prejudice

relative to objective probabilities. It is extremely rare for prejudice cues to be as

direct as they were in the Ruggiero and Taylor studies. In everyday life, prejudice

tends to be more disguised and ambiguous, leading to more possibility for misin-

terpretation, minimization, and misses. Vorauer and Kumhyr (2001) demonstrated

this in a study in which low-status Aboriginal participants interacted with White-

Canadian partners classified as either high in prejudice or low in prejudice on

the basis of their scores on a prejudice scale completed earlier. Social interaction

with a highly prejudiced White partner was distressing for Aboriginal targets; they

experienced more affective discomfort and were more self-critical compared to

Aboriginal participants who interacted with a low-prejudice White partner. Impor-

tantly, however, Aboriginal participants who interacted with a highly prejudiced

partner did not perceive that they were targets of prejudice. Participants did not

view high-prejudiced White partners as being more prejudiced than low-prejudiced

White partners, nor did they feel they had been stereotyped more by high-prejudice

than low-prejudice White partners. This study illustrates that being the target of

prejudice can be detrimental to well-being. Further, it suggests that lower status

group members are inclined to personalize the implications of negative behaviors

3Kaiser and Miller (2001) found it necessary to change the wording of the manipulation from the

judges “discriminate against women” to the judges “grade women harder than men” because they found

the suspicion rate with Ruggiero and Taylor’s exact manipulation to be unacceptably high. Bougie and

Taylor (2000) and McCoy and Major (2000) also found the suspicion rate with Ruggiero and Taylor’s

manipulation to be extremely high.
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exhibited by their higher status interaction partners rather than attribute them to

prejudice.

Research on sexual harassment further demonstrates that targets of prejudice

often minimize the extent to which they are discriminated against relative to ob-

jective probabilities. For example, Magley, Hulin, Fitzgerald, and DeNardo (1999)

asked women how frequently within the past 24 months they had experienced a

variety of unwanted sex-related behaviors on the job that objectively qualified as

sexual harassment. The words “sexual harassment,” however, did not appear until

the last question, at which point respondents were asked directly if they had been

sexually harassed. Across three separate samples, a minority of women (41% of

utility employees, 12% of academics, 17% of staff at a university, and 30% of

agribusiness employees) who reported that they had experienced behaviors that

qualify as harassing recognized that they had been “sexually harassed.” This study

provides additional support for the idea that people may minimize the extent to

which they have been a target of prejudice or discrimination relative to its objective

probability of occurrence.

2. Minimization of Discrimination Relative to Internal Causes

Minimization can also be conceptualized as a tendency to attribute negative

outcomes more to internal causes than to discrimination (i.e., to engage in more

self-blame than other-blame). Ruggiero and Taylor (1995) argued that if discrim-

ination were minimized relative to internal factors as a cause of attributionally

ambiguous negative feedback, it would contradict Crocker and Major’s (1989)

attributional ambiguity hypothesis. Crocker and Major, however, did not claim

that members of stigmatized groups facing attributional ambiguity would cease to

blame their outcomes on internal factors. Rather, they asserted that attributions to

discrimination would allow individuals the possibility of discounting the influence

of internal factors in producing poor outcomes. Members of stigmatized groups

might still blame themselves, but perhaps not as much as if discrimination were

not a possible attribution. A general tendency to attribute failure more to internal

factors than discrimination can be viewed as an example of the “fundamental attri-

bution error”—a tendency to insufficiently discount dispositional factors relative

to situational factors (Ross, 1977).

In each of their four studies described above, Ruggiero and Taylor (1995, 1997)

reported that participants blamed failure more on themselves than on discrimina-

tion unless the probability of discrimination was certain (100%). Even participants

told there was a 50 or 75% probability that their judge discriminated against their

group blamed a poor grade more on themselves than on discrimination. This find-

ing too, however, has proved difficult to replicate. Bougie and Taylor (2001) asked

women to take the same test as used by Ruggiero and Taylor and informed them

that there was a 50% probability that a male grader discriminated against members
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of their gender. Women who received negative feedback were more likely to blame

it on discrimination than on the quality of their answers, regardless of whether they

had discussed their feedback with other women. In another attempt at replication,

McCoy and Major (2000) found that women who received a poor grade attributed

it more to discrimination (M = 6.46, on a 10-point scale) than to internal factors

(ability and quality of answers; M = 4.38, p = .06) when they were told that 50%

of male judges were discriminatory. Crocker et al. (1991) also found that African

American students who received poor interpersonal feedback from a White student

who knew their race were more likely to attribute it to discrimination than to their

personality.

In sum, available data provide little support for Ruggiero and Taylor’s (1995,

1997) claim that attributions to discrimination exceed attributions to internal factors

only when discrimination is virtually certain. We suspect, however, that the relative

weighting of internal factors versus discrimination as a cause of outcomes is highly

dependent on the type of evaluative task as well as other situational factors. Stangor,

Swim, Van Allen, and Sechrist (2002), for example, found that White women and

African Americans who made attributions for negative feedback in private or in

the presence of an in-group member saw discrimination as a significantly better

explanation for their feedback than ability and effort. This tendency was reversed,

however, when they made attributions for feedback in the presence of a member

of a higher status outgroup (men, Whites).

3. Minimization of Personal Relative to Group Discrimination

Minimization also has been used to refer to the tendency to perceive less dis-

crimination against oneself personally than against one’s in-group (e.g., Crosby;

1982; Taylor, Wright, Moghaddam, & Lalonde, 1990). When members of disad-

vantaged groups are asked about the extent of discrimination they or their group

experience, they reliably report a higher amount of discrimination directed against

members of their group than against themselves. Crosby (1982, 1984) first discov-

ered this phenomenon in her investigation of working women in Massachusetts.

She found that even though the women in her sample recognized that women as a

group were discriminated against at work, they personally reported experiencing

almost no discrimination on the basis of their gender. This pattern, subsequently

dubbed the “personal/group discrimination discrepancy” by Taylor and his col-

leagues (Taylor et al., 1990) has since been found among men (Kobrynowicz &

Branscombe, 1997) and Whites (Operario & Fiske, 2001), as well as various racial

and economic groups (see Taylor et al., 1994 for a review).

The most widely accepted explanation for this discrepancy has been

motivational—that individuals deny, or at least minimize, personal experiences

with discrimination, even though they seem quite willing to acknowledge group

experiences with discrimination (Crosby, 1984; see Olson & Hafer, 2001, for a
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review of this literature). Recent evidence, however, indicates that the discrep-

ancy is due in part to the failure of questions about personal and group levels of

discrimination to specify a comparison referent. Assessments of personal discrim-

ination are apt to be gauged against in-group targets, whereas assessments of group

discrimination are apt to be gauged against salient out-groups (Major, 1994). A

discrepancy would appear to the extent that between-group comparisons produce

greater disparity than within-group comparisons. Several recent studies found that

when comparison referents are specified, the personal-group discrepancy is greatly

diminished, if not eliminated (Olson & Hafer, 2001; Postmes, Branscombe, Spears,

& Young, 1999).

We concur with others (Postmes et al., 1999) that there is limited utility in exam-

ining the “minimization” of personal relative to group discrimination. Judgments

of personal discrimination and group discrimination are not only based on differ-

ent comparative referents, but also are apt to invoke different motives (Postmes

et al., 1999). Our concern in the current chapter is with the extent to which people

perceive themselves personally as victims of discrimination, the extent to which

they attribute their outcomes to discrimination when it is plausible to do so, and

the consequences of these perceptions and attributions for affect and personal

self-esteem.

4. Minimization of Public Relative to Private Attributions to Discrimination

Yet another conceptualization of minimization is a tendency to minimize attri-

butions to discrimination in public relative to private situations. In two studies,

Stangor et al. (2002) found that attributions to discrimination among members

of low-status groups varied significantly depending on the social context. As dis-

cussed above, African Americans and women who received negative feedback

attributed it significantly less to discrimination when they publicly reported their

attribution in the presence of a member of a high-status group than when they

privately reported their attribution or reported it in the presence of an in-group

member. These two latter conditions did not differ from one another. Attributions

to discrimination by high-status group members, in contrast, were unaffected by

social context.

These results are important for several reasons. First, they suggest that mini-

mization of prejudice by the chronically stigmatized may be due less to a desire to

protect perceptions of control than to avoid negative social consequences. Stangor

et al. (2002) argue that an attribution to discrimination is equally threatening to

perceptions of control “regardless of who knows.” Second, results suggest that

minimization is due to a desire to avoid social consequences from higher status

group members. Members of low-status groups may fear retaliation (Swim &

Hyers, 1999) or being labeled a “complainer” (Kaiser & Miller, 2001) by mem-

bers of high-status groups but may not have such fears with respect to members
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of their own group. Third, these findings suggest that members of high-status

groups are less troubled by the social consequences of claiming prejudice than are

members of low-status groups. Finally, it appears that the presence of an in-group

member does not facilitate attributions to discrimination among the stigmatized

relative to reporting discrimination privately (in contrast to findings reported by

Ruggiero, Taylor, & Lydon, 1997).

VI. A Moderator Approach: Who Makes Attributions to Discrimination

and under What Conditions?

As the above review indicates, there is evidence in support of both vigilance and

minimization perspectives. Rather than arguing that only one of these is correct,

we believe that the more appropriate issues to address are who is most likely to

make attributions to discrimination and under what conditions do attributions to

discrimination occur? From our perspective, personal and situational factors that

increase both the likelihood that outcomes are perceived to be linked to group mem-

bership and believed to be unjust should increase the likelihood that people will

perceive themselves as targets of prejudice and attribute specific negative outcomes

to discrimination. Conversely, factors that inhibit seeing the linkage between out-

comes and group membership or inhibit perceptions of injustice should decrease

the likelihood that people will perceive themselves as victims of discrimination

and/or attribute specific negative events to discrimination. In addition, because

stigmatized versus nonstigmatized group status affects the frequency and severity

of negative life events to which people are exposed (Crocker et al., 1998; Schmitt

& Branscombe, in press-a), group status will also affect the extent to which people

perceive themselves or their group as victims of discrimination. These issues are

addressed in the following section.

A. LINKING OUTCOMES TO GROUP MEMBERSHIP

Discrimination is a group-based phenomenon. Accordingly, the recognition that

discrimination has factored into one’s outcomes is fostered when targets expand

their lens of causality beyond the individual to the group. Cues that increase the

salience of group membership can arise in the social situation, such as when

group membership is made salient by others (e.g., “Mary, can you give us the

women’s view on this?”) or by being a token or solo. Individuals also differ in

chronic beliefs systems related to group membership, such as group identification,

group consciousness, and stigma sensitivity. In the following sections we consider

research that has examined the link between these factors and perceptions of and

attributions to discrimination.
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1. Increasing the Salience of Group Identity in the Situation

Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and self-categori-

zation theory (Turner, 1991; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987)

postulate that one’s behavior at any given moment depends on whether one is

thinking of oneself in personal or group terms. Both theories also hypothesize

that increasing the salience of one’s group membership will change the focus of

interpretations of other’s behavior from the individual to the group level. When

group identity is salient and potentially unjust negative outcomes are received,

discrimination should be a more accessible attribution. Several of the paradigms

used to examine attributions to discrimination used manipulations designed to

increase the salience of group membership. Examples include mentioning the

religion of the participant and opponents (Dion, 1975), mentioning the gender of

participant and opponents (Dion & Earn, 1975), or raising the blinds on a one-way

mirror so that group membership is visible to an evaluator who is a member of a

different group (Crocker et al., 1991, Experiment 2).

Quinton and Major (2001) manipulated identity salience by asking female par-

ticipants to indicate how much each of six adjectives (e.g., aggressive, compassion-

ate, and self-sufficient) described them individually (personal identity salience) or

described women in general (group identity salience) (see Smith, Spears, & Oyen,

1994, for another study using this manipulation). Women subsequently took a test

of problem-solving ability that they believed would be graded by a male graduate

student. While waiting for feedback, half of the participants heard an ambiguous

prejudice cue. Specifically, they overhead another female participant (a confeder-

ate) state, “You know, I have friends who were in this study, and they told me that

the guy doing the evaluating totally grades guys and girls differently.” The other

half of the participants heard the confederate make a neutral comment. All partici-

pants then received negative test feedback and made attributions for that feedback.

Attributions to sex discrimination tended to be higher among women whose group

identity was salient (M = 2.30 on a scale from 0 to 6) than among women whose

personal identity was salient (M = 1.38), although the main effect for identity

salience did not reach statistical significance. Furthermore, as shown in Table II,

attributions to sex discrimination were highest among women who heard an am-

biguous prejudice cue while their group identity was salient and lowest among

women who heard a neutral cue while their personal identity was salient. This pat-

tern suggests that group identity salience may result in greater vigilance for preju-

dice especially when the specter of unfairness has been raised in the social context.

2. Individual Differences in Group Identification

Unlike group identity salience, which is a situation-dependent phenomenon,

group identification is a person-dependent phenomenon. Although many definitions
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TABLE II

ATTRIBUTIONS TO SEX DISCRIMINATION AS A FUNCTION OF

SITUATIONAL CUES TO PREJUDICE AND IDENTITY SALIENCE

(QUINTON & MAJOR, 2001)

Identity salience

Cues to prejudice Personal Group

None 0.93 1.57

Ambiguous 2.11 2.94

Note. Ratings were made on a scale from 0 to 6.

of group identification abound, group identification generally refers to an individ-

ual’s chronic awareness of her or his membership in a social group and her or his

feelings of attachment to the group (Gurin & Townsend, 1986). Group identifica-

tion has also been conceptualized, at least in part, as the centrality or importance of

group membership to self-definition (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous;

Tropp & Wright, 2001). Individuals differ considerably in their level group identi-

fication. Crocker and Major (1989) hypothesized that the more central a group is in

an individual’s self-concept, the greater the likelihood that he or she will interpret

attributionally ambiguous situations in terms of group-based discrimination. In a

similar vein, social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) predicts that increased

identification with the group changes the interpretation of behavior from the in-

dividual to the group level. Hence, in attributionally ambiguous circumstances,

highly identified individuals may be more likely than those low in identification

to interpret outcomes in terms of group membership. Other scholars argue that

group identification strengthens the likelihood that intergroup rather than interper-

sonal comparisons will be made, which in turn increases the likelihood that group

inequalities will be recognized (Gurin & Townsend, 1986; Major, 1994).

Consistent with these predictions, a number of studies report a positive cor-

relation between group identification and perceptions of prejudice among mem-

bers of devalued groups (e.g., Branscombe et al., 1999; Crosby, Pufall, Snyder,

O’Connell, & Whalen, 1989; Dion, 1975; Gurin & Townsend, 1986; Major et al.,

2001; Operario & Fiske, 2001, Study 1; Schmitt, Branscombe, Kobrynowicz,

& Owen, 2002). For example, group identification is positively correlated with

attributions to discrimination for hypothetical negative events among women

(Schmitt et al., 2002) and African Americans (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey,

1999); perceptions of personal and group discrimination among lesbian career

women (Crosby et al., 1989); feelings of collective discontent with women’s social

power and perceptions that women’s status is illegitimate among a national sam-

ple of American women (Gurin & Townsend, 1986); and perceptions of personal

discrimination (r = .43), group discrimination (r = .55), and attributions to
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discrimination across a variety of hypothetical negative situations (r = .51,

ps < .01) among Latino American students (Major, Eccleston, Quinton, &

McCoy, 2001).

The correlational nature of all of the above studies, however, makes it impossible

to discern the causal direction of this relationship. Branscombe and colleagues

(Branscombe et al., 1999; Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-a) argue that increased

group identification is an outcome, rather than an antecedent, of perceptions of

prejudice (see also Dion & Earn, 1975; Gurin & Townsend, 1986). We address this

issue in more detail under Psychological Consequences of Attributing Outcomes

to Discrimination. Although we agree that group identification may increase in

response to perceived discrimination against one’s group, we also believe that

the reverse direction occurs—group identification influences the way in which

ambiguous circumstances are construed.

A recent study illustrates that individual differences in group identification

interact with situational cues to affect attributions to discrimination (Major,

Quinton, & Schmader, 2001). According to Snyder and Ickes (1985), when situa-

tional cues are “strong,” they are likely to overwhelm the influence of individual

differences on behavior. In contrast, when situational cues are “weak,” individual

differences are more likely to influence cognition, affect, and behavior. On the

basis of this reasoning, Major et al. (2001) predicted that women high in gender

identification would be more likely than those low in gender identification to make

attributions to gender-based discrimination in situations in which cues to prejudice

were ambiguous (a “weak” situation), but would not be more likely to do so in

situations where prejudice cues were either absent or overt (“strong” situations).

Major and colleagues (2001) also predicted that regardless of their level of group

identification, women would be unlikely to attribute negative feedback to prejudice

in the absence of situational cues justifying such an attribution. This prediction was

based on the idea that people are motivated to perceive themselves as fairly treated

(Jost & Major, 2001; Lerner, 1980; Tyler, 1990), to maintain a sense of personal

control over their outcomes (Langer, 1975), and to avoid social costs associated

with claiming that one is a victim of discrimination (Kaiser & Miller, 2001).

Major et al. also predicted that, regardless of their level of group identification,

women would be highly likely to attribute negative feedback to prejudice when

situational cues to prejudice were overt. This prediction was based on the idea that

people are motivated to feel good about themselves and often make self-serving

attributions. Thus, when the situation provides strong justification for making an

external attribution to prejudice, people will take advantage of it, regardless of

their level of group identification.

To test these predictions, women (pretested for gender identification) partici-

pated in an experiment in four-person groups that included two female participants,

one female confederate, and one male confederate. They were told that they would

be taking a creativity test and that a male graduate student would grade the tests
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and select one of the participants to be the “team leader” on a second task. The

prejudice cue manipulation was introduced while participants were waiting for

their tests to be scored. While the experimenter was out of the room, participants

heard another female participant (the confederate) make one of three statements. In

the no prejudice cue condition, she stated, “I hope the experiment doesn’t last long

because I have an appointment across campus.” In the ambiguous cue condition,

she stated, “You know, I have friends who were in this study, and they told me

that the guy doing the evaluating totally grades guys and girls differently.” In the

blatant cue condition, she stated: “You know, I have friends who were in this study

and they told me that the guy doing the evaluating is totally prejudiced. He never

picks a girl to be team leader—he always picks a guy.” Women in all conditions

then received a low score on the creativity test and were told that they were not

selected to be team leader. In the blatant prejudice cue condition, they also heard

the experimenter tell the male confederate that he was selected as the team leader.

In the other two conditions, the identity (and gender) of the team leader was not

revealed.

The extent to which women attributed negative feedback to sex discrimination

depended on both characteristics of the situation and of the individual. Attributions

to discrimination increased as situational cues made prejudice a more plausible

explanation for negative feedback. Regardless of level of gender identification,

women were unlikely to blame negative feedback on discrimination in the absence

of prejudice cues and were significantly (more) likely to do so in the presence

of blatant prejudice cues. There were no effects of gender identification in these

two conditions, consistent with Snyder and Ickes’ (1985) contention that “strong”

situations overwhelm individual differences. In the attributionally ambiguous con-

dition, however, women who were highly gender identified were significantly more

likely to blame a negative evaluation on sex discrimination than were women who

were not highly gender identified. Further, highly identified women were just as

likely to attribute negative feedback to sex discrimination in the ambiguous cue

condition as they were in the blatant cue condition. In contrast, for low identified

women, attributions to sex discrimination increased in a stepwise fashion as sit-

uational cues became clearer. These findings are supportive of claims that higher

group identification results in greater vigilance for discrimination (e.g., Gurin,

1985; Major, 1994). This study clarifies, however, that group identification does

not result in greater vigilance in all situations, but only in attributionally ambiguous

situations.

Women did not deny discrimination as a potential cause of their outcomes when

cues to prejudice were ambiguous. Collapsing across gender identity, mean levels

of attributions to discrimination in the ambiguous condition were centered at the

midpoint of the scale and were significantly higher than attributions to ability.

Attributions to ability were unaffected by situational cues. This null finding may

be unique to the type of negative event students experienced in these studies (a poor
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test grade). It may be difficult for students to discount the possibility that effort or

ability could have affected their grade on a test even in the face of strong situational

cues suggesting otherwise. This finding suggests that when people recognize that

discrimination may have been a causal factor in their outcomes, they can also

believe that their ability or effort was a causal factor, which is consistent with

McClure’s (1998) observation that insufficient discounting of internal causes is

common.

Research by Operario and Fiske (2001, Study 2) also suggests that level of

group identification affects attributions to discrimination, particularly when sit-

uational cues to prejudice are ambiguous. Operario and Fiske recruited ethnic

minority participants (Asian Americans, African Americans, and Latino Amer-

icans) who were high or low in ethnic identification to participate in a study

of “interpersonal interactions.” Half of the participants learned that their partner

(a White female confederate) had antidiversity attitudes (e.g., she was “uncom-

fortable around different types of people”), whereas the other half learned that

their partner had seemingly prodiversity attitudes (e.g., she “enjoyed being around

so many different types of people”). All participants then interacted briefly with

a partner who behaved nonverbally in a very unfriendly way. For example, she

moved her chair to sit farther away from the participant, turned away from the

participant, did not establish eye contact or engage in conversation, and finally

left the room after 30 seconds and never returned. Thus, for half of the partici-

pants the confederate’s behavior meshed with her antidiversity attitudes; for the

other half, her behavior was inconsistent with her tolerant attitudes and thus was

attributionally ambiguous. Participants subsequently rated the extent to which they

thought the partner was prejudiced and that her behavior was due to their race.

Prejudice ratings and attributions to race were higher in the blatant cue condi-

tion than in the ambiguous cue condition. In addition, participants high in ethnic

identification were more likely than those low in ethnic identification to rate the

partner as prejudiced and blame her behavior on their race. This difference as a

function of identification was strongest when cues to prejudice were ambiguous

(i.e., when attitudes and behavior did not mesh). Thus, both this study and the study

by Major et al. (2001) illustrate that group identification influences attributions to

discrimination, particularly when the prejudice “signal” is ambiguous.

3. Group Consciousness

Another individual difference factor likely to moderate perceptions of discrim-

ination is group consciousness. Group consciousness is a “blended” concept that

incorporates aspects of group identification as well as elements of perceived injus-

tice directed against the group, collective discontent, and the belief in the efficacy

of collective action for positive change (Gurin, 1985; Gurin & Townsend, 1986).

Group consciousness is sometimes referred to as “politicized group identification”
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(Gurin, Miller, & Gurin, 1980). For groups whose sense of group identification

is strongly tied to a political consciousness (e.g., African Americans), the cog-

nitions and emotions that encompass group identification are likely to overlap

considerably with those that make up group consciousness. For other groups (e.g.,

women), however, a sense of group identification may be largely independent of

a sense of group consciousness. For example, only 12% of the women in a large

university sample who highly identified as “women” were also highly identified

as “feminist”; in contrast, all who highly identified as “feminist” were also highly

identified as “women” (Henderson-King & Stewart, 1994).

Because group consciousness combines the elements of group identification

with elements of injustice and collective efficacy, one would expect that the higher

individuals are in group consciousness, the more likely they would be to perceive

themselves as targets of both personal and group discrimination and to attribute

attributionally ambiguous negative outcomes to discrimination. This prediction

stems from the increased cognitive accessibility of potential discrimination that is

likely to be present more among high- than low-group-conscious individuals. As

well, those high in group consciousness may focus more on the benefits to the group

of blaming outcomes on discrimination, such as the potential for social change,

than on the individual social costs. We are aware of only two studies that have

assessed the link between group consciousness and perceptions of discrimination.

In a sample of 696 university women, Major et al. (2001) found significant posi-

tive correlations between feminist self-labeling (a measure of group consciousness

among women) and perceptions of personal discrimination (r = .29) and discrim-

ination against women (r = .25, ps < .001). Swim, Hyers, Cohen, and Ferguson

(2001) observed a positive correlation between feminist beliefs (e.g., “I believe

this society is still completely patriarchal—it is deliberately designed to preserve

men’s privileged access to power and keep women subservient and oppressed”)

and the number of sexist events women reported experiencing over a 7-day period

(r = .39, p < .01).

Although studies investigating group consciousness and perceptions of discrim-

ination are few, several studies report a link between group consciousness and en-

dorsement of collective action on behalf of one’s group. These studies are relevant

to the current discussion because intention to engage in collective action is one

consequent of perceiving discrimination against the group (Simon et al., 1998).

Feminist beliefs, for example, were positively related to women’s rights activism

both in samples of college-educated women at midlife (β = .41) and female ac-

tivists of varying age (β = .25, ps < .05) (Duncan, 1999). Among the older peo-

ple, group consciousness (identification with the “Gray Panthers” activist group)

and identification with “older people” in general positively related to willingness

to participate in collective action on behalf of older people (Simon et al., 1998).

When both group identification and group consciousness were considered simulta-

neously as predictors of intended collective action, however, group consciousness
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emerged as a significant predictor (β = .24, p < .05), whereas identification with

the group “older people” did not (β = .02, ns). Likewise, among gay men, both

identification with “gay people” and identification with the “gay movement”

(a measure of group consciousness) were significant predictors of willingness

to participate in collective action on behalf of gays. Only identification with the

gay movement, however, emerged as an independent predictor of willingness to

participate in collective action (Simon et al., 1998). All in all, the finding that group

consciousness is a better predictor of intention to engage in collective action than

group identification is not surprising, given that group consciousness incorporates

elements of perceived injustice against the group, whereas group identification

does not.

4. Sensitivity to Stigmatization

Recently, scholars have focused more specifically on individual differences in

sensitivity to stigmatization or discrimination—the extent to which individuals

expect that others will stereotype them and/or discriminate against them on the

basis of their stigma (or group membership). Stigma sensitivity differs from group

identification because it is not concerned with attachment to the group. Stigma

sensitivity also differs from group consciousness because it is not concerned with

respondents’ political stance regarding the position of their group. An example

of a measure of stigma sensitivity is the “stigma consciousness” scale developed

by Pinel (1999). A sample item of the stigma consciousness scale for women is

“When interacting with men I feel like they interpret all my behaviors in terms of

the fact that I am a woman.” Across a variety stigmatized groups, including African

Americans, Latino Americans, Asian Americans, and women, stigma conscious-

ness is strongly and positively correlated with perceived personal discrimination

and perceived group discrimination (rs range from .28 to .77, ps < .05). Stigma

consciousness is also related to increased distrust of others in general (rs range

from −.17 to −.44, ps < .05; Pinel, 1999).

A related construct is “sensitivity to sexism” (Stangor, Sechrist, & Swim, 2001).

Stangor et al. (2001) developed a sensitivity to sexism scale that assesses the extent

to which a woman: (a) believes that she and other women frequently encounter

discrimination (e.g., “How often do people discriminate against you/other women

on the basis of your gender?”) and (b) indicates concern about its incidence (e.g.,

“How much does the gender discrimination you/other women experience bother

you?”). Stangor et al. demonstrated that individual differences on this measure

shape perceptions of gender-related events. They asked women to view 24 news-

paper headlines as part of a study on “reactions to the media.” Participants subse-

quently were asked to estimate how many of the headlines dealt with sexism (in

actuality, 6 of 24 dealt with sexism). Women who were high in sensitivity to sex-

ism (assessed prior to the experiment) estimated that they had seen a significantly
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greater number of headlines related to sexism (M = 8.36) than did women who

were low (M = 5.72) or medium in sensitivity (M = 5.86), ps < .05. Further,

women who were high in sensitivity to sexism significantly overestimated the true

incidence of sexist-related material that they were shown, whereas women who

were low or medium in sensitivity correctly judged (did not over- or underestimate)

the same information.

Drawing from theory and research on rejection sensitivity in close relation-

ships (e.g., Downey & Feldman, 1996), Mendoza-Denton, Purdie, Downey, and

Davis (2001) recently developed an individual difference measure of “race-based

rejection sensitivity.” They define race-based rejection sensitivity as a personal

dynamic whereby individuals anxiously expect, readily perceive, and intensely

react to rejection that has a possibility of being due to race. Participants read

several imaginary scenarios (e.g., “Imagine that you have just finished shopping,

and you are leaving the store carrying several bags. It’s closing time, and several

people are filing out of the store at once. Suddenly, the alarm begins to sound,

and a security guard comes over to investigate.”), are asked how much concern

they have that a negative outcome in each scenario would be due to their race

(e.g., “How concerned or anxious would you be that the guard might stop you

because of your race ethnicity?”), and indicate the likelihood that a negative out-

come would be due to their race (e.g., “I would expect that the guard might stop

me because of my race/ethnicity”). In a diary study following African American

students for their first 3 weeks at a White university, Mendoza-Denton et al. found

that race-based rejection sensitivity predicted the tendency to feel less belonging at

the university and greater negativity toward both peers and professors (ps < .05).

In addition, race-based rejection sensitivity was positively related to the frequency

of reporting a negative race-related experience (e.g., feeling excluded, insulted,

or receiving poor service because of one’s race). Taken together, research on the

above three stigma sensitivity measures clearly indicates that people differ in their

propensity to perceive discrimination and, we would argue, in their propensity

to blame specific negative outcomes on discrimination, especially in ambiguous

situations.

5. Summary

Targets of prejudice are more likely to perceive and make attributions to discrim-

ination the stronger the link between negative outcomes and group membership.

Situational cues may make group membership more or less accessible. Individuals

also differ in their chronic accessibility of group membership. The likelihood of

perceiving discrimination is enhanced the higher members of stigmatized groups

are in group identification, group consciousness, and stigma sensitivity. Individ-

ual differences interact with situational ambiguity to influence perceptions of and

attributions to discrimination.
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B. PERCEIVING OUTCOMES AS UNJUST

Recall that an attribution to discrimination is a judgment with two components:

(1) treatment is linked to social identity/group membership and (2) treatment is

unfair. Should either component of this judgment be absent, the outcome will not

be blamed on discrimination. Thus, it is possible for individuals to recognize that

their social identity was responsible for their negative treatment but not see this as

unfair (e.g., “I did not get the job because members of my group are not as qualified,

smart, hardworking, etc., as members of other groups”). This is a perception of

justifiable differential treatment.

When making judgments of whether one has been treated fairly or unfairly, indi-

viduals assess whether their treatment conforms to salient and applicable norms of

distributive fairness (e.g., equity, equality, and need) and procedural fairness (e.g.,

voice, lack of bias, and respect). According to the equity rule of justice, outcomes

are seen as distributively unjust when one’s own ratio of inputs to outcomes is

not equal to the input/outcome ratio of comparable others (Adams, 1965). Thus,

individuals may judge a negative outcome as fair if they believe their inputs were

somehow inadequate (e.g., if they believe that they did not work hard enough or

did not perform well at a task), but unfair if they believe that their inputs were

satisfactory or superior (e.g., if they believe they worked hard or performed well).

Procedural justice is called into question when the procedures utilized in allocat-

ing outcomes are seen as biased, prejudiced, applied inconsistently, or based on

a limited amount of information (Leventhal, 1976; Lind & Tyler, 1988). People

may believe that negative outcomes are fair, for example, if they are given an op-

portunity to voice their concerns, but unfair if they were treated with disrespect

(e.g., Tyler & Lind, 1992). Situational, personal, and structural factors can increase

perception of injustice associated with group membership and hence moderate the

likelihood that an individual will attribute negative outcomes to discrimination.

1. Situational Cues to Injustice

Situational factors that increase the perception that treatment associated with

group membership is unfair should increase the extent to which individuals will

attribute their outcomes to discrimination. Many of the experimental investiga-

tions of attributions to discrimination involve situational manipulations of cues to

injustice. According to a signal detection framework (Feldman-Barrett & Swim,

1998), as the “intensity” or clarity of the injustice signal increases in the situation,

sensitivity to detecting discrimination should likewise increase. Most studies pro-

vide support for this idea. For example, Crocker et al. (1991, Study 1) and Operario

and Fiske (2001, Study 2) manipulated whether an evaluator or interaction partner

held attitudes that were biased against one’s group. Attributions to discrimination

were more likely when the evaluator held biased rather than nonbiased attitudes.
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Major et al. (2001) manipulated whether participants overheard rumors that the

evaluator treated men and women differently or was prejudiced and found that

attributions to discrimination increased as the situational cues became clearer. In

contrast to findings of Ruggiero and Taylor (1995, 1997), these studies indicate

that contextual cues are an important determinant of attributions to discrimination.

Situational cues that suggest that group boundaries are permeable are also likely

to affect attributions to discrimination. Situational cues that introduce even a hint

of permeability decrease the likelihood that people will endorse using collective

action to improve their situation (Wright, 2001). Wright, Taylor, and Moghaddam

(1990), for example, demonstrated that even when access to a higher status group is

virtually impermeable (only 2% of low-status group members are allowed access),

disadvantaged group members prefer individual mobility strategies over attempts at

collective social change. Permeability of group boundaries serves as a legitimizing

cue, hindering the likelihood that discrimination will be perceived (see Major &

Schmader, 2001).

2. Individual Differences in Justice-Related Beliefs

Individuals also differ in the extent to which they endorse belief systems that

bias them to see the world as just or unjust and their outcomes as deserved or

undeserved (e.g., Katz & Hass, 1988; Rubin & Peplau, 1975). Like contextual

(il-)legitimacy cues, these individual differences are important determinants of

perceptions of and attributions to discrimination. Scholars have long argued that

one way members of high-status groups maintain the social order is by encour-

aging members of lower status groups to endorse “legitimizing ideologies” that

foster “false consciousness” (e.g., Jost, 1995; Jost & Major, 2001; Lane, 1962;

Marx & Engels, 1846/1970; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Legitimizing ideologies

are consensually shared attitudes, beliefs, and values that justify hierarchical and

unequal relationships among groups in society (Sidanius & Pratto, 1993). Exam-

ples include the belief in a just world (Lerner, 1980), personal causation (Nisbett

& Ross, 1980), personal control (Langer, 1975), a meritocratic society (Sidanius

& Pratto, 1999), individual mobility (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), and the Protestant

work ethic (Mirels & Garrett, 1971). By centering causality within the individual

or group, legitimizing ideologies encourage the perception that an individual’s

or group’s status is deserved. They lead the disadvantaged to blame themselves,

rather than others, for their situation, contribute to the failure of the disadvantaged

to see their position as unfair, and preserve the status quo (Jost & Major, 2001).

A particularly important legitimizing ideology is the belief in personal control.

The belief that people have control over their outcomes implies that they are

responsible for them (Weiner, 1995). Some stigmatizing attributes, such as obesity

and poverty, are seen as more controllable and changeable than other stigmatizing

attributes, such as gender and ethnicity. People who possess controllable stigmas
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are judged as more responsible and blameworthy and are more likely to be targets of

anger than those who have less controllable stigmas (Weiner, 1995; Weiner, Perry,

& Magnusson, 1988). Discrimination against those who suffer from controllable

stigmas (e.g., weight) is often viewed as justified (Rodin et al., 1989). This is true

even among those who bear the stigma (Crandall, 1994). Crocker et al. (1993) found

that compared to standard-weight women, overweight women were significantly

more likely to attribute interpersonal rejection by a male partner to their weight,

but were not more likely to attribute their rejection to their partner’s concern

with appearance or his personality. Crocker and Major (1994) argued that because

weight is viewed as controllable, overweight women regarded their rejection on

the basis of weight as justified differential treatment rather than discrimination.

Individuals may be held responsible for their plight even when the stigma itself

is uncontrollable (e.g., AIDS victims) if they were in control of the onset of their

stigmatized status (e.g., intravenous drug use) (Weiner et al., 1988). Furthermore,

even if the onset of the stigma itself is not perceived as controllable, beliefs about

control encourage judgments of responsibility for overcoming problems created

by the stigma (Brickman et al., 1982).

The belief in a just world (Lerner, 1980) also can lead victims to blame them-

selves, rather than others, for their victimization (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Olson &

Hafer, 2001). Working women who endorse the belief in a just world, for example,

report less discontent with the employment situation of working women than do

those who endorse this belief less strongly (Hafer & Olson, 1993). Major et al.

(2001) found that the more undergraduate women (N = 258) endorse the belief in

a just world, the less they perceive that they personally experience discrimination

because of their gender (r = −.23, p < .001), the less they perceive that women

are discriminated against (r = −.25, p < .001), and the less likely they are to

interpret hypothetical negative events (e.g. “Suppose you take your car for an oil

change, the mechanic tells you that many costly repairs are needed and pressures

you to get them done”) as being due to sexism (r = −.13, p < .05). Thus, the

desire to see the world as fair may lead members of low-status groups to accept

the status quo and fail to recognize or report injustice.

The belief that status systems are permeable and allow for individual mobility

(improvement of individual status) also influences perceptions of and attributions

to discrimination. Tajfel (1982) described the belief that status hierarchies are per-

meable as a primary determinant of the behavior of disadvantaged groups. Individ-

uals differ in their endorsement of this belief. Major et al. (in press, Study 1) found

that the more ethnic minority students (Latino Americans and African Americans)

endorsed the ideology of individual mobility, the less likely they were to report

that they personally had been a target of discrimination because of their ethnicity

(β = −.23, p < .001). Individual differences in endorsement of the ideology of

individual mobility also influence attributions for specific negative events that oc-

cur under attributionally ambiguous circumstances. Major et al. (in press, Study 2)
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led Latino American students (all of whom had earlier completed measures of

individual mobility) to believe that they would be working as a team on a problem-

solving task with two other students. On this team there would be two comanagers

and one clerk. The desirable roles were on the management team, where partic-

ipants had the opportunity to win $100. Participants were told that one of other

participants had already been randomly assigned to one of the comanager roles.

This person would decide, based on a brief application, whether the participant or

the “other student” would be the comanager or the clerk. Participants saw digital

photographs of themselves and the other two (fictitious) participants. For half,

the comanager was of the same ethnicity as the participant, whereas for the other

half the comanager was of a different ethnicity (White). The “other student” was

always of a different ethnicity. All were of the same gender.

The manager rejected the participants for the comanager position in favor of

the other student. Participants were then asked, among other things, the extent

to which they believed their role assignment was discriminatory and due to their

race/ethnicity. As predicted, the more strongly Latino participants endorsed the

legitimizing ideology of individual mobility, the less likely they were to attribute

rejection by a White student (in favor of another White student) to discrimina-

tion (β = −.45, p < .10). In contrast, the ideology of individual mobility did not

moderate attributions to discrimination (β = .07, ns) when Latino students were

rejected by another Latino student. This same pattern was observed among women

in a third study (Major et al., in press, Study 3). The more women endorsed the

ideology of individual mobility, the less likely they were to attribute rejection by

a male manager, in favor of another male, to discrimination (β = −.38, p < .05).

McCoy and Major (2000) also replicated this pattern among women assigned to

the “50% probability of discrimination” condition from the Ruggiero and Taylor

(1995) paradigm (described earlier). The more women endorsed the legitimizing

ideologies of individual mobility and Protestant work ethic, the less likely they

were to attribute their poor grade to discrimination (β = −.34). Collectively, these

studies demonstrate that individual differences in legitimizing ideologies have an

important influence on how potentially discriminatory situations are construed and

explained.

3. Summary

Both contextual cues that signal injustice and chronic beliefs that influence

perceptions of injustice influence targets’ perceptions of and attributions to dis-

crimination. Factors that justify existing status hierarchies, such as endorsement

of system legitimizing ideologies and situational cues that promote the perception

of individual mobility, encourage members of stigmatized groups to minimize, or

miss, the extent to which they are victims of discrimination. In contrast, factors

that delegitimize the system, such as rejecting system-legitimizing ideologies or

contextual cues that highlight injustice, encourage members of stigmatized groups
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to recognize discrimination and to attribute negative outcomes to discrimination

in attributionally ambiguous situations.

C. THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL STRUCTURE: GROUP STATUS

Perceptions of and attributions to discrimination do not occur in a social vac-

uum. They occur within a larger social structure in which groups are differentially

valued and rewarded. The status of one’s group in society influences the likelihood

of objectively experiencing prejudice and discrimination. Members of stigmatized

groups are more often the targets of prejudice, experience more severe forms of

prejudice, and encounter prejudice across a wider range of situations than do mem-

ber of higher status groups (Crocker et al., 1998; Kobrynowicz & Branscombe,

1998). Members of stigmatized and lower status groups also are consistently more

likely than members of nonstigmatized groups to report that they, as well as mem-

bers of their group, are victims of discrimination (Major et al., in press; Operario &

Fiske, 2001). These group differences in subjective perceptions of discrimination

mirror the objective realities of the lives of the stigmatized and the nonstigmatized.

Schmitt and Branscombe (in press-a) argue that the individual costs of recog-

nizing oneself as a victim of prejudice are greater for members of chronically

stigmatized groups than for members of high-status groups. This reasoning im-

plies that members of high-status groups will be more willing to claim that they

or members of their group are targets of discrimination than will members of

stigmatized groups. As noted earlier, survey studies provide no support for this

hypothesis. A more intriguing question is whether members of higher status groups

are more likely than members of chronically lower status groups to attribute the

same event to discrimination. This does not appear to be the case.4 McCoy and

Major (2000) compared attributions to discrimination among men and women

who were told that 50% of judges (all of whom were members of the other

sex) discriminated against members of their gender. Women (M = 6.46) were

more likely than men (M = 3.00) to blame their poor grade on discrimination

[t(24) = −2.89, p < .01]. Stangor et al. (2002) likewise found that when attribu-

tions for a negative evaluation were made privately, women and African Americans

were more likely to attribute a negative evaluation from an out-group member to

discrimination and less likely to attribute the evaluation to ability and effort than

were men and European Americans who received a negative evaluation from an

out-group member. Four additional studies comparing attributions of women and

4An article published by Ruggiero and Major (Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 1998,

Vol. 24, pp. 821–837) suggested that the answer was yes. This article was subsequently retracted from

publication by the first author, who stated, “The retraction is requested because serious questions exist

concerning the validity of the data which relate solely to my own work and which do not implicate

my co-author in any way.” (2002, Retraction of Ruggiero & Major, 1998, Personality and Social

Psychology Bulletin, 28, 284.)
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men (Inman, in press; Major et al., in press; Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-b) and

attributions of Latino Americans and European Americans (Major et al., in press)

found no main effects of group status. Thus, members of high-status groups do not

appear to be more willing than members of low-status groups to blame the same

outcomes on discrimination.

Although members of stigmatized groups are more likely than members of non-

stigmatized groups to experience attributional ambiguity in their daily lives, we

would not expect that the stigmatized would in general be more likely to blame

poor outcomes on prejudice than members of higher status groups who experience

the same outcomes. Members of nonstigmatized groups are more likely to be in

positions of power and to have control over the resources of the stigmatized than

vice versa. In those relatively infrequent circumstances where roles are reversed

and metastereotypes about high-status groups are salient, members of high-status

groups may be just as likely to blame poor outcomes on prejudice as the stigma-

tized. Indeed, if members of high-status groups believe strongly that the higher

status of their group is legitimate and deserved (e.g., reflects the greater ability of

their group), they might be especially likely to blame poor outcomes on prejudice.

This may be particularly true if a member of a lower status group receives a better

outcome than they do.

Major and colleagues obtained results consistent with this hypothesis in three

studies (Major et al., in press). Their first study demonstrated that the more White

students endorsed the ideology of individual mobility, the more likely they were

to say on a survey that they personally were targets of discrimination (β = .40,

p < .001). In a second study, White students were rejected for a desirable co-

manager role by either a Latin or White comanager, who chose instead a Latino

student for the desirable position. The more White students endorsed the ideology

of individual mobility, the more likely they were to blame rejection by a Latino

manager (but not a White manager) on discrimination (β = .52, p < .10). In a

third study using a similar methodology, the more men endorsed the ideology of

individual mobility, the more they attributed rejection by a female to discrimination

(β = .31, p < .10).

As shown in Fig. 2, if individual differences in ideology are ignored, members

of stigmatized groups did not differ from high-status groups in their propensity

to attribute specific negative events to discrimination. However, among those who

rejected the ideology of individual mobility, members of low-status groups (Latino,

women) were more likely than members of high-status groups (Whites, men) to

blame rejection by an out-group member on discrimination. In contrast, among

those who endorsed this ideology, members of low-status groups were less likely

than members of high-status groups to blame their rejection on discrimination.

These findings help to clarify inconsistencies in the literature and illustrate the

importance of ideologies as moderators of status differences in attributions to

discrimination.
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Fig. 2. Attributions to discrimination among high-status (European American) and low-status

(Latino American) group members following rejection by an out-group member as a function of

individual differences in the belief in individual mobility (from Major et al., in press, Study 2).

D. PERCEIVING AND ATTRIBUTING OUTCOMES

TO DISCRIMINATION: SUMMARY

Empirical support exists for predictions that members of stigmatized groups will

be vigilant to signs of prejudice in their environment, as well as for predictions

that members of stigmatized groups will minimize the extent to which they are

targets of prejudice. An increasing body of research establishes the importance

of addressing not whether targets of prejudice are vigilant to or minimize dis-

crimination but rather under what conditions and for whom minimization versus

acknowledgment of discrimination occurs. Clearly, there are circumstances under

which the stigmatized are vigilant and circumstances under which they are un-

aware. Contrary to some findings (Ruggiero & Taylor, 1995, 1997), members of

stigmatized groups are sensitive to situational cues that make prejudice a more or

less plausible explanation for their outcomes. These include situations that make

group identity salient and situations that make the possibility of injustice more

salient. Furthermore, some individuals are chronically more attuned than others

to the possibility of being a target of prejudice. Individuals who are high in group

identification or group consciousness or who are highly sensitive to stigmatization

(e.g., stigma consciousness and race-rejection sensitivity), for example, are more

likely to perceive themselves and their group as being victims of discrimination.

Personal factors interact in complex ways with situational and structural fac-

tors, however, to shape perceptions of and attributions to discrimination. Individ-

uals who are high in group identification, for example, are more likely than those
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low in group identification to attribute negative outcomes to discrimination when

situational cues to prejudice are ambiguous, but not when they are absent or overt.

Individuals who reject the ideology of individual mobility are more likely than

those who endorse this ideology to blame rejection by a higher status out-group

on discrimination, but they are not more likely to blame rejection by an in-group

member on discrimination. Furthermore, endorsement of the ideology of indi-

vidual mobility is associated with a decreased tendency to attribute rejection to

discrimination among members of stigmatized groups. In contrast, among high-

status groups, endorsement of the same ideology is associated with an increased

tendency to attribute rejection by a lower status out-group to discrimination. Col-

lectively, these findings illustrate the importance of examining the ways in which

personal, situational, and structural factors interact to moderate perceptions and

attributions to discrimination.

VII. Psychological Consequences of Attributing Outcomes

to Discrimination

In this section we address the psychological implications of perceiving oneself as

a victim of discrimination and of attributing negative events to discrimination. As

we discussed at the beginning of this chapter, there is little doubt that objective ex-

posure to prejudicial and discriminatory treatment can have serious psychological

and physical consequences for targets. In contrast, there is significant disagree-

ment about the psychological consequences of perceiving oneself as a target of

prejudice and of attributing specific threatening outcomes to discrimination, es-

pecially for the self-esteem and psychological well-being of stigmatized targets.

Drawing on the seminal work of Dion (1975), Crocker and Major (1989; Major

& Crocker, 1993) predicted that attributing negative treatment to the prejudice of

others instead of to oneself could help to protect the self-esteem of the stigma-

tized from discriminatory treatment. They further speculated that people who are

more vigilant for instances of prejudice against their group might be more likely

to attribute negative outcomes to discrimination and hence would have higher

self-esteem than those who are less vigilant. Since the early 1990s, researchers

have tested, extended, and challenged these hypotheses (see Crocker et al., 1998,

for a review). The hypothesis that attributions to prejudice serve a self-protective

function for the stigmatized has been strongly disputed by Branscombe and her

colleagues (Branscombe et al., 1999; Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-a). They

argue that because prejudice signals rejection and exclusion on the part of the

dominant group, “attributions to prejudice . . . are detrimental to the psychological

well-being of the disadvantaged” (in press-a).

We believe that theoretical disagreements and empirical inconsistencies in the

literature are due largely to two factors. First, as noted earlier, researchers have not
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distinguished between two conceptually related constructs—perceiving oneself as

a victim of pervasive discrimination and attributing specific negative events to

discrimination. Second, research has inadequately considered the extent to which

personal, situational, and structural factors moderate the psychological implica-

tions of perceiving and making attributions to discrimination. In the following

sections we first distinguish chronic perceptions of discrimination from specific

attributions to discrimination. We then discuss the implications for well-being of

perceiving oneself or one’s group as a target of discrimination and of attributing

negative outcomes to discrimination. Finally, we consider how personal factors

(group identification and ideology), situational factors (clarity of discrimination),

and structural factors (position of group in society—high versus low group status)

moderate the consequences of attributions to discrimination. Because little research

has addressed these issues, much of these sections are speculative.

A. DISTINGUISHING TERMS

Stating on a questionnaire that one is a victim of frequent or pervasive prejudice

is conceptually distinct from attributing specific self-relevant negative events to

prejudice. Within a stress and coping framework, the perception that oneself or

one’s group is a victim of prejudice can be conceptualized as a threat appraisal (see

also Feldman-Barrett & Swim, 1998). People who report that they or members of

their group are frequent victims of prejudice are appraising their environment as

threatening. If coping resources are appraised as insufficient to deal with the threat,

or if ineffective coping strategies are used, we would expect people who appraise

their environment as threatening to show poorer well-being than those who do not

(Major et al., 1998). This process is illustrated schematically in Fig. 1a.

In contrast, the act of attributing specific negative outcomes (e.g., a rejection or

a poor evaluation) to prejudice rather than to one’s own lack of deservingness can

be conceptualized as a coping strategy—as a cognitive effort to manage negative

events that are appraised as stressful by shifting responsibility from the self to the

prejudice of others. This process is illustrated in Fig. 1b. Because coping efforts

are distinct from coping outcomes, the strategy of attributing negative events to

discrimination may or may not be successful in protecting self-esteem in a given

context. Coping strategies that are successful in some contexts are detrimental in

others (Compas, Connor, Saltzman, Thomsen, & Wadsworth, 2001). Furthermore,

even if the attributional strategy of blaming negative events on prejudice success-

fully protects self-esteem, it may have other unintended consequences that are

negative (e.g., making one disliked).

In the following sections, we first briefly review correlational studies that have

examined the relationship between perceptions of discrimination and well-being

(the process illustrated in Fig. 1a) and discuss problems with this research. We then

review empirical studies that have tested the hypothesis that attributing specific
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negative events to discrimination has self-esteem protective effects (the process

illustrated in Fig. 1b).

B. PERCEIVING THE SELF AS A TARGET OF DISCRIMINATION:

IMPLICATIONS FOR PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING

Although there are some exceptions (Crocker & Blanton, 1999), correlational

studies generally find that the more members of stigmatized groups perceive

themselves (or their group) as a target of discrimination, the lower their self-esteem

and the poorer their psychological well-being. For example, women’s reports of

being exposed to sexist events are positively correlated with increased depres-

sion, anxiety, and somatization (Klonoff, Landrine, & Campbell, 2000) and lower

social (but not performance) self-esteem (Swim, Hyers, Cohen, & Ferguson, 2001).

Perceptions of discrimination based on race are positively correlated with anxiety

and depression among immigrant groups in Finland (Liebkind & Jasinskaja-Lahti,

2000). Perceptions of personal discrimination are positively associated with de-

pression among women (Kobrynowicz & Branscombe, 1998) and gay men (Diaz,

Ayala, Bein, Henne, & Marin, 2001) and with lower self-esteem among women

(Schmitt et al., 2002), African Americans (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999),

and gay men (Meyer, 1995).

A study by Branscombe et al. (1999) is illustrative of this approach. They asked

African American participants to complete questionnaires measuring perceived

discrimination, ethnic group identification, personal self-esteem, and collective

self-esteem. They created a latent variable of perceived discrimination by com-

bining reports of past experiences with discrimination (e.g., “I feel like I am per-

sonally a victim of society because of my race”) with participants’ ratings of the

extent to which several hypothetical events (e.g., being denied an apartment or

job) were due to discrimination. Using structural equation modeling techniques

to test relationships among variables, Branscombe and colleagues found a di-

rect negative relationship between perceptions of discrimination and self-esteem

(β = −.33, p < .05). Perceptions of discrimination also were associated posi-

tively with ethnic group identification (β = .29, p < .05), which in turn was re-

lated positively to personal self-esteem (β = .36, p < .05). On the basis of this

and related research (see also Schmitt et al., 2002), Branscombe et al. (1999) argue

that attributions to discrimination are harmful to self-esteem, but may indirectly

be associated with higher self-esteem by increasing group identity.

Schmitt and Branscombe’s (in press-a) conclusion that attributions to prejudice

are harmful to self-esteem confuses perceptions that one is a victim of pervasive

prejudice with attributing specific self-relevant negative events to prejudice. As

discussed earlier, we believe that these constructs are not only distinct, but have

very different implications for self-esteem. In addition, although we do not dispute
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the negative correlations observed among the stigmatized between self-reports

of being the target of discrimination and psychological well-being, we believe

that there are several difficulties in interpreting the meaning of these correlations.

1. Subjective Reports of Discrimination Are Confounded with Exposure

to Discrimination

One interpretational difficulty is that reports of frequently being a victim of dis-

crimination could reflect not only subjective interpretations of events, but also the

frequency of exposure to objectively discriminatory events. Indeed, researchers

often use highly similar questions to assess both exposure to and subjective per-

ceptions of discrimination. For example, Klonoff and Landrine (1997) assessed

exposure to discrimination by asking, “How many times were you denied a raise,

a promotion, tenure, a good assignment, a job, or other such thing at work that

you deserved because you are a woman?” Schmitt et al. (2002) assessed subjec-

tive perceptions of discrimination by asking if respondents agreed that “I consider

myself a person who has been deprived of opportunities because of my gender.”

As noted earlier, members of stigmatized groups consistently report on surveys

that they experience more discrimination than do members of nonstigmatized or

high-status groups. We believe that this reflects differences in the objective realities

of the lives of the stigmatized and the nonstigmatized and not merely differences

in subjective appraisals of the same events. To the extent that individuals who

perceive themselves as victims of discrimination are more likely in fact to have

experienced discriminatory treatment, it would not be surprising to find a negative

association between perceptions of discrimination and well-being. Interpretational

difficulties are compounded by the use of questions that include a negative expe-

rience and an interpretative clause, e.g., “I have difficulty getting a loan because

I am Black” (McNeilly et al., 1996) and “Have you been subjected to insults or

harassment by your neighbors because of your immigrant background?” (Liebkind

& Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000). The more that respondents reply in the affirmative to

such statements, the more they are indicating both that they have experienced

a negative event (e.g., been deprived of opportunities) and that they interpret

the event in terms of discrimination. This ambiguity of meaning makes it diffi-

cult to disentangle the psychological consequences of exposure to negative out-

comes from the psychological consequences of labeling such treatment as due to

discrimination.

We are aware of only one correlational study that has attempted to distinguish

between the psychological implications of experiencing a discriminatory event and

labeling that event as discriminatory. Recall that Magley et al. (1999) asked work-

ing women how frequently they had experienced a variety of unwanted sex-related

behaviors on the job within the past 24 months. The words “sexual harassment”

did not appear until the last question, at which point respondents were asked



298 MAJOR et al.

if they had been sexually harassed. Analyses examined the extent to which ex-

periencing unwanted sex-related behaviors predicted psychological, health, and

work outcomes independent of whether the woman labeled herself as sexually

harassed. Across three different samples of women, the more women reported ex-

periencing unwanted sex-related behavior on the job, the poorer their well-being.

Importantly, whether women labeled themselves as sexually harassed had no ef-

fects on well-being. Thus, this study suggests that it is the experience of negative

events (unwanted sexual behaviors), rather than defining those events as discrim-

inatory (sexual harassment), that is related to poorer well-being. This finding is

inconsistent with Schmitt and Branscombe’s (in press-a) argument that perceiving

oneself as a victim of discrimination leads to poorer well-being. It remains to be

seen, however, whether these findings generalize to forms of discrimination other

than sexual harassment.

2. Terminology May Inflate a Negative Relationship with Well-Being

A second problem with interpreting the negative correlation observed between

perceptions of discrimination and well-being is the way in which perception of

discrimination items are worded. There is substantial evidence that perceiving

oneself as a victim (unrelated to discrimination) is negatively associated with well-

being (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Tennen & Affleck, 1990). Perceiving oneself as a

victim threatens a sense of personal control and the belief in a just world (Crosby,

1982). Researchers examining the relationship between perceptions of personal

discrimination and well-being often have used items that explicitly ask participants

the extent to which they feel like a victim; for example, “I feel like I am personally

a victim of society because of my gender” (Kobrynowicz & Branscombe, 1997)

and “I personally have been a victim of sexual discrimination” (Schmitt et al.,

2002). In addition, some authors have combined items assessing prejudice from

others (e.g., “People look down on me” because of my stigma) with items assessing

personal shame (e.g., “There are times when I have felt ashamed” because of my

stigma) (Mickelson, 2001). Not surprisingly, responses to measures such as these

are negatively correlated with well-being. Researchers should be careful to avoid

terminology that obfuscates the association between perceived discrimination and

well-being.

3. Perceptions of Discrimination May Be Confounded

with Individual Differences

Individual differences that are associated both with perceiving oneself as a

victim and with poor psychological well-being may inflate the negative relation-

ship observed between subjective perceptions of discrimination and well-being.

Unfortunately, few studies in this area have controlled for this possibility. There is
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substantial evidence that relationships among self-report measures (e.g., measures

of coping styles, perceived social support, and perceived social conflict) and mea-

sures of psychological well-being (e.g., depression and positive well-being) are

inflated by individual differences in variables such as negative affectivity and neu-

roticism that bias both measures (Compas et al., 2001; Major, Zubek, Cooper,

Cozzarelli, & Richards, 1997). This “third variable problem” can contribute to an

inflated relationship between perceptions of discrimination and well-being.

A study by Mendoza-Denton et al. (in press) illustrates how this may occur.

There is substantial evidence that people differ in the extent to which they are

sensitive to rejection in close relationships. Furthermore, people who are high in

rejection sensitivity have lower self-esteem than people who are low in rejection

sensitivity (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Drawing on this work, Mendoza-Denton

et al. (in press) created a measure of race-based rejection sensitivity (described ear-

lier). African Americans report higher levels of race-rejection sensitivity, but not

higher levels of rejection sensitivity in close relationships, than Whites. Mendoza-

Denton et al. (in press, Study 1) found that African American respondents who

were highly sensitive to rejection in close relationships were also highly sensitive

to rejection on the basis of race (r = .28). Furthermore, both types of rejection

sensitivity were related negatively to self-esteem. However, once the authors con-

trolled for the relationship between race-based rejection sensitivity and rejection

sensitivity in close relationships, the relationship between race-based rejection

sensitivity and self-esteem was no longer significant (r = −.09). Importantly, the

negative relationship between rejection sensitivity in close relationships and self-

esteem remained significant when controlling for race-based rejection sensitivity

(r = −.42). This raises the possibility that the negative correlations observed be-

tween perceptions of discrimination and self-esteem in previous studies may be due

in part to conceptual overlap between sensitivity to discrimination and sensitivity

to other types of rejection.

Our argument that individual differences in negative affectivity, neuroticism,

and related measures may inflate the relationship between perceived discrimina-

tion and well-being is not meant to imply that stigmatized people who perceive

themselves as targets of discrimination are neurotic or “making it up.” Objective

discrimination clearly does occur, and we believe that reports of experiencing dis-

crimination are often quite accurate. This is especially true when discrimination is

assessed in terms of specific behaviors instead of retrospective self-reports summa-

rized across time and a number of events. Swim et al. (2001), for example, found

no correlation between neuroticism and the frequency with which women reported

experiencing sexist events in a daily diary study. Our point is that researchers ex-

amining the relationship between perceptions of victimization (due to any cause,

including discrimination) and psychological well-being should assess this relation-

ship controlling for individual differences that might bias the correlation among

these measures.
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4. Summary

The preponderance of correlational evidence indicates that members of stig-

matized or low-status groups who generally perceive themselves or their group

as targets of discrimination have lower self-esteem and poorer well-being than

those who do not. Thus, there appears to be little support for Crocker and Major’s

(1989) speculation that “people who believe that they personally are frequent vic-

tims of discrimination should be particularly likely to attribute negative outcomes

or performance feedback to prejudice or discrimination against their group, and

hence, may have high self-esteem” (p. 621). We also believe, however, that there

are serious methodological limitations in the correlational studies reviewed above.

Causal inferences cannot be drawn from correlations among self-report measures

collected at the same point in time. More care should be taken to distinguish

between objective exposure to discrimination and subjective perceptions of dis-

crimination to isolate the consequences of each for well-being. Questions about

discrimination should be framed in ways that do not bias responses. Researchers

should assess important dispositional variables (e.g., attributional style, rejection

sensitivity, and neuroticism) that might inflate correlations between perceived dis-

crimination and well-being. Researchers should also use prospective, rather than

cross-sectional, designs.

5. Is Perceiving Prejudice Ever Adaptive?

Although chronic vigilance for discrimination may be harmful for members of

stigmatized groups, we believe that under some circumstances perceiving discrim-

ination can be adaptive. Within the stress and coping literature, there is substantial

evidence that using denial or disengagement as a strategy to cope with stressors

is associated with increased psychological distress and poorer adaptation (Aldwin

& Revenson, 1987; Bolger, 1990; Cohen & Roth, 1984; Major, Richards, Cooper,

Cozzarelli, & Zubek, 1998). Deliberate suppression of thoughts about a stressor

is associated with increases in intrusive thoughts of the stressor and poorer adjust-

ment (Major & Gramzow, 1999; Smart & Wegner, 1999). These findings suggest

that individuals who are exposed to overt acts of prejudice and discrimination

and deny or minimize it might be vulnerable to increased rather than decreased

physical and psychological problems (Clark et al., 1999). There is some evidence

consistent with this perspective. African American women who reported that they

“usually accepted and kept quiet about unfair treatment” were four times more

likely to report hypertension than African American women who reported that

following unfair treatment they “took action and talked to others” (Krieger, 1990).

In addition, working-class African Americans who said they were discriminated

against and who reported accepting the unfair treatment had higher resting blood

pressure than those who reported challenging the unfair treatment (Krieger &
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Sidney, 1996). Thus, minimizing (or suppressing thoughts of) discrimination can

have detrimental effects, at least physiologically.

A recent analysis suggests a way of reconciling these two literatures. Miller and

Kaiser (2001) applied a model of coping developed by Compas et al. (2001) to

coping with prejudice. Compas’s model distinguishes between voluntary coping

responses and involuntary responses to stressors. The term coping is reserved for

“conscious volitional efforts to regulate emotion, thought, behavior, physiology,

and the environment in response to stressful life events or circumstances” (Compas

et al., 2001). Miller and Kaiser observe that one voluntary coping response the stig-

matized might employ when faced with being a target of prejudice is to disengage

from the problem (prejudice) by denying or minimizing its existence. This type

of minimization is maladaptive (Glinder, Compas, & Kaiser, 2001). They note,

however, people may also disengage from stressors involuntarily, for example, by

screening them out at the preattentional level. People who do this successfully

experience reduced levels of psychological distress (MacLeod & Hagan, 1992;

MacLeod & Rutherford, 1992; Mogg, Bradley, & Hallowell, 1994). Thus, involun-

tary avoidance of awareness of being a target of prejudice and discrimination may

be adaptive, whereas as voluntary avoidance of prejudice and discrimination may

be maladaptive. From this perspective, stigmatized people who “tune out” daily

slights and hassles that arise from prejudice and discrimination at a preconscious

level may experience less stress than those who perceive themselves as victims of

prejudice and discrimination. In contrast, stigmatized people who actively suppress

and/or deny that they are targets of prejudice even in the face of clear cues to preju-

dice may experience greater stress than those who correctly see that their negative

outcomes are due to prejudice or discrimination (see Miller & Kaiser, 2001).

C. DOES ATTRIBUTING NEGATIVE EVENTS TO DISCRIMINATION

PROTECT AFFECT AND SELF-ESTEEM?

In this section, we review empirical studies that experimentally controlled for

exposure to a negative event across participants and manipulated the plausibility

that prejudice could have caused the event. Because the negative event to which

people were exposed—a rejection, poor evaluation, or bad test grade—occurred

independently of the perception of prejudice, these studies are better able to sep-

arate the psychological implications of being exposed to a negative event from

the psychological implications of attributing that event to prejudice. As reviewed

earlier, some theories predict that attributions to discrimination protect self-esteem

from negative outcomes or failures (Crocker & Major, 1989). Other theories, in

contrast, predict that attributions to discrimination will be detrimental to well-

being because they implicate one’s social identity and require acknowledging that

the world is not just and fair, that important outcomes are out of one’s control, and
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that one is not a valued member of society (Branscombe et al., 1999; Lerner, 1980;

Major & Schmader, 2001; Pyszczynski et al., 1997).

The first studies to test the hypothesis that attributing specific negative events to

prejudice protects the self-esteem of the stigmatized from the threat those events

engender were conducted by Dion (1975; Dion & Earn, 1975). As described earlier,

Dion (1975) found that women who were excluded by male opponents were more

likely to believe their opponents were prejudiced than women who were excluded

by female opponents. Dion (1975) also found that self-esteem was higher among

women who faced male opponents whom they evaluated as highly prejudiced than

among women who faced male opponents whom they evaluated as low in preju-

dice. In contrast, Dion and Earn (1975) found attributions to discrimination to be

harmful to well-being among Jewish participants. Jewish men who perceived their

opponents as prejudiced and who attributed their exclusion to religious discrimi-

nation displayed higher, rather than lower, feelings of stress and negative affect.

Thus, findings have been contradictory since the beginning.

Whereas the self-esteem protection findings of Dion (1975) were based on in-

ternal analyses, Crocker et al. (1991) experimentally tested the hypothesis that

attributing negative events to discrimination can protect affect and self-esteem

among the stigmatized. Their first study demonstrated that women were more

likely to attribute negative feedback from a male to prejudice if he had previ-

ously expressed sexist attitudes than if he had not. Importantly, women also re-

ported significantly less depressed affect and tended (although not significantly

so) to have higher trait self-esteem following negative feedback if the evalua-

tor held sexist attitudes than if he held liberal attitudes. In their second study,

African American students who received interpersonal feedback from a White

student were more likely to attribute the feedback to discrimination if the feed-

back was negative than positive and if the other student knew their race than if the

other student did not know their race. Consistent with the self-protection hypoth-

esis, changes in trait self-esteem from baseline among African American partic-

ipants also tended to be higher following negative feedback if the White student

could see them (M = .06) than if the student could not see them (M = −.47),

although these differences were statistically nonsignificant. This suggests that

African American students discounted feedback from a White student when their

race was known. Although these studies were inconclusive, they provided pre-

liminary evidence in support of the hypothesis that attributing negative outcomes

to discrimination can serve a self-protective function for members of stigmatized

groups.

Subsequent research, however, suggests that the affective and self-esteem im-

plications of attributing negative feedback to discrimination are more complex

than originally proposed. Ruggiero and Taylor (1997) hypothesized that attribut-

ing negative performance feedback to discrimination would protect performance

self-esteem, but would be harmful to social self-esteem. In two studies, they
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reported that performance state self-esteem was higher, but social state self-esteem

was lower, among women and African Americans who believed there was a

100% probability of discrimination compared to women and African Ameri-

cans who believed their was no probability of discrimination or who were in

more attributionally ambiguous conditions. Furthermore, Ruggiero and Taylor

reported that across conditions, attributions to discrimination were positively

related to performance self-esteem among women (r = .55), Asians (r = .50),

and African Americans (r = .54), but were negatively related to social self-

esteem among women (r = −.54), Asians (r = −.53), and African Americans

(r = −.51).

Although these findings are intuitively appealing, research conducted outside

of Ruggiero’s laboratory using her same paradigm did not replicate them (e.g.,

Inman, 2001; Kaiser & Miller, 2001; McCoy & Major, 2000). For example, con-

trary to the claim that attributions to discrimination have opposite implications

for performance and social state self-esteem, McCoy and Major (2000) observed

a positive correlation between postattribution performance and social self-esteem

(r = .60) as did Kaiser and Miller (2001) (r = .67), Inman (in press) (r = .58),

and Major et al. (2001) (r = .82). Furthermore, women’s attributions of nega-

tive feedback to discrimination in a 50% probability condition were positively

correlated with both performance self-esteem (r = .43) and social self-esteem

(r = .44) in one study (McCoy & Major, 2000). In other attempts at replica-

tion, attributions to discrimination were positively related to social self-esteem

(r = .30) but unrelated to performance self-esteem (r = .08) (M. Inman, personal

communication, August, 14, 2001) and unrelated to either performance (r = .12)

or social self-esteem (r = .00) in yet a third attempt at replication (Kaiser & Miller,

2001).

Ruggiero and Taylor (1997) also hypothesized that attributing feedback to dis-

crimination would reduce perceptions of control. Consistent with this hypothesis,

they reported that attributions to discrimination were strongly negatively correlated

with perceptions of performance control (r = −.69) and social control (r = −.68)

among Asians, as well as among African Americans (r = −.67 for performance

control, r = −.66 for social control). Other researchers, however, have not only

failed to replicate the negative correlation between attributions to discrimination

and perceptions of control, but have also found the measures of control used by

Ruggiero and Taylor (1997) to be psychometrically unreliable (Kaiser & Miller,

2001; Inman, 2001). In summary, the self-esteem and perceived control findings

reported by Ruggiero and Taylor (1997) appear to be unreliable. Nonetheless, the

point that attributions to discrimination may protect self-esteem in some domains

but be costly to self-esteem in other domains is important.

Schmitt and Branscombe (in press-b) challenged the hypothesis that attributions

to discrimination protect self-esteem on the grounds that attributions to discrimi-

nation threaten an important aspect of the self—one’s social identity. Accordingly,
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they hypothesized that making such attributions will heighten negative affect for

members of stigmatized groups. In a test of this hypothesis (described earlier),

women were asked to imagine that they had been denied their request to add a

course. Half were told to imagine a scenario in which a female friend told them that

no one was admitted, that the professor was a “real jerk,” and that he believed that

a “room full of monkeys” would be better than students. The other half were asked

to imagine that the female friend told them that several men were admitted after

they were turned down and that the professor was “so sexist,” “told sexist jokes all

the time,” and that he believed that women had to “work twice as hard to do half

as well as men.” Women who read the “sexist professor” vignette reported signif-

icantly more negative affect than women who read the “jerk professor” vignette.

Thus, it felt worse to be rejected because of discrimination than because of purely

external factors.

Schmitt and Branscombe’s (in press-b) study failed, however, to include the cru-

cial comparison condition essential to test the discounting hypothesis. Specifically,

it failed to compare the affective consequences of blaming failure on discrimina-

tion as opposed to blaming it on internal, stable, and global aspects of self (e.g.,

one’s intelligence or one’s personality). We believe that although blaming a nega-

tive outcome on discrimination may be more affectively unpleasant than blaming

it on a “jerk,” it is still less painful than blaming it on one’s ability or character.

This is the rationale guiding self-handicapping (e.g., Jones & Berglas, 1978) and

excuse making (Schlenker et al., 2001), both of which protect self-esteem under

some circumstances (Snyder & Higgins, 1988).

To test this hypothesis, Major, Kaiser, and McCoy (2001) replicated the two

conditions of Schmitt and Branscombe’s (in press-b) study described earlier and

added a third condition in which participants were asked to imagine a scenario in

which a female friend told them that everyone else who asked for an add code was

let into the class except them, that the professor thought they were stupid, and that

he believed they “would have to work twice as hard to do half as well as other

students.” Self-directed negative emotions (e.g., discouraged, blue, and depressed)

and other-directed negative emotions (e.g., angry, cruel, and hostile) were assessed

separately. As predicted, women who read the “professor thinks you are stupid”

vignette were significantly more likely to report self-directed negative emotions

than women who read either the “sexist professor” vignette or the “jerk profes-

sor” vignette. These latter two conditions did not differ. Other-directed negative

emotions were significantly higher among women who read the “sexist professor”

vignette or the “professor thinks you are stupid” vignettes compared to those who

read the “jerk professor” vignette. The “stupid” and “sexist” vignettes did not differ.

Thus, this study provides support for Crocker and Major’s hypothesis that blaming

outcomes on discrimination is less painful (in terms of inner-directed emotions)

than blaming them on the self. Importantly, it also highlights the importance of

distinguishing between inner-directed emotions such as sadness and depression
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and outer-directed emotions such as anger and hostility. Although attributions to

discrimination may lead to less depression, they do not necessarily lead to less

anger than self-blame.

1. Summary

The evidence that attributing negative events to discrimination, instead of to the

self, protects the self-esteem of the stigmatized is inconsistent. Some research sug-

gests that attributing negative feedback to discrimination is associated with higher

self-esteem and reduced negative affect directed toward the self (Crocker et al.,

1991, Study 1; Dion, 1975), especially as compared to self-blame (Major et al.,

2001). Other research suggests that attributing negative feedback to discrimination

increases stress and negative affect (Dion & Earn, 1975), especially compared to

external blame (Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-b). Attempts to replicate Ruggiero

and Taylor’s (1997) findings have been unsuccessful. In the following section, we

address factors that moderate the impact of attributions to discrimination on affect

and self-esteem and thus may reconcile the above inconsistencies.

VIII. A Moderator Approach: When, and for Whom, Are Attributions

to Discrimination Self-Protective?

We believe that rather than asking “Are attributions to discrimination adaptive

or maladaptive for self-esteem?” a more fruitful approach is to ask, “When, and for

whom, are attributions to discrimination adaptive versus maladaptive?” Identify-

ing moderators will yield a more complex, but also more accurate, understanding

of the implications of believing that one’s outcomes are the result of prejudice.

In this section, we discuss factors that we believe moderate the impact of attribu-

tions to discrimination on self-esteem and self-directed negative affect: situational

factors, especially the clarity of discrimination; personal factors, especially group

identification and justice ideology; and structural factors, specifically group status.

Because relatively little research has addressed these issues, the following sections

are speculative.

A. SITUATIONAL MODERATORS

The affective consequences of blaming poor outcomes on prejudice may de-

pend on the clarity or ambiguity of prejudice cues in the situation (see Major &

Schmader, 2001). Crocker and Major (1989, p. 621) hypothesized, “overt prejudice

or discrimination should be less damaging to the self-esteem of its targets than is
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prejudice or discrimination that is disguised or hidden behind a cloak of fairness.

When one is faced with blatant prejudice . . . it is clear that the proper attribution

for negative outcomes is prejudice.” Recent research provides support for this idea.

Recall that Major et al. (2001) manipulated situational clarity of prejudice via the

comments of a confederate. As described earlier, while a group of female partici-

pants was waiting for a male evaluator to give them results of a test, they overheard

a female confederate make one of three comments: a no prejudice comment, an

ambiguous prejudice comment, or a blatant prejudice comment. Participants then

received a failing test grade and were rejected as team leader. Those in the bla-

tant prejudice condition also saw the experimenter pick the lone male participant

as the team leader. State self-esteem (performance and social) was then assessed

(because these two types of state self-esteem were highly correlated, they were

combined).

Women exposed to blatant prejudice had significantly higher state self-esteem

than women in either the ambiguous or no prejudice conditions, who did not differ

from each other. Furthermore, attributions to discrimination were positively asso-

ciated with self-esteem when cues to prejudice were blatant, not associated with

self-esteem when cues were ambiguous, and negatively associated with self-esteem

when cues were absent. Thus, this study indicates that attributions to discrimination

are protective of self-esteem in situations where discrimination is highly plausible

but are not protective when not clearly warranted in the situation.

Two additional studies also suggest that self-esteem is more likely to be buffered

from negative outcomes when cues to prejudice are clear than when they are am-

biguous. Spalding (2000, Study 1) led Asian American participants to believe

they were participating with a White partner (a confederate) in a study on first

impressions. Participants were led to believe that the confederate held either prej-

udiced attitudes toward Asians or liberal attitudes toward Asians. Participants

later received an evaluation from the confederate that was both negative and very

stereotypical of Asians (e.g., nerdy) or positive and not stereotypical of Asians

(e.g., socially skilled). Thus, for half of the participants, the partner’s feedback

meshed with his or her attitudes (unambiguously positive or negative), whereas

for the other half, the partner’s feedback and attitudes were inconsistent. Trait

and state self-esteem was then assessed. Asian students who were evaluated nega-

tively by a prejudiced evaluator had significantly higher performance self-esteem

(M = 26.92, maximum scale score is 35) than students who were evaluated nega-

tively by a nonprejudiced evaluator (M = 22.58), replicating Crocker et al. (1991,

Study 1). Furthermore, participants who received a negative evaluation from a

prejudiced evaluator reported higher performance self-esteem than students who

were evaluated positively by a prejudiced evaluator (M = 22.99) and had self-

esteem just as high as participants who were evaluated favorably by a nonprej-

udiced evaluator (M = 24.09). Social self-esteem and trait self-esteem showed

similar, although not significant, effects. In a second study, Spalding (2000,
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Study 2) replicated these same patterns among women. Spalding’s research pro-

vides further evidence in support of Crocker and Major’s (1989) speculation that

overt prejudice will be less damaging to self-esteem than disguised prejudice.

Why would being the target of acts of overt, unambiguous prejudice protect

self-esteem, whereas being the target of ambiguous prejudice would not? Several

explanations are possible. One possibility is that when one is faced with blatant

prejudice, there is no uncertainty about the cause of one’s outcomes. It is clear

that the proper attribution for negative outcomes is prejudice (Crocker & Major,

1989). As we noted earlier, uncertainty is an affectively unpleasant state. Thus,

the ambiguity of not being sure that one’s outcomes are due to prejudice may be

associated with enhanced feelings of uncertainty and hence reduced well-being

relative to being confident that one’s outcomes are due to prejudice or are not due

to prejudice.

Second, although blaming others for one’s misfortune typically is associated

with impairments in emotional well-being (Tennen & Affleck, 1990), this may

not be true of all forms of other-blame. There are some targets of blame that are

socially sanctioned. Victims who blame those targets may not experience poorer

well-being (Tennen & Affleck, 1990). For example, rape victims who blamed their

rapist (Meyer & Taylor, 1986) and industrial accident victims who blamed their

supervisors (Brewin, 1985; Frey, Rogner, Schuler, & Korte, 1985) did not demon-

strate poorer well-being than those who did not engage in other-blame. We believe

that in much of American society, people who are perceived to be overtly and

unambiguously sexist or racist (e.g., “rednecks” and “skinheads”) are considered

blameworthy. Thus, we suggest that when prejudice is overt and unambiguous, it

may be more socially permissible to blame misfortunes on prejudice than when

prejudice is ambiguous. The more social consensus or social support that is per-

ceived for making an attribution to prejudice, the more such attributions may

protect self-esteem. Strong feelings of group identification and/or consciousness

may facilitate this perception.

A third possible reason why being the target of overt, unambiguous prejudice

may be more protective of self-esteem than being the target of ambiguous preju-

dice is that strong situations may overwhelm individual differences in the tendency

to engage in other-blame, whereas weak situations may not. Chronic tendencies

to perceive oneself as a victim, to be sensitive to rejection, or to blame others for

one’s misfortune may be associated with increased attributions to discrimination in

weak or ambiguous situations. Because these same chronic tendencies are also as-

sociated with lower self-esteem, this may produce a negative relationship between

attributions to discrimination and self-esteem in ambiguous or weak situations. In

contrast, these individual differences may be irrelevant in strong situations where

cues to injustice are clear. When situational cues are unambiguous, most peo-

ple would be likely to make an attribution to discrimination (Major et al., 2001).

Under such circumstances, those who fail to make an attribution to discrimination
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may be voluntarily engaging in denial or suppression and hence may have lower

self-esteem.

B. INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCE MODERATORS

1. Group Identification

Both perceptions of discrimination and attributions to discrimination are judg-

ments linked to group membership. Accordingly, identification with or emotional

attachment to the group targeted by prejudice may be an important moderator of the

impact of perceived discrimination on self-esteem and affect. Group identification

may affect several aspects of the coping process. First, the more identified one is

with a group, the greater likelihood that group-related events that are negative will

be appraised as self-relevant and hence threatening (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984;

Patterson & Neufeld, 1987). Thus, group identification may affect the primary

appraisal process. This implies that the more central and important a particular

social identity is to an individual, the more painful it might be for that individual to

perceive discrimination on the basis of that social identity or to attribute negative

outcomes to discrimination linked to that identity. Consistent with this hypothesis,

Major et al. (2001) found that attributions to discrimination were associated with

decreased self-esteem among highly gender-identified women (β = −.42) but in-

creased self-esteem among less gender-identified women (β = .42) who received

negative feedback under attributionally ambiguous circumstances. Gender identi-

fication did not moderate the relation between attributions to discrimination and

changes in self-esteem among women in a no prejudice cue condition or an overt

prejudice cue condition.

Group identification may also affect the secondary appraisal process. People

who are highly identified with their group may be more likely to believe they have

the resources necessary to cope with discrimination against their group than people

who are less identified. Groups can provide emotional and/or instrumental support,

social validation for one’s perceptions, and social consensus for one’s attributions.

Group identification may also lead to a sense of collective efficacy (Bandura, 1982).

By acting as a coping resource, high group identification may thus reduce the extent

to which discrimination is appraised as stressful. This suggests that individuals who

are highly identified with their group will experience prejudice and discrimination

against that group as less painful than those who are less identified.

Finally, group identification may influence the strategies that members of stig-

matized groups use to cope with stigma-related stressors. Individuals who are

highly identified with their stigmatized group may have a wider range of coping

strategies available to them than those who are less identified. The three strategies

that Crocker and Major (1989) identified as potentially being self-protective for

the stigmatized all require some level of identification with a group: (1) devaluing
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domains on which the group compares poorly and valuing domains on which the

group compares well, (2) socially comparing with other members of the in-group

and avoiding comparisons with advantaged out-groups, and (3) attributing personal

negative outcomes to prejudice against one’s group. Crocker and Major’s analysis

suggests that the more identified individuals are with their group, the more likely

they might be to use these strategies. Group identification does predict attributing

negative outcomes to prejudice under attributionally ambiguous circumstances.

In short, there are reasons for predicting that high group identification exacer-

bates the impact of perceived prejudice on well-being and reasons for predicting

that it attenuates this relationship. Very little research has directly addressed this

issue. Whether and how individual differences in group identification moderate

emotional responses to perceiving discrimination, or attributing negative outcomes

to discrimination, remain important questions for future research.

The hypothesis that group identification moderates the impact of attributions

to discrimination on self-esteem can be distinguished from the “rejection-

identification” model proposed by Branscombe, Schmitt, and colleagues

(Branscombe et al., 1999; Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-a). According to their

model, the perception that one’s group is a victim of discrimination damages self-

esteem because it threatens an important social identity. Perceived discrimination

against one’s group also leads to increased identification with the group (Tajfel

& Turner, 1986). Increases in group identification, in turn, are predicted to lead

to increases in self-esteem. Thus, this model predicts that perceived discrimina-

tion has a direct negative effect on self-esteem, but an indirect positive effect on

self-esteem that is mediated by increased group identification. In terms of our

stress and coping perspective, Branscombe and Schmitt’s approach treats group

identification as a coping strategy that is enacted in response to a threat appraisal

(perceived discrimination) rather than as an individual difference variable or a

coping resource.

Tests of the rejection-identification model have examined the relationships

among perceived discrimination, group identification, and well-being in samples

of African Americans (Branscombe et al., 1999), women (Schmitt et al., 2002), and

Latino Americans (Garza, Branscombe, Schmitt, & Zarate, 2000). As predicted,

in these studies perceptions of discrimination were directly and negatively related

to self-esteem and well-being, but directly and positively related to group identi-

fication. Group identification, in turn, was positively associated with self-esteem

and well-being. Because all of these studies used cross-sectional, correlational

designs, however, they did not directly test the causal assumptions of the model.

Jetten, Branscombe, Schmitt, and Spears (2001) partially addressed this prob-

lem by manipulating perceptions of discrimination among customers at a body

piercing shop. Customers read that individuals with body piercings could expect

negative discriminatory treatment from the general public or positive reactions

from the general public or read no information. They then indicated how much they
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perceived people with piercings to be disadvantaged by society and how much they

personally identified with other people who have body piercings and completed

a measure of collective self-esteem (e.g., “Overall, I often feel that people with

a piercing are not worthwhile”). Path analyses revealed that group identification

was higher among respondents who read that they could expect discrimination than

among those who read they could expect positive reactions. In addition, the more

customers identified with body piercers, the higher their collective self-esteem.

Collective self-esteem was not directly affected by the discrimination manipula-

tion, although it was influenced indirectly, via group identification.

Although this study establishes that perceiving discrimination against one’s

group causes enhanced identification with the group, it did not establish a causal as-

sociation between perceived discrimination and collective self-esteem or between

group identification and collective self-esteem. Furthermore, it is unclear how the

self-selected nature of the stigma in this study affected the results. If body piercing

is intended to set oneself apart from the mainstream, as these authors argue, the

meaning of a positive association between perceived discrimination by the general

public and group identification is unclear. Interpretation is also clouded by potential

conceptual overlap between group identification and collective self-esteem.

Major et al. (2001) tested predictions from Branscombe’s rejection-identification

model in the context of an experiment examining the impact of group identifica-

tion and situational clarity on attributions to discrimination (described earlier).

Recollect that women in this study overheard a confederate make a neutral com-

ment, an attributionally ambiguous comment, or that the evaluator was prejudiced

against women. They then were rejected for a leadership position. All women had

completed measures of self-esteem and gender identification prior to participating

in the experiment and completed these measures again after being rejected and

making attributions for their rejection. By assessing self-esteem and group identi-

fication prior to the experiment as well as postrejection, Major et al. were able to

test more precisely the predictions of the rejection-identification model (i.e., that

attributing a negative event to gender prejudice would increase women’s identi-

fication with their group and that this increase in gender identification would be

associated with increases in self-esteem).

As described earlier, women in the overt prejudice condition attributed their

rejection more to prejudice and had higher self-esteem (controlling for baseline

self-esteem) compared to women in the other two conditions. Contrary to the

rejection-identification model, the experimental manipulation of prejudice cues

did not significantly affect group identification, although there was a trend in the

predicted direction. Internal analyses, however, revealed that attributing rejection

to discrimination was associated with increases in gender identification above

baseline levels, β = .26, p < .05. Contrary to the rejection-identification model,

however, there was no relation between increases in gender identification and in-

creases in self-esteem (over preexperimental levels) overall or in any of the exper-

imental conditions. Furthermore, including gender identification in a path model
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affected none of the relationships observed between attributions to discrimination

and self-esteem. Thus, although women’s gender identification increased as they

attributed rejection to discrimination, this increase in gender identification did not

influence the relation between attributions to prejudice and self-esteem.

Collectively, the findings of Major et al. (2001) do not provide strong support

for the rejection-identification model. This may be because the model applies

better to the emotional implications of perceiving prejudice than attributing specific

negative events to prejudice. We concur that group identification is an important

coping strategy that members of stigmatized and oppressed groups use to deal with

their perceived prejudice. Seeking social support from others is both a product

of distress and a way of coping with distress (Major et al., 1998). Increasing

identification with others who are similarly victimized increases access to social

support and provides opportunities for social comparison and social validation.

Further, many of the predictions from this model are consistent with existing

theory and research. It is well established, for example, that intergroup threat can

increase in-group cohesion (e.g., Taylor & Moriarty, 1987) and that perceiving

oneself as a victim is associated with poor well-being (Tennen & Affleck, 1990).

Furthermore, group identification is positively correlated with well-being among

stigmatized groups (Bat-Chava, 1994; Munford, 1994; Phinney, 1990; Rowley,

Sellers, Chavous, & Smith, 1998), although the causal direction of this relationship

remains unclear. In short, we believe the rejection-identification model identifies

an important pathway by which members of stigmatized groups cope with the

threat of perceiving themselves or their group as victims of discrimination.

2. Legitimizing Ideologies

Another potentially important moderator of the affective and self-esteem impli-

cations of perceiving oneself or one’s group as a victim of discrimination is the

extent to which individuals endorse beliefs and ideologies that legitimize the status

of their group. As we discussed earlier, a number of beliefs and ideologies serve to

legitimize social inequality, such as the belief in a just world, in a meritocracy, in

individual mobility, and in personal control, among others (see Major & Schmader,

2001; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). These beliefs and ideologies are likely to affect

the stress and coping process at several different points.

First, we suspect that status-legitimizing ideologies operate at a preattentional

level to affect primary appraisals. Status-legitimizing ideologies help people to feel

that their environments are predictable, controllable, and just. Thus, stigmatized

individuals who endorse legitimizing ideologies are less likely to appraise their

environments as threatening—they “screen out” or fail to see evidence that they

are targets of prejudice. Recall that members of stigmatized groups who endorse

ideologies such as the belief in a just world, personal control, or individual mobility

are less likely to perceive themselves or their group as victims of discrimination

(Major et al., in press; Major et al., 2001).
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Second, even if they do perceive themselves as targets of prejudice (a pri-

mary appraisal of threat), legitimizing ideologies influence secondary appraisals—

assessments of whether one has the resources necessary to cope with events that

are appraised as threatening. People high in perceived control, or who endorse

the Protestant work ethic, for example, may believe that they have the resources

necessary to cope with threatening events. Hence they may experience incidents

of prejudice as less stressful than those who do not share these beliefs. Consistent

with this reasoning, Tomaka and Blascovich (1994) found that participants high in

just world beliefs appraised a potentially stressful task as more benign and as less

stressful, showed autonomic reactions consistent with challenge (versus threat),

and performed better on the task than participants low in just world beliefs. Thus,

members of stigmatized groups who endorse status-legitimizing ideologies may

perceive their environments as less stressful than those who reject these ideol-

ogies. The belief in personal control and a just world have been shown to relate

positively to psychological health, even among disadvantaged groups (Kleugal &

Smith, 1986; Schulz & Decker, 1985; Taylor & Brown, 1988).

Third, legitimizing ideologies influence the coping strategies that people employ

to deal with events appraised as stressful. By holding people responsible for their

outcomes, legitimizing ideologies encourage people to make internal, rather than

external, attributions. Consequently, members of stigmatized groups who endorse

legitimizing ideologies may blame themselves rather than prejudice for their cir-

cumstances and engage in coping efforts targeted at improving themselves rather

than the situation (Major et al., 2000; Miller & Major, 2000). This attributional

strategy decreases the likelihood that members of oppressed groups will strive

for social change. Ironically, however, blaming victimization on oneself is often

adaptive for mental health because it reduces perceptions of vulnerability to future

victimization (Bulman & Wortman, 1977; Janoff-Bulman, 1982; Janoff-Bulman

& Lang-Gunn, 1988). A person who blames negative events on something he or

she can control—such as his or her own actions—maintains the perception that

steps can be taken in the future to prevent a reoccurrence of those events. These

positive illusions are related to better mental health (Taylor & Brown, 1988).

Endorsing status-legitimizing ideologies, however, can also be maladaptive for

mental health. Because legitimizing ideologies encourage blaming the self for out-

comes that may in fact be due to factors outside of one’s control, such as prejudice

and discrimination, they can make those who are disadvantaged feel like moral

failures. Consistent with this idea, Quinn and Crocker (1999, Study 1) found that

perceptions of control and Protestant work ethic beliefs were negatively associated

with psychological well-being among women who perceived themselves as very

overweight, but they were positively associated with well-being among standard-

weight women. In a second study, Quinn and Crocker (1999, Study 2) primed

ideology by having women read a speech emphasizing either the Protestant work

ethic ideology or an inclusive ideology (e.g., “Combining our differences into
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unity”). All participants then read an article about discrimination against the over-

weight. For overweight women, priming Protestant work ethic ideology prior to

reading about discrimination led to decreased well-being, whereas priming an

inclusive ideology led to increased well-being. Normal-weight participants were

unaffected by ideology priming.

Ideologies that encourage victims to blame themselves are especially damaging

if, in fact, the individual is likely to experience the misfortune again, regardless of

his or her attributions or actions (Janoff-Bulman & Lang-Gunn, 1988). We suspect

that endorsing legitimizing ideologies may be associated with worse, rather than

better, psychological health, particularly when people are confronted with preju-

dice against themselves or their group that is overt, unambiguous, and impossible to

“screen out.” If stigmatized individuals strongly endorse ideologies that legitimize

their devaluation, they might be extremely uncomfortable in situations in which

they are forced to recognize that their negative outcomes are the result of unjust

discrimination rather than their own deserving. This situation directly challenges

their ideological worldview and hence threatens their well-being (Janoff-Bulman,

1989). Thus the more people endorse status-legitimizing ideologies, such as the

belief in control or in a just world, the better they may fare when prejudice is

subtle or ambiguous, but the worse they may fare when prejudice is overt and

unambiguous.

Endorsing status-legitimizing ideologies also may reduce identification with

one’s low-status group. Group identification is negatively related to endorsement

of legitimizing ideologies among low-status groups, but not high-status groups

(e.g., Major et al., in press). Individuals who endorse ideologies that legitimize

their lower status may pursue individual mobility strategies and avoid emotional

attachments with their group. Consequently, they may be denied the benefits that

group identification may provide for members of stigmatized groups.

C. STRUCTURAL MODERATORS: GROUP STATUS

The status of one’s group in the larger social hierarchy also moderates emotional

reactions to perceived discrimination. As noted at the outset of this chapter, the

experience of being a target of prejudice is not unique to members of stigmatized

or low-status groups. Because stigma is contextual, a member of almost any group

could experience devaluation on the basis of their social identity under some cir-

cumstances, as cries of “reverse discrimination” by members of high-status groups

illustrate. Experiences with discrimination among members of high-status groups,

however, are quite different from those experienced by members of stigmatized

or chronically low-status groups (Crocker et al., 1998; Schmitt & Branscombe, in

press-a). Members of high-status groups experience discrimination less frequently

than members of low-status groups. In addition, when members of high-status
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groups do experience discrimination, the incidences are less serious than those ex-

perienced by members of low-status groups (Kobrynowicz & Branscombe, 1998;

Swim et al., 2001). Experiences with being the target of prejudice and discrimina-

tion are also more isolated, avoidable, and temporary for members of high-status

groups. In contrast, they are likely to be more pervasive, unavoidable, and chronic

for the stigmatized. It is also far more risky for members of stigmatized groups

to blame their misfortune on the powerful than it is for members of high-status

groups to blame their misfortune on the powerless.

Schmitt and Branscombe (in press-a) propose that an attribution to prejudice

has different effects depending on whether the aspect of the self that it impli-

cates is a disadvantaged or a privileged group membership. In particular, they

hypothesize that it is less psychologically painful for members of high-status

groups to acknowledge that they are targets of discrimination, and to attribute

negative outcomes to discrimination, than it is for members of low-status groups.

Several correlational studies demonstrate a negative relationship between percep-

tions of discrimination and psychological well-being among women and Latinos

but no relationship between perceptions of discrimination and well-being among

men or Whites (Garza et al., 2000; Kobrynowicz & Branscombe, 1998; Schmitt

et al., 2002). Within our framework, group status may affect both primary and

secondary appraisals of prejudice. Members of stigmatized groups are more likely

than members of high-status groups to appraise prejudice as stable, chronic,

and pervasive and hence as a threat. Further, members of stigmatized groups

have fewer resources at their disposal for coping with prejudice than do mem-

bers of higher status groups. For these reasons, prejudice and discrimination

may be appraised as more stressful by members of stigmatized than high-status

groups.

The correlational studies described above examined the relationship between

perceptions of discrimination (as assessed on surveys) and well-being, but not

attributions for specific negative events and well-being. Thus, it is possible that the

weaker relationship observed between perceived discrimination and well-being

among members of high-status groups compared to low-status groups may be

due to group status differences in exposure to prejudice rather than group status

differences in the costs of recognizing prejudice (see earlier discussion). Thus, a

more intriguing question is whether group status moderates the emotional con-

sequences of attributing the same negative event to discrimination. We are aware

of only two experiments that have addressed this question, and they arrived at

different conclusions.5

5An article published by Ruggiero and Marx (1998) ostensibly addressed this question. The first

author retracted this article from publication in August, 2001, stating, “The data reported in the article

are invalid and should not be considered part of the scientific literature of psychology” (2001, Retraction

of Ruggiero & Marx, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 81, p. 178).
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Schmitt and Branscombe (in press-b) compared attributions to discrimination

and affect among men and women asked to imagine that a professor refused to

admit them to a closed class. Half were asked to imagine that the professor admitted

no one (“jerk professor”) and half to imagine that the professor admitted only

members of the other gender (“prejudiced professor”). Consistent with Schmitt and

Branscombe’s predictions, women imagined feeling more negative affect, and men

imagined feeling less negative affect in the “prejudiced” condition compared to the

“jerk” condition. In a replication and extension of Schmitt and Branscombe’s study,

however, Major et al. (2001-b) failed to replicate this gender effect. Women and

men in their study responded the same affectively across conditions. For example,

men as well as women reported more self-directed negative affect if rejected by a

professor who thought they were stupid than if rejected by a professor who was

prejudiced against their gender. Additional research is needed to resolve these

inconsistent findings.

1. Summary

Very little research has examined potential moderators of the relationship be-

tween perceiving or attributing a negative outcome to prejudice and well-being.

Existing theoretical and empirical work, however, suggests three classes of mod-

erators: situational factors (e.g., clarity of prejudice cues), personal factors (e.g.,

individual differences in group identification and legitimizing ideologies), and

structural factors (e.g., group status). Clear cues to prejudice decrease uncertainty

and legitimize other-blame. When attributions to prejudice are made under these

conditions, self-esteem is protected. In situations where prejudice cues are ambigu-

ous, however, uncertainty is aroused and no clear target of blame emerges. Attri-

butions to discrimination are not self-protective under these conditions. Individual

differences in group identification and endorsement of legitimizing ideologies may

also moderate emotional responses to prejudice. Being highly group identified may

make prejudice against one’s group especially distressing, yet it may also provide

group-level coping resources and strategies. Endorsing status-legitimizing ideol-

ogies may serve as a shield against perceiving or acknowledging prejudice and

may promote the use of self-blame in the face of failure. Thus, there are reasons to

expect that group identification and endorsement of legitimizing ideologies may

either exacerbate or alleviate the impact of perceived discrimination on well-being.

Compared to members of low-status groups, members of high-status groups are

exposed to less prejudice, experience less serious incidences of prejudice, and ex-

perience prejudice less pervasively. Members of high-status groups also have more

resources at their disposal for coping with perceived prejudice than do low-status

groups. As a result, perceiving prejudice is likely to be appraised as less stressful

by members of high-status than low-status groups.
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IX. Summary and Conclusions

Research addressing the affective and self-esteem implications of being a target

of prejudice and discrimination has burgeoned since the early 1990s. Unfortunately,

the increase in quantity has not been matched by an equivalent increase in clarity.

Conceptual vagueness, imprecise use of terms, weak methodologies, exaggeration

of positions, retraction of data, and failures to replicate often-cited findings have

hindered progress in this area. In this chapter we critically reviewed theory and

research with the goals of developing a unified theoretical perspective, resolving

controversies, and separating empirical fact from fiction.

According to the stress and coping perspective we advance here (see also Major

et al., 1999; Miller & Major, 2000), being the target of prejudicial or discrim-

inatory events is a stigma-related stressor. In order to understand adaptation in

the face of stigma-related stressors, one must examine how stressors are cogni-

tively appraised; the coping strategies used to deal with events that are appraised

as stressful; and the personal, situational, and structural factors that affect cogni-

tive appraisals and coping processes. We view perceiving oneself as a victim of

prejudice or discrimination as a primary appraisal of threat. In contrast, we view at-

tributing specific negative events (e.g., rejections and poor treatment) to prejudice

or discrimination as a coping strategy used to deal with events that are appraised

as stressful. This distinction is critical to our analysis. We argue that the failure

of researchers to distinguish adequately among the psychological implications of

being exposed to prejudicial or discriminatory events, perceiving that one is a

pervasive victim of prejudice or discrimination, and attributing specific negative

events to discrimination has contributed to inconsistent findings and contradictory

conclusions.

Crocker and Major’s (1989) attributional ambiguity analysis helped to kindle

the current interest in examining prejudice from the target’s point of view. Their

hypothesis that the stigmatized may protect their self-esteem from threat by at-

tributing negative outcomes to prejudice, instead of to their own (lack of) deserv-

ingness, proved especially controversial. Some of the controversy we suggest is

more apparent than real, resulting from misinterpretations of Crocker and Major’s

hypotheses. Other disputes, however, we believe are valid and indicate that theo-

retical refinements are needed. We attempted here to specify more precisely the

nature of an attribution to discrimination, arguing that it involves two necessary

judgments: (1) the individual (or group) was treated unfairly and (2) the treatment

was based on social identity (group membership). Integrating work published since

Crocker and Major’s (1989) review, we observed that attributions to discrimination

are more correctly characterized as attributions of blame than external attributions.

Further, we noted that attributions to discrimination contain both an internal and

an external component. Finally, we noted that insufficient discounting of internal
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causes might occur even when it is recognized that another’s prejudice may have

contributed to one’s outcomes. For these reasons, the emotional consequences of

attributional ambiguity may be less straightforward than Crocker and Major (1989)

originally assumed.

One issue that has generated controversy is whether people who are chronic tar-

gets of prejudice are vigilant to or minimize signs of prejudice in their environment.

There are cognitive and motivational reasons why victims might engage in either

strategy. We reviewed empirical evidence in support of both perspectives, noting

that researchers have conceptualized “minimization” in several different ways,

contributing to conceptual confusion. We argue that it is important to address

under what conditions and for whom minimization of versus vigilance to dis-

crimination occurs. Clearly, there are circumstances under which the stigmatized

are vigilant and circumstances under which they minimize prejudice. Contrary to

some findings (Ruggiero & Taylor, 1995, 1997), members of stigmatized groups

are sensitive to situational cues that make prejudice a more or less plausible ex-

planation for their outcomes. These include situations that make group identity

salient and situations that make the possibility of injustice more salient. Further-

more, some individuals are chronically more attuned than others to the possibility

of being a target of prejudice. Members of stigmatized groups who are high in

group identification or group consciousness or who are highly sensitive to stigma-

tization (e.g., stigma consciousness and race-rejection sensitivity), for example, are

more likely to perceive themselves and their group as being victims of discrimina-

tion and to attribute negative outcomes to discrimination. Members of stigmatized

groups who reject ideologies that legitimize their lower status in society (e.g., the

ideology of individual mobility and the belief in personal control) also are more

likely to perceive themselves as victims of discrimination and to attribute negative

outcomes to discrimination. These individual differences are more influential in

weak (attributionally ambiguous) situations than in strong (blatant prejudice) sit-

uations, illustrating the importance of considering person x situation interactions.

The larger social structure also shapes perceptions of and attributions to prejudice.

Members of stigmatized groups are more likely than members of higher status

groups to perceive that they or their group are victims of pervasive discrimination.

However, group status interacts with person factors (ideology) and situational fac-

tors (ambiguity) to influence attributions to discrimination in specific situations.

In general, we propose that factors that increase the likelihood that outcomes are

perceived to be linked to group membership and are seen as unjust will increase

the likelihood that people will perceive themselves as targets of prejudice as well

as attribute specific negative outcomes to discrimination.

We also reviewed theory and research addressing the implications for affect

and self-esteem of perceiving discrimination and of attributing negative events to

discrimination. Although there is little dispute among scholars that objective ex-

posure to prejudicial and discriminatory treatment can have serious psychological
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and physical consequences for targets, there is significant disagreement about the

consequences for affect and self-esteem of perceiving oneself as a target of prej-

udice and of attributing negative outcomes to discrimination. Branscombe and

her colleagues (Branscombe et al., 1999; Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-a) have

strongly disputed the hypothesis that attributions to prejudice serve a self-protective

function for the stigmatized. They argue that because prejudice signals rejection

and exclusion on the part of the dominant group, attributions to prejudice are detri-

mental to the psychological well-being of the disadvantaged. In our view, what

appear as theoretical disagreements are due largely to a failure to differentiate

adequately between the implications of perceiving oneself as a victim of pervasive

discrimination and the implications of attributing specific threatening events to

discrimination. We also believe that insufficient attention has been paid to specify-

ing the conditions under which perceptions of prejudice, and attributing negative

events to prejudice, are adaptive versus maladaptive for psychological well-being.

The preponderance of correlational studies indicate that the more members of

stigmatized or low-status groups perceive themselves or their group as victims

of pervasive discrimination, the lower their self-esteem and psychological well-

being. Most of these studies suffer from methodological weaknesses, including

relying on cross-sectional, correlational data; insufficiently separating the effects

of objective exposure to discrimination from subjective perceptions of discrimi-

nation; framing questions in ways that potentially bias responses, and failing to

assess important dispositional variables that might inflate correlations between

perceived discrimination and well-being. Nonetheless, we conclude that there is

little evidence to support the idea that people who believe that they personally

are frequent victims of discrimination will have high self-esteem (e.g., Crocker &

Major, 1989).

Drawing on an insightful analysis by Miller and Kaiser (2001), we speculate

that people who “tune-out” daily slights and hassles that arise from prejudice and

discrimination at a preconscious level (i.e., who engage in “involuntary avoid-

ance”) experience less stress than those who chronically perceive themselves as

victims of prejudice and discrimination. These individuals do not experience the

psychological threat of prejudice. In contrast, we speculate that people who ac-

tively suppress and/or deny that they are targets of prejudice even in the face of

clear cues to prejudice (i.e., who engage in “voluntary avoidance”) experience

greater stress than those who correctly see that their negative outcomes are due to

prejudice or discrimination. These individuals experience the threat of prejudice,

but use a maladaptive coping strategy to deal with it.

Experimental tests of the hypothesis that attributing threatening events to dis-

crimination protects self-esteem among the stigmatized have yielded inconsistent

findings. Some studies find that attributing negative feedback to discrimination

is associated with higher self-esteem and reduced negative affect, whereas

others find the opposite. We propose that the relationship between attributions to
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discrimination and self-esteem differs as a function of situational, personal, and

structural factors. First, when attributions to prejudice are clearly justified by sit-

uational cues, attributing negative events to prejudice protects self-esteem (Major

et al., 2001). This supports Crocker and Major’s (1989) claim that overt prejudice

is less damaging to the self-esteem of its targets than is prejudice that is hidden

behind a cloak of fairness. However, attributing negative events to prejudice does

not protect self-esteem, and may in fact damage self-esteem, when attributions to

prejudice are made in the absence of clear situational cues that justify this attri-

bution (Major et al., 2001). This finding is inconsistent with Crocker and Major’s

hypothesis that attributing outcomes to prejudice in attributionally ambiguous cir-

cumstances protects self-esteem.

Second, we suggest that the relationship between attributions to discrimination

and self-esteem also differs as a function of individual factors, such as extent of

group identification and endorsement of status-legitimizing ideologies. We spec-

ulate, for example, that being highly identified with a group that is a target of prej-

udice may make perceiving prejudice against that group more painful. However,

group identification may also provide an individual with more coping resources

and a wider array of coping strategies. Individual differences in endorsement of

beliefs such as the belief in personal control may influence people’s appraisals of

their resources to cope with prejudice and their coping strategies in response to

perceived prejudice. Third, there is suggestive evidence that the status of one’s

group in the larger social hierarchy moderates the affective and self-esteem impli-

cations of perceiving that oneself or one’s group is a victim of pervasive prejudice.

Recognizing that one is a victim of prejudice is associated with poorer well-

being among members of stigmatized groups than among members of high-status

groups (Schmitt & Branscombe, in press-a). Whether group status moderates the

emotional consequence of attributing the same negative events to discrimination,

however, is unclear.

There is increasing evidence that the coping strategy of attributing threatening

events to discrimination instead of to one’s lack of deservingness ultimately may

backfire. Those who claim prejudice may be labeled as complainers and ostracized

by individuals who control important outcomes (Kaiser & Miller, 2001). If the cop-

ing strategy of attributing negative outcomes to prejudice is used chronically, it

may eventually result in perceptions of pervasive prejudice and group-related re-

jection sensitivity, both of which are associated with poorer, rather than better,

well-being. People who attribute their outcomes to prejudice may avoid situa-

tions in which they suspect prejudice may occur (Pinel, 1999), experience anxiety

in interactions with out-group members (Stephan & Stephan, 1996), and disen-

gage their self-esteem from domains important for academic or economic success

(Major, Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe, & Crocker, 1998; Schmader, Major, &

Gramzow, 2001). This, in turn, may lead to poorer academic performance

(Mendoza-Denton et al., in press; Steele et al., 2002; Terrell & Terrell, 1981).
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Ultimately, those who believe their outcomes are chronically governed by prej-

udice lose a sense of control over their own fate.

An important agenda for future research is to identify adaptive coping strategies

in response to perceived prejudice. Identification with the in-group is one impor-

tant pathway by which the stigmatized maintain psychological well-being in the

face of perceived prejudice (Branscombe et al., 1999). Developing group con-

sciousness may be an even better route. Group consciousness incorporates group

identification with rejection of status-legitimizing ideologies. Individuals who are

high in group consciousness have a greater sense of collective efficacy and greater

willingness to engage in collective action on behalf of the group (Simon et al.,

1998). An alternative pathway to well-being among stigmatized groups may be far

less effective for achieving social change, but perhaps just as, if not more, effec-

tive for maintaining individual self-esteem. Members of stigmatized groups may

embrace ideologies that legitimize their lower status and define themselves and

their futures in status-consistent ways. Believing that the world is just, predictable,

and controllable, they remain blissfully unaware of the real extent to which they

personally are targets of prejudice and discrimination. The illusion that they, and

not bigoted others, control their fate provides the stigmatized something essen-

tial to well-being—hope. Perhaps this is why status-legitimizing ideologies are so

widely held, even by those who are most disadvantaged by them.
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The theory outlined in the present chapter adopts a cognitive approach to mo-

tivation. In the pages that follow we describe a research program premised on

the notion that the cognitive treatment affords conceptual and methodological ad-

vantages enabling new insights into problems of motivated action, self-regulation,

and self-control. We begin by placing our work in the broader historical context of

social psychological theorizing about motivation and cognition. We then present

our theoretical notions and trace their implications for a variety of psychological

issues, including activity experience, goal commitment, choice, and substitution.

The gist of the chapter that follows describes our empirical research concerning a

broad range of phenomena informed by the goal-systemic analysis.

I. Motivation versus Cognition or Motivation as Cognition

A. MOTIVATION VERSUS COGNITION: THE “SEPARATIST PROGRAM”

Social psychological theories have often treated motivation as separate from

cognition and have often approached it in a somewhat static manner. The sepa-

ratism of the “motivation versus cognition” approach was manifest in several major
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formulations and debates. Thus, for example, the dissonance versus self-perception

debate (Bem, 1972) pitted against each other motivational (i.e., dissonance) ver-

sus cognitive (i.e., self-perception) explanations of attitude change phenomena.

A similar subsequent controversy pertained to the question of whether a motiva-

tional explanation of biased causal attributions in terms of ego-defensive tendencies

(cf. Kelley, 1972) is valid, given the alternative possibility of a purely cognitive

explanation (Miller & Ross, 1975).

The separatism of the “motivation versus cognition” approach assigned distinct

functions to motivational and cognitive variables. This is apparent in major social

psychological notions of persuasion, judgment, or impression formation. For in-

stance, in the popular dual-mode theories of persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986;

Chaiken & Chen, 1999) the degree of processing motivation acts as an important

selector of persuasive mode: High processing motivation (operationalized, e.g.,

via high personal involvement in an issue) is associated with extensive processing

of message arguments, whereas low processing motivation is associated with brief

processing of “peripheral” or heuristic cues. In the alternative “unimodel” of per-

suasion as well (Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999a, 1999b; Kruglanski, Thompson,

& Spiegel, 1999; Kruglanski, Erb, Spiegel, & Pierro, 2001) motivation determines

the extent of processing of any kind of information (i.e., one associated with mes-

sage arguments or with peripheral/heuristic cues).

B. THE “STATIC” APPROACH

Beyond its separation from cognition, motivation has been often treated stati-

cally in social psychological research. Social psychologists typically assumed that

due to chronic or momentary causes individuals have either a high or low degree

of some motivation, such as the need for closure (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996;

Webster & Kruglanski (1998), cognition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982), or “learning”

or “performance” goals, (Dweck, 1999) that systematically impacts various rel-

evant phenomena. Whereas the change instigated by a given motivational state

could be considered dynamic, the motivational state itself was treated statically,

that is, as fixed at a given magnitude. To say that it was static is not to imply that

social psychologists’ traditional approach to motivation was inappropriate. Quite

the contrary, it yielded a rich crop of important findings about the effects of mo-

tivational variables on judgment, action, and performance (see, e.g., Kruglanski,

1996a for a review).

C. MOTIVATION AS COGNITION: DEPICTING DYNAMISM

Nonetheless, a static depiction does miss something important about motivation,

namely its malleability and dynamism: Our wishes, interests, and desires are rarely
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so steadfast or constant. Often, they fluctuate from one moment to the next as we

succumb to an assortment of distractions, temptations, and digressions. Rather than

relentlessly keeping to the task at hand we often daydream, ruminate, run to the

fridge, or check our e-mail, and our shifting moods and emotional states often track

our changing motivational conditions. An insight into such motivational dynamics

may be gained if we abandon the separateness assumption of the “motivation versus

cognition” program and adopt the “motivation as cognition” approach instead. The

“motivation as cognition” paradigm is naturally fitted to handle dynamism because

in cognitive systems dynamism is the “name of the game.” Our cognitive activity

hardly ever stops, not even in our sleep. Our associations are in a constant flux,

and our thoughts “ignite” each other in rapid succession. Many of these thoughts

are motivational in nature; they represent our goals, the means to pursue them, or

discrepancies from goal attainment.

The present story belongs, therefore, in the “motivation as cognition” paradigm.

Its topic is the behavior of goal systems, defined as the mental representations of

motivational networks composed of interconnected goals and means. Different

goal systems may be activated at the same time through environmental priming

(cf. Bargh & Barndollar, 1996) and they may compete with each other for mental

resources. We assume that motivational phenomena are a joint function of cog-

nitive principles (that goal systems share with other cognitive systems) as they

are applied to uniquely motivational contents, that is, to goals and to means. Put

differently, the cognitive properties of goal systems set the constraints within which

the motivational properties may express themselves. In the sections that follow,

we first discuss the cognitive and the motivational properties of goal systems. We

then describe empirical research on a wide array of goal-systemic phenomena

determined jointly by both sets of properties.

II. Cognitive Properties of Goal Systems

Two categories of cognitive properties play a major role in the behavior of goal

systems; these are their structural and their allocational properties. The structural

properties of goal systems stem from their cognitive interconnectedness and the

allocational properties from the attentional resource limitations that characterize

all deliberative cognitive functioning.

A. STRUCTURAL PROPERTIES OF GOAL SYSTEMS

1. Interconnectedness: Its Form and Its Strength

Goal systems consist of mentally represented networks wherein goals may be

cognitively associated to their corresponding means of attainment and to alternative
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Fig. 1. A system of goals and means.

goals as well. Beyond cognitive linkage to their corresponding goals, means may

be associated with other means. Mental representations of motivational constructs

(i.e., goals and means) may include facilitative as well as inhibitory links. Typically,

facilitative links may exist between vertically connected elements, that is, between

goals and their corresponding means. Inhibitory links may exist primarily between

lateral elements, that is, between competing goals or competing means. A possible

goal system is depicted in Fig. 1. As shown, a superordinate goal is cognitively

connected to its various subgoals or waystations en route to that goal, which are in

turn connected to their own means of attainment. Lateral interconnections within

a goal system also are represented, including interconnections between different

subgoals and various attainment means to those particular subgoals.

Interconnections have two major aspects of interest, their form and their strength.

Concerning form, interconnected goal systems may exhibit different “architec-

tures” or come in different configurations: The number of means attached to a

given goal may vary and so may the number of goals attached to a given mean.

The number of means linked to a given goal define the equifinality set encapsulated

in the slogan of “all roads leading to Rome” (see Fig. 2). Size of the equifinality

set determines the amount of available choice between the means and the range

of substitutability of one means for another if pursuit of the latter was thwarted or

resulted in failure.

The number of goals linked to a given means define the multifinality set encap-

sulated in the notion of “many birds with one stone” (see Fig. 3). As is shown

later, size of the multifinality set may partially affect the perceived value, or the

motivational “bang for the buck,” a given means may afford.
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Fig. 2. Equifinality configuration.

The second structural aspect of goal systems refers to interconnection strength

between the units. Strength is not independent of form because it is positively

related to uniqueness of the interconnections. The presence of additional means

associated with a goal and/or of additional goals associated with a means should

dilute the strength of activating the goal by the means or vice versa. Thus, the lower

the number of means connected to a given goal (i.e., the smaller the equifinality

set) or the lower the number of goals connected to a given means (i.e., the smaller

the multifinality set), the stronger the cognitive association strength between a

given means and the goal. This is analogous to the classic “fan effect” discussed

by John Anderson (1974, 1983) wherein the greater the number of specific facts

linked to a general mental construct, the less likely it is that any particular fact will

Fig. 3. Multifinality configuration.
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Fig. 4. Uniqueness and strength of goal–means association.

be retrieved or recalled upon the presentation of the construct. Relations between

uniqueness and association strength are represented in Figs. 4 and 5.

Uniqueness of association is only one among several determinants of association

strength. Another determinant is repeated pairing of elements with one another, i.e.,

a mean with a given goal, a goal with another goal, or a means with another means.

A mental representation of an association could derive also from pronouncements

of a trusted “epistemic authority” (Kruglanski, 1989; Elis & Kruglanski, 1992). A

mother could teach her child that the way to produce water is to turn the faucet,

Fig. 5. Uniqueness and strength of mean–goal association.
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and this could establish an immediate association between the goal (of producing

water) and the means (of faucet turning), and so on.

2. Transfer of Properties within a Goal System

Association strength is important because it affects the facility of traffic be-

tween the units. This affords the transfer of various motivational properties from

one unit to another. The units may activate each other (Anderson, 1983; Neely,

1977; Rumelhart & Ortony, 1977) but activation is not the only property that

spreads. Other properties too may flow along the links. Metaphorically then, these

links resemble cognitive railroad tracks enabling the transportation of different

psychological properties across the units. Besides spreading activation, one could

have a transfer of commitment or of specific affective qualities from goals to means

(or vice versa) in proportion to the strength of their association.

3. Subconscious Impact

Depending partly on their strength of activation, some cognitive elements may

enter conscious awareness while others may not. Nonetheless, the latter may also

impact subsequent activities and reactions (Draine & Greenwald, 1998). In goal

systems theory, we distinguish between currently pursued focal goals, of which

goal status one is explicitly aware, and background goals, whose presence need

not be consciously registered. For example, one might assume that all one is

doing is pursuing a casual conversation with a friend, whereas in fact one is also

(subconsciously) self-enhancing or impression managing. Or, one may feel that

one’s choice of one’s marital partner is driven by her/his intelligence and warmth

unaware that she/he also reminds one of one’s mother or father and that this is an

important cause of the partner’s appeal.

An intriguing methodological implication of the notion of subconscious im-

pact is that goals can be subliminally primed. The pioneering work of Bargh and

his colleagues (e.g., Bargh & Barndollar, 1996) supports the existence of im-

plicit goal priming as does our own work reviewed subsequently (see also Draine

& Greenwald, 1998).

4. Contextual Dependence

We know that human cognitions are subject to contextual framing effects and

goal systems should be no exception. From that perspective, goal systems are

hardly invariant or fixed. All to the contrary, they are highly flexible and context-

dependent in that their shape and form may vary in accordance with situational

framing effects. As noted earlier, a pronouncement by a trusted source or “epistemic

authority” (cf. Kruglanski, 1989; Elis & Kruglanski, 1992) may set up, alter, or
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Fig. 6. Choice of means is context-dependent.

eliminate cognitive connections between goal-systemic elements. Additionally, the

activation of some such elements may occur in some contexts only but not others.

This means, for example, that a different set of means to the same goal (i.e., a

different equifinality set) may be envisaged by the same individual in different

contexts; as a consequence she or he may select different means to the same goal

in those varying circumstances. As shown in Fig. 6, in context 1, mean x to goal A

may be preferred over its alternatives s, t, and u, whereas in context 2 mean y to

the same goal may be preferred over x, s, and t; consequently, x will be chosen in

the first context but not in the second.

Moreover, the substitutability relations between various means may be context-

specific. In one context, means x and y may be seen as connected to the same goal,

A, which would render them mutually substitutable, whereas in another context

x and y may be seen as connected to different goals, which would render them

nonsubstitutable. These relations are graphically depicted in Fig. 7.

B. THE ALLOCATIONAL PROPERTIES OF GOAL SYSTEMS

The fundamental allocational property of goal systems rests on the assump-

tion of limited mental resources. From that perspective, the allocation of cogni-

tive resources constitutes a “constant-sum” game, so that the more resources are

accorded to a given portion of one’s mental field, the less mental resources are

left for the remaining portions. We are assuming that, typically, goal pursuit is

resource-dependent. If so, the greater the investment of resources in pursuit of a

given goal or in the implementation of a given means, the less resources should
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Fig. 7. Mean substitutability is context-dependent.

be available for alternative goals or means. One implication of this is that cur-

rently active goals may pull resources away from each other. This may interfere

with progress toward each of these goals and impede their attainment. Similarly,

alternative means to the same goal may compete with each other for mental re-

sources and imply the need to exercise choice among them (so that at least the

mean chosen may receive the required resources). Finally, one might also envis-

age a resource competition between a goal and its associated means. Excessive

concentration on a goal while pursuing the means, that is, a failure to effect

a full transition from a mind set of “deliberation” to that of “implementation”

(cf. Gollwitzer, 1996), might represent a counterproductive rumination or an exag-

gerated “assessment” orientation that undermines effective “locomotion” toward

one’s goals (cf. Kruglanski, Thompson, Higgins, Shah, Atash, & Pierro, 2000).

Thus, in addition to the structural properties of goal systems their allocational

properties too may place important constraints on adaptive self-regulation.

III. Motivational Properties of Goal Systems

Neither the structural nor the allocational properties of goal systems are unique:

They characterize all cognitive systems not just goal systems. Cognitive psychol-

ogists have typically assumed, for example, that the organization of concepts in

memory consists of interlinked nodes which may vary in strength of association to

one another (cf. Anderson, 1973, 1984). Similarly, the doctrine of limited mental

resources is a mainstay in much cognitive theorizing (cf. Kahneman, 1973) and is

hardly of special pertinence to goal systems. What makes goal systems unique is
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their composition of motivationally relevant entities, that is, of goals and of means.

Both are endowed with special properties that do not pertain to alternative cogni-

tive systems. In what follows we briefly discuss what some major such properties

might consist of.

A. GOAL STRIVING

To a considerable extent, human action is goal-driven (cf. Gollwitzer & Bargh,

1996). It represents the striving to attain specific desirable objectives. Goal striving

is typically exigent of resources, and it may result in success or in failure (to reach

the desired end). Successful attainment of one’s objective generally engenders

positive affect of pleasure or satisfaction, whereas failure to attain one’s goals

engenders negative affect of displeasure and disappointment. Specific types of

goals may lend unique shades of positive or negative affect as function of their

attainment or nonattainment. In this vein, Higgins (1997) distinguished between

promotion goals, whose attainment engenders feelings of happiness and pride

and nonattainment feelings of sadness and dejection, and prevention goals, whose

attainment gives rise to feelings of calm and relaxation and nonattainment to ones

of tension and agitation.

B. GOAL COMMITMENT

By goal commitment we mean the degree to which an individual is determined

to pursue a goal. Goal commitment is assumed to vary as a function of subjec-

tive utility determined by a multiplicative function (cf. Atkinson, 1954) of the

value assigned to the goal and its expectancy of attainment [SU = f (E × V )].

In other words, there will be no commitment to a goal (1) if its subjective ex-

pectancy of attainment is nil no matter how high its subjective value (e.g., one

would not commit to the goal of possessing the Mona Lisa painting, no mat-

ter how great its perceived artistic value) or (2) if its value is nil no matter how

high the expectancy of attainment (e.g., one may refrain from committing to the

goal of purchasing a new vacuum cleaner even if the expectancy of being able

to do so is complete simply because one’s old vacuum cleaner is perfectly OK

and hence the value of the new acquisition is nil). Recent evidence implies that

with respect to some goals at least, namely sacred duties and obligations, their

high magnitude may dampen the weight of the expectancy factor in the multi-

plicative formula such that the expectancy matters less and less the greater the

magnitude of the duty or obligation (cf. Shah & Higgins, 1997). Also, some

individuals, e.g., inveterate “locomotors” (Kruglanski et al., 2000), may be so

inclined to engage in movement toward goals that they may commit to goals
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primarily on the basis of attainment expectancy (assuring progress and move-

ment) and give relatively little weight to value. Finally, in some domains, such as

achievement, magnitude of the value component may depend on that of the ex-

pectancy component such that the lower the expectancy of attainment (the harder

the task) the greater the value of success (cf. Atkinson, 1954). We assume then,

that goal commitment is a multiplicative function of value and expectancy but

the way these are combined or weighted may depend on specific goals and/or

individuals.

Goal commitment may express itself in persistence of goal strivings and in

emotional reactivity to successful or unsuccessful strivings. Thus, a goal to which

one is strongly (versus less strongly) committed would elicit greater magnitude

of positive affect upon attainment and greater magnitude of negative affect upon

attainment failure.

C. MEANS CHOICE AND SUBSTITUTION

Subjective utility considerations may also drive the choice of appropriate means.

All else being equal, at a given goal value the means most likely to be chosen is

that which promises the greatest expectancy of attainment. However, all else need

not be equal, at least not in all circumstances. In addition to the focal goal the

individual may be consciously pursuing, there may exist other, background goals

that he or she strives to attain often without conscious awareness. For instance, the

individual may be fatigued and, because of that, opt for a mean that promises goal

attainment with a minimal expenditure of effort. Alternatively, he or she may be in

a hurry and hence opt for a means that may seem as the quickest way of reaching

the goal. In yet other instances, she or he may wish to impress an audience and

hence opt for the most “impressive” or “dramatic” means that promises to attain

such an effect. Such choices may sacrifice the expectancy of goal attainment for

multifinality considerations, that is, for the potentiality of a given mean gratifying

goals over and above the currently focal objective. The trading of expectancy

for multifinality need not sacrifice subjective utility, however. For multifinality

increases the value component of the equation and hence might often compensate

for a potential loss of expectancy.

As noted earlier, a strong commitment to a goal may express itself in persistent

efforts toward goal attainment. Such efforts may often include the coping with

failure to attain the goal or to advance toward the goal. Coping, in turn, may

include a “means shift” (Kruglanski & Jaffe, 1988), that is, the substitution of a

new mean for one that has failed to bring about the desired result. Substitution may

involve a selection from a previously represented means constellation, or it may

require the generation of new means and hence the mental construction of novel

goal-systemic relations.
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Whereas the generation of appropriate means may advance goal pursuit, rival

alternative goals may undermine it by introducing goal conflict (cf. Lewin, 1935;

Miller, 1944). Adaptive coping would require the management or resolution of

such a conflict so that subjective utility is maximized and that a goal pursuit most

likely to accomplish it is carried out.

D. JOINT WORKINGS OF COGNITIVE AND MOTIVATIONAL

PRINCIPLES IN SELF-REGULATION

We are assuming that the various motivational phenomena just discussed (e.g.,

goal commitment, means choice and substitution, the management of goal con-

flict) function within the structural and allocational constraints inherent in goal

systems’ cognitive nature. In other words, whereas motivational phenomena have

their own endogenous determinants (related to considerations of expectancy and

value described earlier) they are also determined by the (exogenous) cognitive

conditions of a given goal system that affect the nature and values of these en-

dogenous factors. In that sense, self-regulation is enabled by a joint operation of

cognitive and motivational principles that interactively impact goal-driven action.

This general notion affords new insights into numerous self-regulatory phenomena

addressed in the sections that follow.

IV. Goal Systems Theory: A Summary

It is well to take stock at this point and to summarize the fundamental postulates

of goal systems theory. It assumes the following:

1. Goal systems are characterized by two types of properties: cognitive and

motivational.

2. Goal systems’ cognitive properties are (a) structural and (b) allocational. A

major structural property of goal systems is interconnectedness, characterized by

the form and strength of links between goals and means within a given system.

A major allocational property of goal systems resides in the restricted nature of

mental resources to be distributed in a “constant sum” fashion among various

goal-systemic elements.

3. Goal systems’ motivational properties comprise the (a) principle of subjective

utility, which determines goal commitment and mean choice. Furthermore, goal

striving (b) is accompanied by affective feedback engendered in response to success

and failure outcomes and (c) is characterized by persistence of pursuit including

means substitution and the management of goal conflict.
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4. The various motivational properties of goal systems are constrained, hence

partially determined, by their cognitive properties. The research described in the

following sections illustrates this general notion with a wide variety of phenom-

ena. In accordance with the theory’s breadth, the goals we investigated ranged

from narrow task goals to lifelong objectives. Our research methods too were cor-

respondingly varied. We often used “microcognitive” priming techniques to tap

the momentary activation potentials within goal systems, but we also relied on

structured questionnaires to explore the chronic representations of such systems

and we used a variety of cognitive, behavioral, and outcome-related measures to

investigate diverse goal-systemic effects.

V. Empirical Explorations of Goal Systems

The goal-systemic research described later falls into two broad categories related

respectively to (1) the strength as well as the type (facilitative and inhibitory) of

associative links between goal-systemic elements and (2) their configurational

patterns. We discuss them in turn.

A. ASSOCIATIVE LINKS BETWEEN GOAL-SYSTEMIC ELEMENTS

1. Associative Connections between Goals and Means

Our empirical work often involved the application of cognitive methods (re-

lated to goal systems’ cognitive properties) to a variety of motivational phenomena

(related to goal systems’ motivational essence). Thus, in much of our research we

assessed the degree of association between goal-systemic elements. Our method-

ology was based on priming one such element, say a goal or a mean, and mea-

suring the extent to which this activates another element, e.g., another mean or

goal. We used either supraliminal or subliminal priming (our participants did not

consciously realize that a prime had been presented) and we typically measured

consequent construct activation via a lexical decision task. Using these methods

we investigated first whether the degree to which related goals and means (that

is, elements within the same goal system) are associated is stronger than the de-

gree to which unrelated goals and means (that do not belong within the same goal

system) are.

Participants responded to a computer program by listing three different attributes

it was their goal to possess and one positive attribute they were not currently try-

ing to possess. They also listed one activity they could perform to attain each of

the four attributes. We regarded these as means to those particular goals. After

completing the initial procedure, the computer prompted the participants to list all
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Fig. 8. Reaction times to means under goal and nongoal priming.

the activities they could think of that would help them attain each of the attributes.

Finally, participants completed a lexical decision procedure in which they were

asked to determine whether a word was an attribute or an activity. The four

attributes listed by the participant and the first attainment means listed for each

attribute were randomly included in the presented set of prime and target words.

The links between attributes and means could be assessed then, by examining re-

action times when the attribute or goal was the prime for the means. The reaction

times to the means when primed with the corresponding goal participants were

currently pursuing were significantly faster than when the prime was a nongoal

control. The difference between the goal and control primes disappeared, however,

when the goal was one participants were not currently pursuing. This latter finding

argues against an alternative explanation of our results in terms of a mere semantic

association between related goal and mean words in the general language. It

appears, instead, that the dynamic interrelation of goals and means within the

same goal system contributes to their cognitive association over and above their

possible semantic affinity. These findings are shown in Fig. 8.

2. Uniqueness of Linkage and Associative Strength

Data from the same study support the assumption that the strength of association

between goal-systemic elements is positively related to their uniqueness. Recall

that following the listing of a single activity that would help them attain the goal,

participants listed all such activities they could think of. We found that the lower

the number of activities participants listed, that is, the greater the uniqueness of the

goal-means connections, the faster the lexical decision times to the first activity

listed after being primed with the corresponding goal, that is, the stronger the
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Fig. 9. Correlation between uniqueness and strength of the goal–means association.

degree to which the goal cognitively activated that particular means. These data

are displayed in Fig. 9.

3. Transfer of Commitment from Goals to Means

The fact that goals and means are cognitively associated and that the strength

of their association is positively related to its uniqueness is neither particularly

surprising nor particularly “motivational” (cf. Anderson, 1974, 1983). These fea-

tures, however, form the necessary basis for the transfer of motivational properties

from the goal to the means, a much more interesting and motivationally relevant

phenomenon. A means strongly associated with a goal may immediately bring

the goal to mind, evoking feelings and attitudes associated with that goal while

thinking about or engaging in the means. In an early study designed to investigate

this issue, participants generated a goal and listed either one or two means, i.e.,

activities designed to attain that goal. Participants were then asked to indicate how

committed they were to engaging in the activity. We found that participants rated

themselves as more committed to the activity when it was the only means listed

(thus the strength of its association with the goal was high) versus when it was one

of the two activities listed, which lowers uniqueness and, hence proportionately,

association strength. Assuming that the degree of commitment to the goal is rela-

tively high, this is consistent with the notion that the transfer of commitment from

the goal to the means is greater the stronger their association (see Fig. 10).

4. Correspondence between Commitment to Goal and to Means

The foregoing study assumed that participants’ commitment to the goal was

relatively high, but it did not assess it. Ideally, one would expect a direct corre-

spondence between commitment to the goal and to the means. In our next study

we collected data pertinent to this issue by explicitly assessing goal as well as
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Fig. 10. Degree of commitment as function of means uniqueness.

means commitment. Participants, University of Maryland students, listed a goal

they were striving to attain and then one, two, or six activities they were engaged in

toward attaining that goal (e.g., one participant listed “becoming a broadcaster” as

a goal and “taking an editing class” as an activity). Goal commitment was assessed

before the listing of means through ratings of (1) goal importance, (2) likelihood

of attainment, (3) amount of invested efforts, and (4) plans to attain the goal in

the near future. Next, depending on the experimental condition, participants listed

activities they may work on, or are already working on, in order to attain the goal.

Finally, commitment to the first activity listed was assessed through ratings of

(1) its perceived importance, (2) likelihood of its pursuit, (3) investment of efforts

in it, (4) its pursuit in the present, (5) frequency of engagement in it, and (6) per-

ceived interest in it. All ratings were made on 7-point scales. As predicted, we

found that correlations between commitment to the goal and commitment to the

first activity listed was highest (r = .43, p < .05) in the one-activity condition,

where the uniqueness (and hence presumably the strength) of the association was

the highest; it was substantially lower (r = .24) in the two-activities condition;

and it was lowest in the six-activities condition (r = .08), where uniqueness also

was lowest, consistent with the notion that commitment transfer varies as function

of the degree of association between the goal and its means (see Fig. 11).

5. Direct Measurement of the Degree of Association

In the studies so far, we have inferred the degree of association strength from

the number of means to a goal participants listed. In our next study we used a

direct measure of association strength by assessing the degree to which the goal

primes its corresponding means. Participants in this study provided two attributes

they wanted to possess and listed one activity they believed could help them attain
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Fig. 11. Correlation between commitment to goal and to first activity listed as function of number

of activities.

each attribute. They were then subliminally primed with the goals (or control

words) and performed a lexical decision task with the activities (i.e., the means)

as targets. Then they rated the emotions they felt when thinking about possessing

the attribute, and the emotions they felt when engaging in the activity. Specifically,

participants were asked to indicate how agitated, dejected, happy, and relaxed they

felt regarding each goal and activity and provided their answers on a 5-point scale

ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (a great deal). Separate emotion totals for each

goal and activity were created after first reverse scoring the negatively valenced

emotion items. As illustrated in Fig. 12, our analyses indicated that the correlation

between the emotional magnitude of a participant’s goal (e.g., a goal of “becoming

educated”) and the emotional magnitude of a corresponding means (e.g., a means

of “studying”) depended on strength of the goal–means association. We found that

the correlation between the emotional significance of a goal and the emotional

Fig. 12. Correlations between emotional commitment to two goals and their associated means.
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significance of a means was significantly greater the stronger the degree to which

the goal primed its corresponding means.

6. Transfer of Affective Quality from Goals to Social Means

Beyond the magnitude of commitment and of affect, the degree of the

goal–means association may determine the transfer of unique affective qualities

between the two. In a study designed to investigate this possibility, participants

listed either an “ought” goal, defined by Higgins (1987) as a duty or an obligation,

or an “ideal” goal, defined as a hope or an aspiration. Higgins’ (1987, 1997) re-

search suggests that the attainment of “ought” goals gives rise to “prevention-type”

affect, expressed in such emotions as relief, calm, and relaxation. By contrast, the

attainment of “ideal” goals gives rise to “promotion type” affect expressed in such

emotions as happiness, pride, or enjoyment.

Participants then listed three acquaintances who they believed were related to

attainment of the goal (i.e., to constitute “social means” to the goal in question).

We assumed that the order in which the acquaintances were listed reflected the

strength of their association to the goal (for a similar methodology see Higgins,

King, & Mavin, 1982). Participants then rated their expected emotions following

goal attainment using three items related to ideal-type affect (namely happy, proud,

and enjoy) and three items related to ought-type affect (namely relieved, calm,

and relaxed ). Participants used the same items to rate their feelings toward each

acquaintance. We found that the affective qualities associated with ideal or ought

goals were transferred to individuals related to these goals’ attainment and that

the degree of transfer was proportionate to the order in which these persons were

listed. Thus, for an ideal-type goal, ideal-type affect felt with respect to the first

person listed was more pronounced than ideal-type affect felt with regard to the

second person listed, which in turn was more pronounced than the ideal-type affect

felt with respect to the third person listed. Similarly, for the ought-type goal, the

corresponding (goal-type) affect was stronger with respect to the first two persons

listed than with respect to the third person listed. No significant relation existed

between the strength of ideal-type affect and the listing order of acquaintances

when the goal was of an ought type, nor between the strength of an ought-type

affect and listing order when the goal was of an ideal type. This data pattern, shown

in Fig. 13, supports the notion of transfer of specific affective qualities from the

goal to the associated means as function of their degree of association.

In summary, the degree of cognitive association between a goal and a mean

seems to determine the degree of transfer between (1) the degree of commit-

ment and the (2) quantity and (3) quality of affect. These findings have intrigu-

ing implications for the topic of intrinsic motivation (for recent discussions see

Shah & Kruglanski, 2000; Sansone & Harackiewicz, 2000): When an activity is

strongly associated with a goal (and its attainment), it might “mesh,” or form a “unit

relation,” with it (Heider, 1958), that is, be experienced as an end in itself or as
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Fig. 13. Correlation between goal-related and activity-related affect.

intrinsically motivated. That is perhaps why various goal properties (such as goal

commitment) “spill over” and come to characterize such intrinsically motivated

activities. This suggests, for example, that (1) intrinsic motivation could be con-

ceptualized as lying on a continuum (determined by the association strength of

a goal and an activity) rather than representing a qualitative dichotomy as has

been typically surmised (cf. Deci & Ryan, 1985; Kruglanski, 1975); (2) rather

than reserving the notion of intrinsic motivation for specific types of goals, such

as those of autonomy, competence, or relatedness (cf. Deci & Ryan, 1985), any

goal and any relevant activity could be structurally tied together (or associated) to

produce intrinsic motivation; and (3) depending on the specific characteristics of

the goal, different intrinsically motivated activities to whom those characteristics

are transferred would be experienced differently. Thus, whereas all intrinsically

motivated activities might give rise to positive affect, the specific type of positive

affect might vary as function of the goal (e.g., whether it constitutes an “ideal” or

an “ought”) to which the activity is intrinsic.

The present “transfer” notion is reminiscent of the goal-gradient phenomenon

enunciated by Clark Hull (1932). According to Hull’s goal-gradient hypothesis

. . . “ the goal reaction gets conditioned the most strongly to the stimuli preceding

it, and other reactions of the behavior sequence get conditioned to their stimuli

progressively weaker as they are more remote (in time or space) from the goal

reaction” (Hull, 1932, pp. 25–26).

The animal-learning theorist that he was, Hull conceived of the goal-gradient

principle in terms of time and space that separate the animal from the goal. The

present transfer principle is broader in nature and linked to the strength of cogni-

tive associations between means and ends that transcend temporal and spatial

considerations. Thus, merely thinking of a strongly associated means (e.g., of

studying, working out at the gym, or going out on a date) may call to mind the
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respective goals of these activities (good grades, a fit body, being admired by one’s

partner) and the attendant feelings and cognitions linked with their attainment.

7. Goal-Systemic Phenomena and the Determinants of Subjective Utility:

Goal–Mean Association and Goal Commitment

The structural property of association strength and the motivational property of

attainment expectancy afford jointly the prediction that the degree to which a goal

is associated with a mean should be positively related to goal commitment. The

reason is that mean accessibility may increase the perceived expectancy of goal

attainment and hence increase the subjective utility of the goal’s pursuit determined

by the expectancy and value formula. The foregoing hypothesis corresponds to

common experience wherein the excitement about a goal pursuit is augmented by

the sense of “know how” regarding goal accomplishment and hence an expectancy

of success that may cement goal commitment. Consider the difference between a

goal such as “shopping,” to which the means (e.g., visiting the neighborhood mall)

jump immediately to mind, versus writing a theoretical paper, to which the means

(i.e., the relevant ideas) are not as readily discerned. As common experience attests,

it is relatively easier to commit to shopping than to writing and the latter pursuit

may require a considerably greater amount of self-discipline to stay on track.

In a study designed to investigate these notions, participants generated their

goals and corresponding means. They then completed a subliminal priming task

on a computer. In one condition designed to experimentally strengthen the goal–

means association participants completed repeated trials presenting goals as

primes and means as targets. In another condition, participants completed trials

wherein control words were the primes and means were the targets. We found

that commitment to the goal was higher in the experimental (versus the control)

condition where the association between goals and means was systematically

strengthened (see Fig. 14).

Fig. 14. Effects of manipulated goal–means association.
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That commitment to a goal is increased when the mean to that goal is apparent

is indirectly supported by the “mental contrasting” work of Oetingen (2000;

Oetingen, Pak, & Schnetter, 2001). She finds that where focusing on a desired

state is followed by contrasting it with the actual state (a comparison likely to

instigate a means-generating activity) commitment to the goal is markedly more

contingent on the expectancy of goal attainment as compared to a situation where

focusing on the actual state is followed by thinking about the desired state or to a sit-

uation of focusing on the desired state exclusively. These results may indicate that

the mental-contrasting procedure instigates a means-generating attempt that may

or may not succeed. When it does succeed, the means are particularly accessible

(having just been generated), hence increasing commitment. When it does not suc-

ceed, however, not only is the means accessibility low, but also one is metacogni-

tively aware of the difficulty of altering this state of affairs, which may additionally

depress commitment.

8. Intergoal Association Undermines Goal Commitment

Whereas association between a goal and a means may increase goal commit-

ment, association between a goal and competing goals may undermine commit-

ment because the latter may pull resources away from the focal goal, lowering

attainment expectancy, subjective utility, and hence commitment. Suppose that

John associates the goal of preparing for the exams with the goal of flirting with

Ann, a fellow graduate student with whom he often studies. Such association

between competing goals may undermine John’s expectancy of doing well and his

overall commitment to studying.

Indeed, we found in several studies that the degree to which a goal primed other

goals (either supraliminally or subliminally) was inversely correlated with vari-

ous measures of commitment, including direct ratings of commitment, reported

progress toward the goal, and the magnitude of positive and negative affect propor-

tionate to participants’ perceived discrepancies from their goals (see Fig. 15). We

also found that this relation was moderated by the degree to which the alternative

goals were seen as facilitatively related to the focal goal (i.e., the degree to which

they partially served as means to the goal in question). This overall data pattern is

consistent with the notion that goal commitment is related negatively to a goal’s

association with its rival alternatives and is related positively to its association with

its attainment means.

9. Priming Alternative Goals Undermines Goal Commitment

The correlational nature of the foregoing findings is mute as to the direction

of causality. It is indeed possible that the activation of alternative goals may pull

resources away from the focal goal and hence undermine goal commitment. It

is also possible, however, that goals to which one is committed actively inhibit
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Fig. 15. Goal commitment and goal attainment as a function of intergoal association and goal-

facilitative relations.

their alternatives. The notion that mental resources are limited, and that they are,

therefore, allocated among the various goal-systemic elements, suggests that both

causal directions may obtain in fact, and our data bear this out. Indeed, we found

in several studies (Shah & Kruglanski, in press) that priming participants with an

alternative goal undermines their commitment to the focal goal, hampers progress

toward that goal, hinders the development of effective means for goal pursuit, and

dampens participants’ emotional responses to positive and negative feedback about

their striving efforts. As in our correlational research above, we found also that

the apparent pulling away of resources by a goal’s rival alternatives is attenuated

as function of the degree to which these are perceived as facilitatively related to

attainment of the focal goal.

In one of the studies designed to test these notions, participants expected to

perform two consecutive tasks, the first of which consisted of anagram solution.

While working on the anagram task (constituting their “focal” goal at that point)

participants were subliminally primed with the second task they expected to per-

form (that operationally defined the “alternative” goal) or were primed with a

control phrase. We assessed commitment to the focal goal through persistence on

the first task, performance success, and extent of affective reactivity to success

and failure feedback. As shown in Fig. 16, these measures of commitment showed

substantial decline in the alternative goal priming (versus control) condition. Con-

sistent with our previous findings, such decline too was substantially attenuated

where the alternative goal was seen as facilitatively related to the focal goal, that

is, where it partially served as means to that goal’s attainment.

In another series of studies (Shah, Friedman, & Kruglanski, in press) we found

that activation of a given focal goal results in an inhibition of alternative goals

as reflected in the slowing down of lexical decision times to such goals and that
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Fig. 16. Activation of competing goals undermines commitment to focal goal.

the magnitude of such inhibition is positively related to participants’ commitment

to the focal goal. The magnitude of this inhibitory effect was reduced where the

alternative goals were seen as facilitatively related to the focal goal.

The data from one of the relevant studies are summarized in Fig. 17. In that

experiment, participants listed three attributes it was their goal to possess. They

then engaged in a lexical decision task in which the goals (or control words) served

as primes and on other trials as targets. As is shown, we found that when a goal

(versus a control word) served as a prime this increased the lexical decision times

to the alternative goals (versus control words), attesting to their inhibition. This

effect was proportionate to participants’ commitment to the priming goal (or its

perceived importance). Though not represented in the figure, we also found that the

inhibition of alternative goals was significantly reduced as function of the degree

to which the alternative goals were seen as related facilitatively to the focal goals.

Fig. 17. Lexical decision times to alternative goals when primed with high- or low-importance

focal goals.
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Thus, in conformance with the resource limitation aspect of goal systems, we

find evidence both for the pulling away of resources by accessible goal alternatives

and for the shielding against such a pull by an active inhibition of those alternatives.

10. Intergoal Associations and Self-Control: The Dynamics

of Overcoming Temptations

The foregoing notion of goal shielding has a distinctly functionalist flavor. It

suggests that individuals tend to shield their commitment to important goals against

a “goal pull” by attractive alternatives. But what about focal goals that are mo-

mentarily alluring yet are relatively detrimental in the “grander” scheme of things,

constituting “temptations” that undermine the accomplishment of higher priority

goals? In the interest of effective self-regulation, temptations might alert one to

the danger by activating (rather than inhibiting) the high-importance goals with

which they are in conflict. We recently carried out several studies to investigate

this possibility.

In one of our studies, participants, University of Maryland students, entered on

a computer an important goal they were currently pursuing. They entered predom-

inantly goals related to academic success, relationships, appearance, and religion.

Participants then entered a temptation with regard to the goal they listed which we

defined for them as “something you would like to do but ought not to, if you want to

attain the goal.” For instance, for a goal of “study” participants entered such temp-

tation as to “party” or for a goal of “keeping one’s girlfriend” a temptation such

as to “watch porno films.” Participants then entered two unrelated goals and two

unrelated temptations to serve as controls. Then in a lexical decision task we sub-

liminally primed them with the relevant (or irrelevant) temptation using the relevant

goal as a target or with the relevant (or irrelevant) goal using the relevant temptation

as target. As shown in Fig. 18, we found that temptations activated their overarching

goals, whereas the overarching goals significantly inhibited temptations.

Fig. 18. Lexical decision times to temptations and overarching goal targets primed by relevant

versus irrelevant goals versus temptations.



A THEORY OF GOAL SYSTEMS 355

The foregoing study suggests that the facilitative/inhibitory relations between

temptations and goals can occur outside awareness, exhibiting one of the prop-

erties of automaticity (Bargh, 1996): As the primes were presented subliminally

and were not consciously recognized by participants, they were unlikely to evoke

a deliberate cognitive process. In our next study, we proceeded to probe an-

other aspect of automaticity, its efficiency or relative independence of attentional

resources.

In that research we made use of the fact that a large proportion of University

of Maryland students listed religious objectives among important life goals (e.g.,

to “go to heaven” or “not to sin”). We, therefore, used “sin”-related words such

as “drugs,” “temptation,” “premarital,” and “sex” as temptations and religion-

related words such as “prayer,” “Bible,” “religion,” and “God” as goals. Both

served as primes and alternatively as targets in a lexical decision task. We also

used irrelevant goals and temptations as controls (in both the prime and the target

roles). Approximately half the participants were placed under cognitive load im-

plemented by instruction to memorize a nine-digit number and to reproduce it at the

end of the study. The results, summarized in Fig. 19, indicated that even though

the load had an overall effect of slowing down reaction times, it did not affect

the inhibitory/facilitative relations between temptations and goals. Specifically,

in replication of our previous study, temptation words (such as “sin”) facilitated

lexical decision times to goal words (like “religion”), whereas goal words slowed

down the reaction times to temptations. It begins to appear then that effective self-

control may entail the overlearning (to the point of automaticity) of activation and

inhibition patterns wherein temptations alert one to higher priority life goals with

which they conflict, and the higher importance goals tend to banish temptations

out of persons’ minds.

Fig. 19. Lexical decision times to “sin” versus “religion” targets after subliminal priming by

“religion” versus “sin” opposite primes.
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Our next study went beyond “mere cognition” in testing the behavioral impli-

cations of activating goals by temptations. We hypothesized that in the presence

of a temptation people would tend to activate their higher priority goal that, in

turn, would help them overcome the temptation. Participants in this study were

women (University of Maryland undergraduates) known to have weight loss as a

goal. They were randomly assigned to one of three rooms. One room, designed to

directly prime the goal of “dieting,” contained various “diet-related” magazines

(namely about beauty, health, and fitness) strewn around the table. The second

room contained instead various objects designed to prime tasty, yet fattening, food

temptations such as chocolate bars and cookies and a copy of “Chocolatier” mag-

azine, replete with appealing and “mouth-watering” illustrations of highly caloric

deserts. The third, control, room contained various geographic magazines about

U.S. natural attractions.

In each of the separate rooms, participants individually engaged in a lexical

decision task that included the word “diet” as the critical target. We found that

both the “diet” prime and the food temptation prime activated “diet” to an equal

extent and significantly more so than did the control prime. Finally, participants

were offered a choice between a Twix bar and an apple as an ostensible gift for

taking part in the experiment. We found that in both the “diet” and in the “food

temptation” prime conditions, a majority of participants selected the apple as a

gift, whereas in the control prime condition a majority of the participants selected

the Twix bar. It appears then, that for these dieting women, a tempting stimulus in

the form of fattening delicacies was as effective as a direct dieting reminder not

only in activating the dieting goal but actually in pursuing it behaviorally. Data

relevant to these notions are summarized in Figs. 20 and 21.

Our temptation studies thus far are optimistic in their implications suggesting

that temptations activate the “larger” goals they are in conflict with, which, in their

turn, tend to inhibit temptations. But as we know too well, at least some of the

Fig. 20. Lexical decision times to the “diet” target in presence of “fattening food,” “diet-related,”

or irrelevant primes.
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Fig. 21. Percentage of participants choosing a Twix bar over an apple as function of “fattening

food,” “diet,” and irrelevant priming.

people some of the time do succumb to temptations, often with dire consequences

for their mental and physical health and with considerable costs to the society at

large (e.g., in domains of substance abuse, safe sex, or domestic violence). We

thus proceeded to investigate whether people who are by and large unsuccess-

ful self-regulators exhibit different cognitive relations between their goals and

their temptations than do successful self-regulators. Our participants in this study

were University of Maryland undergraduates who, by their own admission, were

successful or unsuccessful in their academic pursuits. They performed a lexical

decision task after first being exposed to a subliminal prime. On some of the tri-

als, the primes were words related to the temptation to avoid studying, such as

“television,” “procrastinate,” “phone,” and “Internet,” and target words were re-

lated to the goal of studying, for example, “study,” “grades,” “homework,” and

“graduate.” On other trials the foregoing study words were the primes and the temp-

tation words were the targets. As shown in Fig. 22, we found that for successful

Fig. 22. Lexical decision times for “study” related targets for “good” versus “bad” students.
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students temptation words activated study words to a much greater extent (the

lexical decision times were faster) than for unsuccessful students, whereas for

the unsuccessful students the study words activated temptation words to a greater

extent than for the successful students. These results imply the possibility that

successful self-regulation involves the acquisition of “automatic” activation and

inhibition patterns, enhancing one’s ability to focus one’s attention on high-priority

objectives and shift it away from low-priority objectives, particularly if they con-

flict with the former and hinder their pursuit.

This concludes our discussion of associative links of facilitative and inhibi-

tory nature among goal-systemic units. We now turn to consider the configura-

tional aspects of goal systems and their implications for various self-regulatory

phenomena.

B. CONFIGURATIONAL PATTERNS OF GOAL-SYSTEMIC LINKAGES

1. Multifinality as a Determinant of Choice

As noted earlier, the equifinal configuration wherein several means are con-

nected to the same goal poses the problem of choice among the means. How may

such choice be accomplished? The notion of subjective utility suggests that the

mean to be chosen might often be the one that promises to deliver the highest

value or the utmost “bang” for the psychological “buck.” Often, this could be

a means that in addition to the focal goal promises to attain additional goals as

well, that is, a means characterized by maximal multifinality. Indeed, several lines

of recent evidence attest to the important role that multifinality plays in means’

preference.

In one study we asked University of Maryland students to list two important at-

tributes they could attain by studying. They listed, among others, such attributes as

becoming “educated,” “successful,” or “powerful.” Participants were also asked

to assess the degree to which these attributes represented distinct goals. Con-

trolling for their subjective value, we found that the degree to which these

attributes were judged to represent dissimilar goals was positively related to par-

ticipants’ commitment to studying, suggesting that commitment was strongest

when studying was linked to different goals, hence exhibiting the property of

multifinality.

In a different study, we presented participants with the opportunity to play a

hypothetical lottery in which they had a chance to win a pair of prize packages.

As schematically represented in Fig. 23, the total content of these packages was

identical but in one condition the prizes were distributed in such a way so as to

strongly invoke two separate goals. In that condition, one of the prize packages

consisted entirely of items related to fitness and the other of items related en-

tirely to entertainment. In another condition, each package contained a mix of
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Fig. 23. Packaging of same prizes to suggest two goals (A) versus one goal (B).

fitness and entertainment items, so that the separateness of the two goals was less

salient. Instead, a general “better living” goal might have been invoked in this

condition.

We found that participants were significantly more interested in playing the

lottery where two separate goals seemed clearly invoked, consistent with the notion

that multifinality (the “two birds with one stone” notion) may be an important

determinant of preferences (see Fig. 24).

2. Multifinality in Unconscious Choice

A fascinating feature of human choice is that it may often be driven by un-

conscious considerations. In addition to pursuit of the focal goal, the multifinal

choice may often driven by a variety of “background” goals of which the chooser

may not be consciously aware. In a classic study by Nisbett and Wilson (1977)

Fig. 24. Interest in playing a lottery serving one goal versus two goals.
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Fig. 25. A multifinality interpretation of the Nisbett and Wilson (1977) finding of a right position

preference.

passersby at a department store chose among four different nightgowns of a similar

quality or among four identical pairs of nylon stockings. A strong position effect

was found such that the rightmost object in the array was heavily overchosen.

The central highlight of this research was that the participants seemed entirely

unaware of having exhibited the position effect and in that sense their choices may

have been unconsciously driven. Still, the question may be asked why did these

choices exhibit a rightmost skew to begin with? A possible answer is implied by

the present notion of multifinality. In these terms, participants in the Nisbett and

Wilson (1977) studies may have had two goals in mind (see Fig. 25): (1) making

a reasonable choice (this was their “focal” goal that would have been equally grat-

ified by any object in the array) and (2) reaching quick closure after the entire

array had been examined (this may have constituted a “background goal” of which

participants have been consciously aware). Assuming that participants examined

the array from left to right, both goals were satisfied by the rightmost object in

the array, which was therefore more multifinal than its alternatives. Indeed partic-

ipants ended up overchoosing that particular object by a large margin as already

noted.

To test this analysis, we recently replicated the Nisbett and Wilson (1977) study

with slight variations. In our experiment, the focal goal was kept constant, but

the background goal was varied. Specifically, University of Maryland students

chose among four pairs of identical athletic socks the one that seemed to them of

the best quality. In one condition, participants were placed under time pressure to

increase the need for closure (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Webster & Kruglanski,

1998). No time pressure was applied in the second condition, where in addition

participants were given accuracy instructions to reduce their need for closure.

If our analysis is correct, we should replicate the rightmost preferences in the
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Fig. 26. Frequency of choices as function of need for closure.

need for closure condition, but not in the need to avoid closure condition. As

shown in Fig. 26 that is exactly what happened. As in the Nisbett and Wilson

(1977) experiments, participants seemed wholly unaware of being affected by

time pressure or accuracy instructions. Instead, they justified their choices entirely

in terms of the socks’ quality. Thus, some of the reasons they gave were that

“stitching looked the best” in the pair chosen, that “the material was thicker in

padding,” that the “sock appeared more durable,” and so on, suggesting that the

need for closure and the need to avoid closure constituted “background goals” in

this situation, operating outside of participants’ awareness.

Of course, need for closure is merely one among many possible background

goals a person can commit to. To test the generality of the multifinality principle

in another study, we varied a different background goal: a desire to identify or

disidentify with one’s group. In this research we took advantage of two recent

events of considerable significance for the College Park campus, one positive and

the other negative. The positive event was inclusion of the UMD basketball team in

the group of finalists (the “final four”) in an important intercollegiate tournament

(the NCAA tournament). The negative event was an outbreak of vandalism in

College Park in the aftermath of the loss to Duke at that very tournament. The

two events occurred in close temporal proximity, and our research took place a

week after the latter of the two (i.e., the vandalism) took place. Our participants,

all University of Maryland students, were asked to recall either one or the other

event and to report their feelings about it. Not surprisingly, participants reported

“feeling proud” in the “final four” condition, suggesting a goal of identifying with

their university. And they reported “feeling ashamed” in the vandalism condition,

suggesting a goal of disidentifying with the university.

In an ostensibly separate “miniexperiment” participants chose which of two

batches of material is more durable. In fact, both were batches of the same material,
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Fig. 27. Ratings of durability of materials as function of identification with the University of

Maryland.

only one was colored red, representing one of the UMD colors (which are red, black,

and yellow), whereas the other was colored purple, constituting a control color.

As shown in Fig. 27, in the “final four” condition participants rated the material

with the UMD color (i.e., red) as more durable than the control color (purple).

By contrast, in the “vandalism” condition, participants rated the purple colored

material (control) as more durable than the UMD color.

As in our prior study, participants exhibited no awareness that their choices might

have anything to do with color of the swatches or their relation to their University. In

a postexperimental interview, the reasons they gave for their selection were based

entirely on the perceived quality of the fabric, e.g., its “thickness,” “apparent

strength,” or “stiffness,” indicating that participants were not cognizant of the

multifinal nature of their choice, nor of the background goals that might have

affected it.

3. Number of Active Goals and Size of the Equifinality Set

Obviously, the greater the number of goals active at a given time, the greater

the degree of multifinality a means could possibly attain. Granting the additional

assumption that the difficulty of identifying a means is proportionate to its multi-

finality (it may be harder to locate a means that gratifies many goals versus only

a few) it follows that the greater the number of currently active goals the more

difficult it should be to find an appropriately multifinal means and as a consequence

the fewer such means to a given focal goal would be identified. For instance, if

one’s sole goal was to find something to eat there exists a virtually endless range

of possibilities to choose from (including different fruits and vegetables, fish and

meats, dairy products, a variety of sweets, etc.). However, if in addition to the

eating goal one also wished to maintain a slim figure and look out for one’s health,
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Fig. 28. Number of means to a focal goal as function of the presence of goal alternatives.

the range of possibilities should become much narrower, shrinking to a relatively

limited list of “health” or “diet” foods.

More generally then, the presence of alternative goals should restrict the size of

the equifinality set, or the number of substitutable means to a given focal goal. We

investigated this notion in a number of studies. In the first of these, participants

listed one goal they had for themselves. They did so on either a clean survey form

or one that had been previously filled out (presumably by another participant)

and partially erased. In this “partially filled-out” survey, instead of one goal the

fictitious participant listed five goals known (on the basis of a pilot study) to

be quite common among university students. These were “exercising,” “health,”

“good grades,” “love,” and “taking care of Mom” goals. Participants were then

asked to write down all the possible activities that could help them achieve the goal

they themselves had listed. As shown in Fig. 28, participants listed substantially

more activities when no alternative goals were present supporting the hypothesized

relation between one’s mental awareness of alternative goals and the equifinality

set of means one tends to generate with respect to the focal goal.

To control for the competing hypothesis of mere distraction by alternative items,

in the next study we asked participants to list one goal they were currently pursuing

and then list another three of their personal goals or three presumed goals of the

president of the United States. This study also compared the thinking about current

versus future goals. In one condition, participants listed their (or the president’s)

current goal(s) and in another condition goals they would likely have a year hence.

We assumed that in thinking about a present goal participants would already have

at the back of their mind alternative pressing objectives; this should constrain

the number of activities listed with respect to the focal goal. However, when

thinking about a future goal, alternative goals might be less likely to weigh in one’s

considerations. Thus, we expected that in the single-goal condition, participants

would list more activities (or means) with respect to future versus current goals.
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Fig. 29. Number of means generated for the first goal listed as a function of the alternative goals

listed.

This effect should be reduced in the three-goals condition because explicitly listing

the alternative goals would allow them to exercise their constraints in both the future

and the present condition. Our data, shown in Fig. 29, are consistent with these

assumptions. First, in the current-goals condition alternative personal goals (but

not the president’s goals) reduced significantly the equifinality set size of means to

the focal goal. Furthermore, in the single-goal condition more activities were listed

in the future versus the present condition. This effect was significantly reduced in

the alternative-goals condition.

Whereas in our research so far we explicitly manipulated the presence of alter-

native goals, an interesting question is which “natural” condition may foster their

appearance or disappearance and hence affect the equifinality set size to the focal

goal. As the research described earlier indicates, commitment to a focal goal may

represent one such condition. Commitment to a focal goal may effect the inhibition

of the alternative goals especially if the latter were seen as less important in the

overall scheme of things (thus, representing “temptations”) than the focal goal. In

terms of our initial example, under intense hunger, presumably increasing one’s

commitment to the goal of eating, the alternative goals of maintaining a slim figure,

low cholesterol, or healthy diet may be appreciably suppressed or inhibited. Under

these conditions, the range of foods one might consider, i.e., the means to satisfy

one’s hunger, might be considerably larger than might be the case if one’s hunger

was only moderate.

In addition, the alternative goals may be momentarily primed within the context

of a given goal pursuit. This, in turn, should reduce the equifinality set size with

regard to the focal goal. These possibilities should be probed in future research.

But for now let us consider an important possible consequence of equifinality set

size: The possibility of substituting one means for another following a failure to

advance toward one’s chosen goal.
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4. Substitution Phenomena

In a remark attributed to Thomas Edison, he alluded to the substitution issue

by stating that he had never failed, but only found 10,000 ways that didnot work!

Generally speaking, substitution (of tasks, medications, diets, exercise regimens, or

symptoms, for example) constitutes a response to thwarting one’s progress toward a

goal by choosing an alternate route to the same objective. Such thwarting may result

from failure of an original attempt, its interruption, or elimination of the routine

means of moving toward a given end. The problem of substitution is fundamental

to social and personality psychology as witnessed by the attention it received from

classic motivational theorists such as Freud (1923/1961) and Lewin (1935).

From a goal-systemic perspective, substitutability of means depends on an equi-

finality configuration linking them to the same objective. Both choice and substi-

tution relate to equifinality, yet they address opposite aspects of this configuration:

The problem of choice refers to how the means differ (e.g., which is more multi-

final, or promises to deliver a greater value than the others) so that a satisfactory

choice among them would be possible. By contrast, substitution refers to how the

activities are the same, so that they could replace one another. An interesting aspect

of this analysis is that, as noted earlier, goal-systemic configurations are malleable

and subject to contextual framing effects; accordingly, substitutability too should

be context-dependent.

In a study designed to investigate this issue, we framed two instances of the same

activity (of anagram solution) as relating either to the same promotion or preven-

tion goal or to different goals wherein one instance of the activity was linked to a

“prevention” and the other to a “promotion” goal (Higgins, 1998) in a counterbal-

anced fashion. Following the procedure devised by Shah, Higgins, and Friedman

(1998) participants were led to believe that in order to motivate them to try their

hardest they would receive either 1 or 2 extra credit points depending on whether

they found 80% of all the possible solutions to the anagrams. This contingency,

however, was framed to represent either the opportunity for a reward (a promotion

concern) or the opportunity to avoid punishment (a prevention concern). In the

promotion-frame condition participants were told that they would receive 1 extra

credit point for their participation but that if they found 80% of all the possible

words, they would get an additional point. In the prevention-frame condition, par-

ticipants were told they would receive 2 extra credit points for their participation

but if they failed to find 80% of all the possible solutions they would lose 1 of their

extra credit points. Participants then completed two different anagram tasks (each

with its own promotion or prevention contingency).

As shown in Fig. 30, we found that failure at the first task increased performance

on the second task if both had the same regulatory focus framing but not if they had a

different regulatory focus framing. Assuming that successful performance reflects

an investment of efforts in an activity, these results suggest that when two tasks
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Fig. 30. The effect of goal commonality and success/failure on second task performance.

are framed as connected to the same goal, failure on one increases efforts invested

in the other—attesting to substitution. We also found that success at the first task

decreased performance on the second when it had the same (versus different)

regulatory focus framing, attesting that substitution was no longer pertinent when

the objective was attained via the first attempted route.

5. Substitutability in Modes of Self-Esteem Enhancement

A goal-systemic analysis helps shed light on some seemingly incompatible find-

ings about the substitutability issue in modes of self-esteem enhancement. Specif-

ically, work of Steele and Lui (1983) and of Tesser, Martin, and Cornell (1996)

suggested that various psychological phenomena such as dissonance reduction,

self-affirmation, and self-esteem maintenance are mutually substitutable. Presum-

ably, that is so because the high-level goal of self-esteem restoration is of paramount

importance for the participants, and dissonance-reduction, self-affirmation, and

esteem-maintenance activities constitute functionally equivalent means to reach-

ing that particular goal.

However, Stone, Wiegand, Cooper, and Aronson (1997) demonstrated that when

dissonance is aroused by a hypocrisy manipulation, participants prefer to re-

duce dissonance directly despite a ready availability of a self-affirmatory activity,

suggesting that the direct and indirect modes of self-esteem restoration are not,

after all, fully substitutable for each other, contrary to former claims.

Goal systems theory offers a resolution to this seeming dilemma. Specifically,

we assume that a dissonance manipulation implemented by inducing the individual

to behave in a hypocritical manner activates not only the abstract goal of self-esteem

restoration but also the subgoal of proving one is not a hypocrite. Our multifinality

notion suggests that the direct goal of dissonance reduction should be preferred in

this case (if one had one’s “rathers”) over self-affirmation, just as found by Stone

et al. (1996). A graphic representation of these relations is shown in Fig. 31.
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Fig. 31. Preference for sincerity demonstration over self-affirmation in a hypocrisy manipulations

study.

Note, however, that according to the goal-systemic analysis dissonance reduc-

tion or hypocrisy are nonunique as far as multifinal choices are concerned. As

shown in Fig. 32, raising concerns about another cherished value, say, about one’s

courage, should result in a preference for a direct affirmation of that value, i.e.,

affirmation of one’s valor over alternative ways of self-esteem restoration, say

through the affirmation of sincerity or the denial of hypocrisy.

Fig. 32. Preference for courage affirmation over sincerity demonstration in a (hypothetical) cow-

ardice manipulation study.
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Fig. 33. Full substitutability of self-affirmation and sincerity demonstration when esteem enhance-

ment goal is aroused by other means.

Finally, if one’s self-esteem was undermined in a yet different way (e.g., via an

athletic failure) hypocrisy denial and self-affirmation might be fully substitutable

with no particular preference between them being manifest (see Fig. 33), simply

because in this case neither is more multifinal than the other. In short, the answer to

the question of whether hypocrisy denial and self-affirmation are fully substitutable

is that it all depends. What it depends on is the context and, more specifically, the

goal system that is mentally set up for participants in a given situation.

VI. Social Psychological Implications of Goal-Systemic Effects

An essential property of goal systems theory is its breadth and content-free na-

ture. It is that feature which renders the theory applicable to numerous domains

of social psychological phenomena. More specifically, other persons may figure

in our goal-systemic framework in three possible roles: (1) They may serve as

primes that activate various goal-systemic elements [e.g., colleagues at a scientific

convention may activate one’s goals of productivity and achievement and one’s

perceived discrepancies from those objectives, giving rise to feelings of anxiety

or dejection (cf. Higgins, 1997)]; (2) they may function as social means to goal

attainment in that their assistance, special skills, or services rendered may advance

one toward one’s chosen objectives (e.g., one’s collaborators may serve as means

to getting one’s work done, one’s family members may serve as means to goals

of intimacy and affection, and so on); and (3) they may function as ends in them-

selves, e.g., their love, affection, and respect may represent goals that one strives to

attain via various means (hard work, impression management, reciprocal affection,

etc.).
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Fig. 34. Commitment to goals as a function of social primes.

A. INTERPERSONAL IMPLICATIONS OF GOAL SYSTEMS

1. Others as Social Primes

In a recent study relevant to the social priming notion, participants, University

of Wisconsin students, were asked to name their mother and a close friend and to

indicate a goal each of these significant others had for them. After completing a

series of filler questionnaires, participants reported how committed they were to

pursuing the goals they had listed previously during the upcoming week. While

being asked these questions, participants were subliminally primed with the name

of either or their friend or their mother or a control word.

As shown in Fig. 34, participants were significantly more likely to express

commitment to a goal when primed first with the specific person construct to whom

the goal was associated. Moreover, this effect varied as function of the importance

of these goals to the specific others. Thus, the more strongly a participant’s mother

desired that the goal in question be pursued, the greater the extent to which her

subliminal “presence” increased a participant’s commitment to that goal.

A second study examined participants’ actual pursuit of an anagram task goal

as a function of whether they were primed with the name of a significant other

who would want them to do well on that goal, a significant other who would

rather have them do something else instead, or a control prime irrelevant to the

task. This experiment required participants to complete an alleged measure of

“verbal fluency,” which turned out to involve the finding of anagram solutions.

Before completing the task, participants were told that they would perform a

lexical-decision task meant to assess how quickly they recognized words generally

because this skill could affect their anagram performance and therefore needed to

be controlled for. This lexical decision task was meant to assess whether priming

participants with the name of a significant other who either wanted them to do well
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Fig. 35. Goal-related reaction times as a function of social primes.

or wanted them to “do something else instead” affected the accessibility of the task

goal relative to a control condition (as seen in speed of participants’ responses to

goal-related words). Indeed, subliminally priming participants with name of a

significant other who wanted them to perform well increased the accessibility

of goal-related items, whereas priming participants with a significant other who

wanted them to do something else instead seemed to inhibit the accessibility of

goal-related items relative to the baseline-control condition, as seen in Fig. 35.

Do these changes in goal accessibility actually influence how participants pursue

a given task goal? As shown in Fig. 36, participants persisted significantly longer

Fig. 36. Persistence time and solutions found as a function of a social prime.
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and found significantly more solutions when they had been primed with the name

of the significant other who had wanted them to do well. Moreover, participants

primed with the name of a significant other who had wanted them to do something

else instead persisted significantly less and found significantly fewer solutions than

participants in the baseline condition. Additional analyses revealed that changes in

task persistence and performance were mediated by changes in goal accessibility.

These results attest to the role of significant others as “primes,” the mere thought

of whom may activate the individual’s appropriate goal systems that, in turn, may

affect subsequent actions and performances.

2. Others as Means

But beyond representing primes for various goals, other people may often con-

stitute important means to goal attainment. For instance, they may constitute social

mirrors that reflect one’s various attributes or provide comparison standards for

assessing one’s social standing and/or progress toward desired objectives. Other

persons may also provide actual assistance in one’s attempts to attain various

goals such as “education,” “wealth,” “prestige,” or “attractive appearance,” the

achievement of which is virtually unthinkable without someone’s helping hand

(e.g., a teacher’s, a business partner’s, a political ally’s, or a cosmetician’s). In

the interpersonal realm, one’s friends may be conceived of as “means” of grati-

fying sundry goals as those of “being loved,” “receiving emotional support,”

“having a good time,” “sharing one’s experiences,” expressing one’s views,”

“receiving intellectual stimulation,” and so on.

Indeed, different individuals as well as entire cultures may differ in their “goal-

systemic” conceptions of interpersonal relations. Consider the quintessential no-

tion of “friendship,” certainly a key term in the realm of human contacts. Some

friendship notions may be multifinal in that they require a friend to fulfill a large

variety of functions in diverse domains (e.g., intellectual, instrumental, emotional,

and social). Other friendship notions may be “unifinal,” whereby a friend is de-

fined as someone who gratifies only one objective. A person subscribing to the

latter conception might have separate friends for different realms of activity. Thus,

one might have a “tennis friend,” a “family friend,” a “a conversational friend,”

“a friend for cultural pursuits,” “a helpful friend,” and so on. It seems plausible that

such divergent conceptions of friendship would have intriguing consequences for

the way one’s friendship relations may unfold. For instance, persons subscribing

to a multifinal (versus a unifinal) definition of friendship may have fewer friends

simply because multifinal means (that is, ones which satisfy multiple constraints)

may be more difficult to procure than unifinal means. Such difficulty of procure-

ment may have intriguing additional consequences as well. Thus, individuals with

a multifinal (versus a unifinal) conception of friendship may be more commit-

ted to their friends, exert greater efforts in maintaining friendships, sustain their



372 KRUGLANSKI et al.

friendship for longer time periods, find it more difficult to replace one’s friends

(e.g., upon moving to a different location), and end up with friends who are more

similar to each other (insofar as each friend has similar relevance to a wider range

of dimensions). We recently carried out an investigation that looked into the conse-

quences of subscribing to a multifinal versus a unifinal conception of friendship and

examined them both within and between two different cultures, namely the United

States and Germany. This particular comparison was prompted by Kurt Lewin’s

(1935) informal observation that these two cultures approach friendship very dif-

ferently and that the Americans have quicker “surface accessibility” than the Ger-

mans yet their friendships end up being less “deep” in some sense than those of the

Germans. As Lewin put it: “Compared with Germans, Americans seem to make

quicker progress toward friendly relations early in the acquaintance process and

with many more persons. Yet this development often stops at a certain point and

the quickly acquired friends will, after years of relatively close relations, say good

bye as easily as after a few weeks of acquaintance” (Lewin, 1945, p. 20).

We wondered, therefore, if Lewin’s insight might not reflect differences in the

degree to which Germans subscribe to a more multifinal conception of friend-

ship than do the Americans and whether such cross-cultural differences, should

they exist, may not be echoed by similar differences in friendship pattern within

each culture. Our cultural samples consisted of university students. The German

sample consisted of undergraduates at the University of Chemnitz (in Eastern

Germany) and the U.S. sample of undergraduates at the University of Mary-

land. We presented our participants with a multifinal and a unifinal definition

of friendship and asked them to indicate the extent to which they subscribed to

each. Specifically, participants read the following two definitions of friendship:

“(A) Some people consider people as friends even though they are involved in

few or only one aspect of their life. For example, they consider as friends peo-

ple that make possible/facilitate one activity, interest, or need; (B) Some people

consider as friends people that are involved in many aspects of their life. For ex-

ample, they consider as friends people that make possible/facilitate many of their

current activities, interests and needs.” Participants were then asked to indicate

to what extent their personal friendship choices reflected definition A versus B

by circling a number on a 7-point scale. Subsequently participants answered a

series of questions related to their current close friendships, specifically: (a) how

many close friends they have, (b) how similar to each other they perceived their

friends to be, (c) how difficult would it be for them to find new friends should

they need to relocate, (d) how much maintenance do their friendships require,

and (e) how long does it normally take them to acquire good friends. We also

asked participants to rate (f) the importance to them of friendship as compared

to other aspects of their lives, (g) the importance of having many friends, and

(h) the frequency of having terminated past friendships due to a conflict in a

relationship.
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TABLE I

ZERO-ORDER CORRELATIONS BETWEEN FRIENDSHIP MULTIFINALITY AND ASPECTS OF THE

FRIENDSHIP RELATION (COMBINED GERMAN AND U.S. SAMPLES)

Friends Difficulty Efforts to

Number of perceived of making maintain Commitment Friendship

friends similarity friends friendship to friends termination

Friendship

Multifinality −20∗∗ .13∗ .26∗∗∗ .15∗ .31∗∗∗ .25∗∗∗

∗ p < .05.
∗∗ p < .01.
∗∗∗ p < .001.

The results revealed strong associations between participants’ adherence to a

multifinal (versus unifinal) definition of friendship and several significant aspects

of their friendship patterns. For both the German and the U.S. samples, participants

high on the multifinality dimension reported having significantly fewer friends;

perceived it as more difficult to find new friends if they had to relocate; perceived

their friends as being more similar to each other, presumably because of their

relevance to the same set of multiple goals; perceived themselves as exerting

greater efforts toward the maintenance of friendships; and perceived themselves

as more committed to their friends and as more likely to terminate their friendship

due to conflicts, presumably owing to a greater number of potential areas of friction

in a multifinal versus unifinal relation (see Table I).

Of particular interest, our findings confirmed Lewin’s hunch as to the differences

in friendship patterns between Germans and Americans and were consistent with

our hunch as to its relation to differences in friendship multifinality. As shown

in Fig. 37, on average the Germans subscribed to a more multifinal definition

of friendship than did the Americans. They also reported having fewer friends,

exerting greater efforts in friendship maintenance, greater commitment to their

friends (as indexed by perceived difficulty of replacing their friends), and rated

the overall importance of friendship as higher and the importance of having many

friends as lower.

3. Others as Ends in Themselves

Finally, specific others could constitute important social goals, that is, significant

social ends of one’s personal strivings. One may strive to attain the affection, love,

or respect of a particular other (e.g., one’s parent, a potential romantic partner, or

one’s boss). One may want to possess, control, or dominate a particular other and

so on. It seems plausible to assume then that one’s relations with that other person

could importantly depend on the specific goal which she or he may represent. As
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Fig. 37. Differences in friendship patterns between German and U.S. samples.

with other goals, the commitment to such social goals may be enhanced by the

accessibility of their attainment means and undermined by the accessibility of al-

ternative goals in the same environment. Finally, the goals that the other represents

may enter into complicated relations with the individual’s alternative goals. For

instance, the goal of intimacy and familial closeness may seem in conflict with

one’s career goals. If the latter goals loomed larger and seemed more subjectively

important in an overall scheme of things, affectionate relations with one’s family

members might come to be treated as a “temptation” to be overcome rather than as a

legitimate and independent concern to be addressed. If that were the case, the sight

of one’s wife or children, for example, might activate one’s career concerns and the

attendant tensions and anxieties that these often instigate. This may consequently

inhibit the goal of closeness and intimacy and undermine the quality of one’s fa-

milial relations more generally. These complex possibilities are quite speculative

at the moment, yet they seem worthy of a further, more thorough, examination.

VII. Conclusion

Soren Kierkegaard (1986), the Danish existential philosopher, argued in a cele-

brated work that “purity of heart is to will one thing.” As common experience

instructs us, however, willing “one thing only” is no simple matter. Instead, we

typically experience numerous wants, obligations, and desires that impinge upon us
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if not exactly at the same moment, at least very close together, temporally speaking.

One motivational thought leads to another, and soon we find ourselves in a swirl of

musings about things we need to do, would like to do, or failed to do. Ironically, as

in social psychology specifically and western culture more generally, motivation

is often juxtaposed with cognition (or “passion” to “reason”); our motivational

states are so labile and dynamic precisely because they are carried by a stream of

associations that incessantly flow through our minds and, whether consciously or

not, affect our experiences, our feelings, and our actions.

The theory presented in the preceding pages is meant to tap into the dynamic

complexity of motivational states. To that end we defined the concept of goal

systems as a mental representation of cognitively interwoven constructs whose

contents consist of “goals” and “means.” We have assumed that the functioning

of goal systems is guided jointly by two classes of properties, cognitive and mo-

tivational. Understanding it may furnish important insights into a broad variety of

phenomena of long-term interest to personality and social psychologists. Among

others these are as follows:

1. Activity experience and intrinsic motivation both presently conceptualized

in terms of the transfer of psychological properties (such as the degree of

commitment, magnitude of emotional investment, and the quality of affect)

from goals to means as function of their degree of association.

2. Effective self-regulation consisting in (a) the (over-)learned inhibition of rival

alternative goals, particularly to the extent that their attainment is deemed less

important in an overall scheme of things than progress toward one’s focal

objective; and (b) the (over-)learned activation of superordinate alternatives

upon confrontation with conflicting, lower order “temptations.”

3. Generation of equifinal means to a focal goal as an inverse function of the

activation level of alternative goals and the phenomena of choice (includ-

ing subconscious choice) and substitution that the equifinality constellation

affords.

4. A variety of social psychological phenomena with goal-systemic underpin-

nings, including, cases where other people constitute (a) primes that activate

individuals’ goal-systemic elements; (b) social means to a variety of goals;

and (c) ends, or goals, in and of themselves.

The empirical data described above are consistent with numerous aspects of our

goal-systems theory. Admittedly, however, this work constitutes merely a begin-

ning. Additional conceptual and empirical efforts will be needed to fully explore

the possibilities inherent in a goal-systemic perspective on self-regulatory phe-

nomena. To mention one example, on the conceptual level it should be important

to address and elaborate the distinction between competing goals versus nega-

tive means, that is, “hindrances” or “barriers” to goal attainment (Lewin, 1935;

Oetingen, 2000). Both may interfere with pursuit of a given focal goal, yet they



376 KRUGLANSKI et al.

may do so via different mechanisms. On the empirical level, a wide variety of prob-

lems in the threefold interface between cognition, motivation, and action await a

goal-systemic probing; these studies could cast novel light on numerous social

psychological phenomena analyzable from the means–goals perspective. Finally,

on the practical level, goal-systemic analysis may provide important insights into

a wide range of major problems in living. For instance, goal commitment, one of

our central variables, is pertinent to the ability to form close relationships or to

succeed in one’s chosen profession. Understanding the dynamics of commitment

may improve our ability to foster commitment to realistic goals and to reduce

(or inhibit) commitment to unattainable or unrealistic pursuits. A clearer under-

standing of activity experience may enhance our ability to improve people’s life

quality and increase our attempts to foster adaptive patterns of coping with stress or

psychological trauma (e.g., bereavement or major illness). Understanding the cog-

nitive dynamics of overcoming temptations may increase our ability to promote

adaptive self-control and hence improve overall life satisfaction. Goal-systemic

insights into the processes of choice may increase our ability to promote adaptive

choices in the social and the professional realms.
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CONTENDING WITH GROUP

IMAGE: THE PSYCHOLOGY

OF STEREOTYPE AND SOCIAL

IDENTITY THREAT

Claude M. Steele

Steven J. Spencer

Joshua Aronson

I. Introduction

Our research on stereotype threat began with a practical question: Do social

psychological processes play a significant role in the academic underperformance

of certain minority groups, and if so, what is the nature of those processes? In our

search for answers, we soon came upon an intriguing finding: Women at the Uni-

versity of Michigan seemed to perform lower than their tested skills would predict

in difficult math classes yet at their predicted levels in other classes that we exam-

ined such as English or, as we later found, in entry-level math classes. By that time

we had been long aware of what is known in the standardized testing literature as

the “underperformance phenomenon”: At each level of academic skill as measured

by prior tests, such as the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT), and grades, a group

of students sharing a given social identity gets lower subsequent grades than other

students. Underperformance such as this characterizes the school and college per-

formance of a number of American minority groups—African Americans, Native

Americans, and many Latino groups (e.g., Bowen & Bok, 1998; Jensen, 1980;

Ramist, Lewis, & McCamley-Jenkins, 1994). And this fact has a rather startling

implication: Their poorer performance in school is not due entirely to their lack of

skills or preparation. The underperformance phenomenon documents lower per-

formance by these groups at each level of skill—that is, when skill and preparation

as measured by tests are essentially held constant. Clearly, then, something be-

yond weaker skills and preparation undermines the school performance of these

groups.
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This is why it was so interesting that the degree of women’s underperformance in

college seemed to vary from one kind of course to the next. It suggested that some-

thing beyond lower skills burdened women in difficult math classes that did not

burden them in other classes. There are, of course, many candidates for what that

burden might be. But influenced by research and theory on stigma (Crocker & Ma-

jor, 1989; Goffman, 1963), we reasoned that a situation-specific form of stigma

might be involved, a form tied to specific negative stereotypes about women’s

abilities that “threatened” them with devaluation in one setting more than an-

other. We came to a working hypothesis: The extra burden women bear in diffi-

cult math classes—a burden capable of causing their underperformance there—

stemmed from some pressure that specific negative stereotypes about women’s

math ability put on them in these classes. It did not seem correct to follow our

predilection and think of this pressure as stemming from a general stigmatized

status. Women are not, in the typical meaning of that term, a broadly stigmatized

group. And the pressure that impaired their math performance seemed rather pre-

cisely focused, causing underperformance in difficult math classes but not in other

classes.

To pursue this hypothesis, we (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999) designed a se-

ries of experiments that attempted in various ways to vary whether the negative

stereotype about women’s math ability was relevant to their performance on dif-

ficult math problems. We recruited women and men students at the University of

Michigan who were quite good at math—with entering math SAT scores in the

top 15% of the Michigan student population—and who were identified with math

in the sense of seeing it as very important to their personal and career goals. We

brought them into the laboratory one at a time and, to mimic the condition that

seemed to produce women’s math underperformance in the real world, we gave all

participants a very difficult math test—a 25-min section of the Graduate Record

Exam subject exam in mathematics. The sheer difficulty of the test, we reasoned,

would be enough to make the negative stereotype about women’s math ability

relevant to them personally and thus to threaten them with the possibility that they

would be confirming the stereotype or be seen as confirming it. Following our

real-world observations, we assumed that nothing more pointed than taking such

a test would be required to evoke this threat, and in turn, this threat should depress

women’s performance relative to men’s, even though we had selected men and

women who were equally good at math and cared equally about it.

This is precisely what happened. In one early experiment, women underper-

formed in relation to men on a difficult math test but not on a difficult English

test, and in another, women again underperformed in relation to men on a diffi-

cult math test but not on an easier math test that did not cause the same level of

frustration.

With these findings, we had produced the same gendered pattern of behavior

that we had observed in the real world of difficult math classes. But these findings

did not establish that it was “stereotype threat”—as we eventually came to call
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Fig. 1. Men’s and women’s mean score (controlled for guessing) on a difficult math test as a

function of characterization of the test (Adapted from Spencer, S. J., Steele, C. M., & Quinn, D. M.

(1999). Stereotype threat and women’s math performance. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,

35, 4–28, with permission from Academic Press).

it—that was responsible for depressing women’s performance on the difficult test.

As was pointed out to us, it could reflect the fact that women have some lesser

capacity specifically for math that only reveals itself when the math is very difficult

(e.g., Benbow & Stanley, 1983). To distinguish between these explanations, we

devised a condition in the next experiment that reduced stereotype threat by making

the stereotype irrelevant to performance. The difficult test was presented to some

participants as one that did not show sex differences, as a test in which women

always did as well as men—thus making the stereotype about women’s math

ability irrelevant to interpreting their experience while taking this particular test.

The results in this condition were dramatic. As Fig. 1 shows, women given this

instruction performed just as well as equally skilled men and significantly better

than women in the stereotype-still-relevant condition of this experiment, in which

participants were told that the test did show gender differences.
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The mere relevance of the negative stereotype to their own math performance,

presumably occasioned by their performance frustration, was enough to under-

mine the test performance of strong female math students who cared a lot about

math. We could not know, of course, how much this process contributed to the

general underperformance of women in real-world advanced math classes. But

such findings were suggestive. We also had evidence that stereotype relevance did

not lower women’s performance in these studies by lowering their performance

expectations—that is, through an effect on expectancies. The stereotype threat

condition—that the test showed gender differences—reliably lowered women’s

performance expectations expressed before the test, but those expectations were

not correlated with their test performance. More important than the question of

mediation at this point in the research, however, was the question of whether we

had identified a general effect of stereotype relevance or one that was peculiar to

a single group in a specific set of circumstances.

To take up this question, and to further address the problem of group underper-

formance that had launched this research, we (Steele & Aronson, 1995) turned to

another group whose abilities are negatively stereotyped in intellectual domains—

African Americans—and tested again whether varying the relevance of such a

stereotype to their test performance would affect that performance. We brought

White and Black Stanford students into the laboratory and, as in our study with

women, gave them, one at a time, a very difficult 30-min section of a GRE sub-

ject exam in English literature. A significant part of the negative stereotype about

African Americans concerns intellectual ability. Thus, in the stereotype threat con-

ditions of the experiments in this series, we merely mentioned to participants that

the test was a measure of verbal ability. This was enough, we felt, to make the neg-

ative stereotype about African Americans’ abilities relevant to their performance

on the test and thus to put them at risk of confirming, or being seen to confirm, the

negative stereotype about their abilities. In the nonstereotype threat conditions,

we presented the same test as an instrument for studying problem solving that

was “nondiagnostic” of individual differences in ability—thus making the racial

stereotype irrelevant to their performance.

If the pressure imposed by the relevance of a negative stereotype about one’s

group is enough to impair an important intellectual performance, then Black par-

ticipants should perform worse than Whites in the “diagnostic” condition of this

experiment but not in the “nondiagnostic” condition. As Fig. 2 depicts, this is

precisely what happened: Blacks performed a full standard deviation lower than

Whites under the stereotype threat of the test being “diagnostic” of their intellectual

ability, yet matched the performance of Whites when the same test was presented

as nondiagnostic of verbal ability. (SAT scores were used as a covariate in all

analyses to equate groups for initial differences in relevant skills.) The detrimental

effect of stereotype threat on intellectual performance as measured by important

standardized tests seemed to generalize, then, to several groups.
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Fig. 2. White and Black participants’ score (controlled for SAT) on a difficult English test as a

function of characterization of the test (From Steele, C. M., & Aronson, J. (1995). Stereotype threat and

the intellectual test performance of African Americans. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

69, 797–811. Copyright 1995 by the American Psychological Association. Adapted with permission).

The experiments in this series also provided mediational evidence. In one ex-

periment, just after participants saw sample test items and learned that the test was

either diagnostic or nondiagnostic of verbal ability, and just before they expected

to actually take the test, they completed 80 incomplete words, 10 of which could be

completed with stereotype-related words and 5 of which could be completed with

self-doubt-related words. When Black participants expected to take the ability-

diagnostic test, they completed significantly more of the stereotype-relevant word

stems with stereotype-related and self-doubt-related words than Blacks in the non-

diagnostic condition or than Whites in any condition. Simply expecting to take an

ability-diagnostic test was enough to activate racial stereotypes about ability in

the minds of Black participants. Moreover, in a measure of their activity prefer-

ences, they avoided expressing a preference for activities associated with African

American imagery such as jazz, hip-hop, and basketball. In fact, they preferred
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these things less than any other group in the experiment, showing a distinct desire,

we reasoned, not to be seen through the lens of a racial stereotype.

By this point, then, we had accumulated considerable evidence that when a

negative stereotype about one’s group is relevant to a difficult, timed performance

that is important to the person, it can undermine that performance. It was not clear

that this effect of stereotypes was the sole cause of the academic underperformance

we had set out to understand. Clearly it had to be part of the story. But in light

of the other possible causes such as group differences in educational and other

resources, in historical and ongoing access to schooling, even in the experience of

discrimination in schooling, it is probably not the whole story.

Nonetheless, it seemed that we had unearthed a general social psychological

process, one that is perhaps a fundamental part of the experience of being the target

of negative group stereotypes or any negative judgment for that matter. Consider

the following thought experiment: Imagine that, having arrived late to your family

reunion and believing that everyone else had already eaten, you load your plate

to the teetering hilt only to confront, as you leave the food line, a large group of

newer arrivals who haven’t yet eaten a bite. They look at the paltry remains on the

food table and then at your heaping plate. You try to explain, but your effort is lost

in the clamor of the crowd and the music. You hear them say as they go by, “Those

Browns are so selfish.”

Of course there is no group stereotype at play here. But based on this “mis-

understanding” you might fear that a reputation about you would arise in the family

and place you under suspicion in matters related to generosity and communal spirit

over the weekend—dishwashing, tipping the pizza delivery man, babysitting, and

the like. Such suspicion, and the unfair interpretation of your behavior that it

might cause, can make you feel uncomfortable. It could distract you and interfere

with your interactions. This experience, stemming from a relatively garden-variety

reputational threat, is a close cousin to the experience of a threat stemming from

a negative stereotype.

But imagine how, expanded along several dimensions, stereotype threat could

get much worse. Suppose that the negative view of you had nothing to do with your

own behavior but stemmed from what people thought about a group of which you

are a part. Suppose that more people than your relatives knew this negative view,

say everyone in society. Suppose that the negative views maligned not your table

manners, but very important abilities that are critical to getting ahead, for example,

your intelligence. And, accordingly, suppose that the new view applied to you in

precisely those situations that were most critical to your success in school and in

society.

In these, and other ways, the threat of judgment and treatment that stems from

a negative and broadly held group stereotype can become a much more profound

threat than the threat stemming from most personal reputations. It can constitute an

everlasting predicament of one’s life depending on how broadly held the negative
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view is, how important the characteristics are that are impugned in the view, how

difficult the view is to disprove, and so on.

Consider the experience that Brent Staples, now an editorialist for The New York

Times, recounted in his autobiography, Parallel Time. When he arrived at the

University of Chicago’s Hyde Park campus to begin graduate school in psychol-

ogy, he noticed that as an African American male dressed like a student, he seemed

to make people apprehensive; on the street people seemed to avoid him, in shops

security people followed him, and so on. After a while he realized that he was

being seen through the lens of a negative stereotype about his race. It was not

that he had done anything to warrant this view of him—as in taking too much

food, for example. It was simply that he was an identifiable member of a group

about whom existed a broadly held negative view of their proneness to violence.

Moreover, walking the streets of Hyde Park, he was in a situation where this

negative view was applicable to him—every time he was in the setting. Thus this

stereotype confronted him with an engulfing predicament. It was relevant to a

broad range of behaviors in the setting—just walking down the street or entering

a store, for example, could be seen by others through the lens of the stereotype as

foreshadowing danger. Also, everyone in his environment knows the stereotype.

Thus it could influence and coordinate how he was judged and treated by many

people. And it would be difficult for him to prove to people, on the spot, that this

view of his group was not applicable to him as a person. In these ways, then, the

threat posed by this group stereotype becomes a formidable predicament, one that

could make it difficult for him to trust that he would be seen objectively and treated

with good will in the setting. Such, then is the hypothesized nature of stereotype

threat—not an abstract threat, not necessarily a belief or expectation about one’s

self, but the concrete, real-time threat of being judged and treated poorly in settings

where a negative stereotype about one’s group applies.

II. Generalizability of Stereotype Threat Effects

This reasoning implies, of course, that stereotype threat is a quite general effect.

And by now a good number of tests of this generality have accumulated, showing

that in addition to being a reliable experimental effect, it is a predicament that

affects a broad array of groups and domains of activity and has effects in the real

world.

The early studies showing that stereotype threat can affect the standardized test

performance of African Americans have been replicated in a number of settings,

ranging from elite private universities such as Stanford (Steele & Aronson, 1995) to

public universities (Aronson, 1999; Blascovich, Spencer, Quinn, & Steele, 2001).

Similar effects of stereotype threat have also been shown in samples of Latino
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participants, again at large public universities (Aronson & Salinas, 1997) but also

in a sample of public middle school students (Good & Aronson, 2001). The Spencer

et al. (1999) demonstration that stereotype threat can impair women’s performance

on math tests has been replicated in many academic settings using a variety of

manipulations to either induce or reduce stereotype threat (e.g., Brown & Josephs,

1999; Good, Aronson, & Harder, 1997; Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000; Shih, Pittinsky,

& Ambady, 1999). Ambady, Shih, Kim, and Pittinsky (2001) have shown that this

effect, sadly, generalizes to girls as young as 5 and 6 years of age. Croizet and

Claire (1998) have shown that negative stereotypes linking poorer language skills

to lower socioeconomic status in France impaired the verbal test performance of

working-class French college students.

And finally, stereotype threat has even been shown to affect the standardized

math test performance of White males with superior mathematical abilities—most

had near-perfect scores on the Math SAT. Stereotype threat was induced in these

test-takers by telling them in the critical condition that the purpose of this study

was to understand the reasons for Asian mathematical superiority—thus creating

stereotype threat in White male participants by putting them under the negative light

of another group’s positive stereotype. That this procedure would create enough

threat to impair the performance of these participants makes an important point.

It means that to experience stereotype threat, a group need not have prolonged

exposure to the stereotype in real life (White males are not chronically stereotyped

as having poor math ability in the larger society) or have any internalization of the

stereotype as a low performance expectancy.

Its impairing effects also generalize to other performance domains. Stone and

his colleagues (Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1998) have established an in-

triguing effect of stereotype threat on sports performance. They asked elite athletes

at the University of Arizona, Black and White, to perform 10 holes of golf in a

miniature, laboratory course. To invoke a stereotype that would put the perfor-

mance of White athletes under threat, they introduced the task as a measure of

“natural athletic ability.” Under this representation, one that puts White athletes

under the added risk of confirming or being seen to confirm a negative group

stereotype, the White athletes significantly underperformed in comparison to the

Black athletes. But Stone et al. were able to reverse this pattern of results—so that

White athletes outperformed Black athletes on the same task—by representing

the task as a measure of “sport strategic intelligence,” a representation that now

put the performance of Black athletes under the threat of confirming a negative

group stereotype. These results show the group-by-situation variability of stereo-

type threat, but also suggest its generalizability in real life across groups, settings,

and types of behavior. Leyen, Désert, Croizet, and Darcis (2000) reinforce this

generalizability by showing that the lexical decision-making performance of men

who wanted to become clinical psychologists could be impaired by representing

the task as a measure of sensitivity to other people’s emotion and then reminding
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them of the stereotype that women are often better readers of other people’s emo-

tions than men. Wherever there is a negative group stereotype, a person to whom it

could be applied, and a performance that can confirm the applicability of the one to

other, one has the critical ingredients of a performance-impairing stereotype threat.

Is there evidence that these effects generalize to real-world test-taking situations?

For several reasons, this question isn’t as easy to answer as it might seem. First,

of course, there is the logistical and ethical difficulty of manipulating stereotype

threat in real-world test-taking situations. Doing something that might affect a

person’s performance on a real-life high stakes test is, in most imaginable situa-

tions, unacceptable without informed consent, and informed consent might be

difficult to reliably get in these situations. Second, there is the problem that people

taking a real high-stakes test such as the SAT or GRE have been so saturated with

our culture’s representations of the test, and are so clear about its importance, that

they may not easily believe the kind of alternative representations of these tests

that are used to manipulate stereotype threat in the laboratory—for example, that

a test is nondiagnostic of ability or that a difficult math test is insensitive to gender

differences. The laboratory allowed us to construct the meaning of tests—and thus

their stereotype relevance—in ways that would be difficult to construct in real life.

Facing these challenges, however, researchers at the Educational Testing Service

conducted a series of studies to see if stereotype threat depressed the performance

of women and minorities on real tests, with real life consequences. In one study

(Stricker, 1998), test administrators had students indicate their ethnicity and gender

either before or after taking the Advanced Placement (AP) exam of calculus. This

is an important test, one that determines whether students get college credit for

their high school studies, and it can also affect their admission chances. They

reasoned that for these groups, listing their group identity just before taking the test

would remind them of the negative stereotype about their group and its relevance

to their performance. This should increase the stereotype threat they are under

and if stereotype threat is capable of impairing performance on a real high-stakes

test, these test-takers should perform worse than those who recorded their gender

or ethnicity after taking the test. For female test-takers, the results confirmed

this reasoning. Those who were asked about their gender before the test scored

significantly lower than those asked about their gender after the test. The results

for the minority students followed this pattern as well, but did not reach statistical

significance in these samples.

It is important to stress that this study represents a conservative test of the

effects of stereotype threat on real-life test-taking. This is because the degree of

stereotype threat that is likely to be experienced by these groups (whose abilities in

this domain are negatively stereotyped) is likely to be so high already that having

them list their group identity prior to the test is not likely to make it much worse.

In our laboratory research, we too had used a group-identity-listing procedure

to manipulate stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995, Study 3). Black and
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White participants either did or did not list their race just before taking a difficult

test. And indeed, listing their race significantly undermined the performance of

the Black participants. But for this to happen, for the amount of stereotype threat

produced by this listing procedure to have a detectable effect on the performance

of the participants, we had to remove all other sources of threat from the situation.

Specifically, we presented the test as nondiagnostic of ability, an instruction that

earlier research had shown would essentially eliminate stereotype threat and its

effect on performance. Then, in this low stereotype threat condition, the amount

of stereotype threat caused in Black participants by listing their race detectably

impaired their performance. Had we had participants list their race prior to taking

a test diagnostic of their ability—a test representation that would already cause

enough stereotype threat among Black participants to impair their performance—

it is doubtful that the listing procedure would have increased stereotype threat

enough to further impair their performance.

Yet, this is essentially what the ETS study was forced to do—operating in

the real-world of high-stakes tests. As a real-life test that was almost certainly

understood as diagnostic of ability, and as having important consequences, it varied

stereotype threat solely through the listing procedure. Going into such a study, one

would not expect much of an effect of the listing procedure. And indeed, this

may be why its effect was not significant for the minority students in the study.

Nonetheless, the unavoidable insensitivity of this design makes it all the more

impressive that even the modest increment in stereotype threat caused by the

group identity listing procedure could significantly worsen performance on a real-

life standardized test. Extrapolating further from this data set, social psychologist

Christian Crandall reasoned that if gender and ethnicity were routinely recorded

after, rather than before, this AP exam, as many as 2,837 additional young women

(out of 17,000) would start college each year with calculus credit and have better

admissions prospects.

Does this mean that stereotype threat always undermines the performance of

stereotype-threatened test-takers? No. As is shown shortly, there are many modera-

tors of the stereotype threat effect. But these data do provide an existence proof that

this threat can have important impairing effects on real-life, high-stakes testing.

A last question of real-world generalizability on which we have evidence is

whether a program aimed at reducing stereotype threat in a real-world school

situation could improve the performance of stereotype-threatened groups. In the

early 1990s we (Steele, Spencer, Davies, Harber, & Nisbett, 2001) developed a

dormitory-based program at the University of Michigan in which freshmen par-

ticipated in a seminar series and late-night discussion groups aimed at reducing

stereotype threat and a workshop aimed at accelerating their study in one of their

classes. The program was able to achieve a significant minority representation:

20% African American, 20% other minorities, and 60% White.

Although the program had little effect on Whites’ grades, Blacks in the pro-

gram significantly outperformed Blacks in the general population at Michigan and
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outperformed Blacks in a randomized control group to an even greater degree,

although the comparison was only marginally significant (p < .10) due to a very

small N in the control group (n = 6). Blacks in the program were also less likely

to drop out of school in subsequent years. Importantly, these results were most

strongly mediated among the Black students by the degree to which they partic-

ipated in the late-night discussion sessions. The more of these they attended, the

less stereotype threat they rated themselves as experiencing in the university en-

vironment. And in turn, the level of stereotype threat they reported experiencing

predicted their grades. As with most such intervention programs, its effects weak-

ened over time. Nonetheless, that such changes in the academic environment of

these students had meaningful effects on their early success suggests that stereo-

type threat is a part of their real-life experience and that reducing it is an effective

and feasible way of bettering their outcomes.

III. The Nature of Stereotype Threat

A. A DEFINITION

We offer the following definition of stereotype threat: When a negative stereo-

type about a group that one is part of becomes personally relevant, usually as an

interpretation of one’s behavior or an experience one is having, stereotype threat is

the resulting sense that one can then be judged or treated in terms of the stereotype

or that one might do something that would inadvertently confirm it. Most often

stereotypes are seen to affect their targets through the discriminatory behavior and

judgment of people who hold the stereotype. An implication of this definition,

however, is that stereotypes can affect their targets even before they are translated

into behavior or judgments. The mere threat of discrimination and devaluation

implied by the perceived relevance of a negative group stereotype—like the threat

of a snake loose in the house—can have effects of its own.

From this definition we derive several general features of stereotype threat and

a few parameters of its strength.

B. GENERAL FEATURES

1. Stereotype threat is a situational threat. It arises from situational cues signal-

ing that a negative stereotype about one of one’s social identities is now relevant as

a possible interpretation for one’s behavior and self in the setting. The experience

of this threat is not seen to depend on a particular state or trait of the target such

as believing in the stereotype or holding low expectations that might result from

chronic exposure to the stereotype (e.g., Allport, 1954). Although these traits, or
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states, or beliefs may exist in some stereotype targets, they are seen as neither

necessary or sufficient to the experience of stereotype threat.

2. This means that stereotype threat is a general threat in the sense of its being

experienced in some setting or another and at some time or another by virtually

everyone. All people have some group or social identity for which negative stereo-

types exist—the elderly, the young, Methodists, Blacks, Whites, athletes, artists,

and so on. And when they are doing things in situations where those stereotypes

might apply, they can experience this threat.

3. The nature of the threat—the kind of devaluation and mistreatment that is

threatened—depends importantly on the specific content of the negative stereo-

type. For present purposes, a negative stereotype can be likened to a spotlight that

projects a beam of devaluation threat onto targets (e.g., Cross, 1991). It is the spe-

cific meaning of the stereotype that determines the situations, the people, and the

activities to which the stereotype is relevant and, thus, determines on which behav-

iors, on which people, and in which settings this beam is projected. For example,

the type of stereotype threat experienced by men, women, and teenagers would

vary considerably, focusing on sensitivity in the first group, math skills in the sec-

ond, and maturity and self-control in the third. And for each group, the threat, the

spotlight, would be felt in those situations to which their group stereotype applies,

but not in other situations (Allport, 1954; Kleck & Strenta, 1980; C. M. Steele,

1975, 1997; C. M. Steele & Aronson, 1995; S. Steele, 1990; Sartre, 1948). For

example, a woman could feel stereotype threat in a math class, where a negative

group stereotype applies, but not in an English class, where it does not apply.

C. THE STRENGTH OF A STEREOTYPE THREAT

1. The degree of stereotype threat that a person experiences in a setting should

also depend, in part, on the meaning of the stereotype involved. Some stereotypes

simply have more negative meanings than others. For example, a stereotype that

demeans a group’s integrity should pose a stronger threat than a stereotype that

demeans a group’s sense of humor.

2. The strength of stereotype threat should also depend on how much the person

identifies with the domain of activity to which the stereotype applies. The term

“identification” refers here to the degree to which one’s self-regard, or some com-

ponent of it, depends on the outcomes one experiences in the domain. The more

one cares about a domain in this way, the more important one’s fate in the domain

is likely to be and the more upset one is likely to be over the prospect of being

negatively stereotyped in the domain.

[This reasoning has an interesting obverse: The more a person has internalized

the negative group stereotype, the less stereotype threat he or she may experience.

This is because the act of internalizing a negative group stereotype is likely to
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be accompanied by the person’s disidentification with the domains in which the

stereotype applies (e.g., Steele, 1997). Then, caring less about the domain, one is

likely to care less about being stereotyped in it.]

3. In general, the more one is identified with the group about whom the negative

stereotype exists, or the more one expects to be perceived as a member of that

group, the more stereotype threat one should feel in situations where the stereotype

applies.

4. The degree of stereotype threat may also vary with how much one feels

capable of coping with the threat. Lazarus’s theory of emotion (e.g., Lazarus,

1968; Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, & DeLongis, 1986) makes a distinction between

“primary appraisal,” which is the initial assessment of how threatening a stim-

ulus is, and “secondary appraisal,” which, after one recognizes the threat, is the

assessment of how well one can cope with it. This principle should extend to the ex-

perience of stereotype threat as well. Its impact should be reduced, for example, by

the perception that one has personal features, or counterstereotypic capacities, that

will deflect the application of the stereotype to oneself, or that should the stereotype

be applied, one can respond effectively to dispel its negative effects. One might

know, for example, that one’s public identity as a clinical psychologist makes it

less likely that one will be stereotyped as an insensitive male. And this belief, in

turn, may lessen the impact of the threat caused by this particular male stereotype.

IV. Moderation of Stereotype Threat Effects

Stereotype threat is a person–situation predicament: a person contending with

the possibility of being negatively stereotyped. As such, the strength of the threat,

and its influence on behavior, is likely to be moderated by features of both the

situation and the person. To further clarify the way in which stereotype threat is a

construction of this interaction, we briefly review its most documented moderators;

three situational factors (task difficulty, test diagnosticity, and stereotype relevance)

and three individual difference factors (domain identification, group identification,

and stigma consciousness). Following the literature to date, most of this research

has examined the effect of stereotype threat on standardized test performance.

A. SITUATIONAL MODERATORS

1. Task Difficulty and Frustration

Short of a task being overwhelmingly difficult, stereotype threat effects have

consistently been greatest for more difficult tasks. For example, Spencer et al.
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(1999) found that talented men and women performed equally well on a test

that, for them, was easier (the math section of the general GRE), but that

women underperformed in relation to men on a more difficult test (taken from

the GRE subject test in mathematics). Spencer, Iserman, Davies, and Quinn (2001)

recently replicated these results and showed further that when the easier test

was taken under cognitive load, women again underperformed in relation to

equally skilled men. These findings suggest that, as a moderator of stereotype

threat effects, test difficulty may have two components: The difficulty of the

test items and the degree to which other demands make test performance frus-

trating. Of course task difficulty will most commonly be a critical component

of any frustrating test. But even when a test is easier, the testing situation can

still involve other pressures on performance—time pressure, distracting cogni-

tive load, high importance to one’s future, complexly formatted questions such

as “story problems,” and so on—that by frustrating performance may arouse

enough stereotype threat in stereotype-threatened test-takers to downgrade their

performance.

This could happen in two ways: First, the experience of frustration with the

test gives credibility to the limitation alleged in the stereotype. For this reason,

frustration can be especially stinging and disruptive for test-takers to whom the

stereotype is relevant. Second, it is on a demanding test that one can least afford

to be bothered by the thoughts that likely accompany stereotype threat. Concerns

about how one will be perceived, doubts about one’s ability, thoughts about the

stereotype, and so on are most likely to impair performance on a difficult and

frustrating test.

With this reasoning in mind, we have striven to make the tests in all of our

stereotype threat research difficult and frustrating. We assume that the stereotype

may not even come to mind on easier tests, or if it does, one’s good performance

can refute its relevance. Given what we know at this point, it is perhaps fairest to

say that the ingredient most critical to producing a stereotype threat effect on test

performance is frustration on the test. If it is not a sufficient ingredient, it is very

likely a necessary one.

Several practical implications of this moderator should not be lost. Many im-

portant tests in real life—aptitude tests, admission tests, final exams—are likely

to have frustrating features, from difficult items to distractingly important con-

sequences. Thus it is precisely these tests on which the differential pressure of

stereotype threat on some test-takers is likely to be greatest. Also, this reasoning

suggests that stereotype threat may be greatest when people face increments in

curriculum difficulty, for example, when women begin more difficult geometry

courses or calculus. New and more difficult material at the frontier of one’s skills

can be exasperating for almost all students. And it is in these situations that mem-

bers of ability-stereotyped groups are most likely to experience the extra burden

of stereotype threat.
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2. Test Diagnosticity

A number of studies have manipulated stereotype threat by varying the sup-

posed diagnosticity of the tests participants were taking (Aronson & Salinas, 1997;

Croizet & Claire, 1998; Davies, Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein, in press; Steele

& Aronson, 1995). Generally, stereotype threat effects emerge when the tests are

characterized as diagnostic and are less strong or absent when they are character-

ized as nondiagnostic. For groups whose abilities are negatively stereotyped in the

domain of the test, we assume that merely portraying the test as diagnostic of that

ability is enough to bring the stereotype to mind and along with it the possibility

of confirming it or being seen to confirm it—thus, the threat. For example, Steele

and Aronson (1995) found that, for African Americans, the mere act of sitting

down to take a test portrayed as diagnostic of their intellectual ability was enough

to activate stereotypes about their group. But when the same test was portrayed as

nondiagnostic of ability, these stereotypes were not activated. Thus test diagnos-

ticity appears to be a moderator of stereotype threat effects, most especially those

that involve intellectual ability.

But it is not clear that stereotype threat effects can be eliminated solely by

making a test nondiagnostic of ability. For example, Davies et al. (in press) had

men and women take a difficult math test that was characterized just that way, as

nondiagnostic. But before the test, half of the participants watched TV commercials

that included several women in stereotypically unintelligent roles, wheras the other

half watched TV commercials with women in more neutral roles. They reasoned

that even though the test was nondiagnostic, the negative commercials would

activate negative stereotypes about women’s ability, including their math ability,

and that once activated, these stereotypes would undermine their math performance

and pressure them to disengage from the domain. This is exactly what they found.

Women who had seen the stereotypic commercials performed more poorly on

subsequent math items and, when given the choice, chose more verbal items to work

on, presumably in pursuit of a domain where the negative stereotype did not apply.

Similarly, Steele and Aronson (1995) found that when Black students indicated

their race as the last item on a demographic questionnaire just before they took a

difficult verbal test (and presumably activated stereotypes about their group) they

performed more poorly on the test than White students, even though the test was

portrayed as nondiagnostic of ability.

Taken together, the research so far makes it clear that test diagnosticity is a

moderator of stereotype threat effects, at least in the domain of intellectual tests.

And this fact might tempt one to believe that a practical gain might be achieved by

characterizing tests as nondiagnostic of ability. Of course, the first problem with this

strategy is that such a characterization may simply not be believable in a culture like

ours where people generally regard these tests as related to a person’s underlying

ability. But even if such a characterization were believable in real-world test-taking
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situations, it is important to realize that group stereotypes could still be activated in

ways unrelated to the test and, once activated, could undermine performance even

on a nondiagnostic test. That said, the strategy of reducing stereotype threat by

diminishing the extent to which a test is seen as diagnostic of ability may be worth

trying when credible alternative test characterizations are possible (for example,

portraying the test as tapping learned skills rather than innate abilities) and where

one can diminish the presence of other stereotype-evoking cues.

3. Stereotype Relevance

Another manipulation of stereotype threat has been to vary whether a negative

stereotype about a group’s ability is made relevant to the performance at hand

(Aronson et al., 1999; Blascovich, et al., 2000; Brown & Steele, 1999; Spencer

et al., 1999). Generally, when this relevance is established either explicitly or

implicitly, stereotyped group members perform worse than nonstereotyped group

members. But when the performance is defined so that the negative stereotype is

not relevant to it, the performance of the stereotyped group matches that of the

nonstereotyped group. For example, the Spencer et al. (1999) study found that

when women took a difficult math test that was characterized as showing gender

differences—allowing the gender stereotype about math to be seen as relevant

to their performance on this particular test—they underperformed in relation to

equally skilled men. But when the same test was characterized as not showing

gender differences—making the gender stereotype irrelevant to their performance

on this particular test—they performed as well as equally skilled men.

These studies provide perhaps the strongest direct evidence that stereotype threat

effects stem from stereotypes about groups. By varying the stereotype’s relevance

to the particular performance at hand, dramatic differences in test performance

result. Clearly, then, the perceived relevance of the group stereotype to the perfor-

mance is an important moderator of stereotype threat’s effect on that performance.

This variable might yield a practical strategy for reducing stereotype threat in

real testing and intellectual performance settings. As prescribed in the last section,

representing a test as more about learnable skills than about limitations of ability

should be especially helpful to the stereotype-threatened. It makes the stereotype

about their limited ability less relevant to their performance. This, in turn, may

have the further effect of enabling them to have greater trust in the setting—a point

to which we return later.

B. INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCE MODERATORS

1. Domain Identification

In most of our research, we have selected people who were identified with the

domain in which we were testing and, among these people, we have found robust
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stereotype threat effects. However, a few studies (Aronson et al., 1999; Aronson

& Good, 2001; Brown & Steele, 2001; Stone et al., 1998) have included domain

identification as a factor in the design. These studies generally find that stereotype

threat effects occur only, or at least most strongly, among those people who are

identified with the intellectual domain in which they are being tested.

For example, in Aronson et al. (1999) the finding reported earlier, that European

American males did not perform as well on a difficult math test when they were

threatened by the Asians’ positive stereotype, was significant only for the European

American participants who were highly identified with math. Aronson and Good

(2001) reported the same pattern in a study of women’s math performance: Stereo-

type threat-driven underperformance occurred only among the women most iden-

tified with math. This is not to say the unidentified women performed well; they did

not. But their low performance was not made lower by stereotype threat, whereas

the higher performance of math-identified women was made lower by stereotype

threat.

These results fit the general reasoning of our theory: That to experience stereo-

type threat in a domain one has to care about it. Domain disidentification—ceasing

to care about a domain in the sense of its being connected to one’s sense of self—is

assumed to be a defense against stereotype threat. Thus it makes sense that people

in these studies who do not identify with the domain of the test are not much

affected by the prospect of being negatively stereotyped in the domain.

But we do raise a complexity. We are discussing domain identification as an

individual difference variable that is relatively traitlike and stable. Generally this is

so. The sense that one’s self-regard depends, to some degree, on one’s outcomes

in a domain is not likely to be easily or quickly changed. We note, however, that

identification with a performance may be situationally created, even in someone

not chronically identified with the domain. What is required is that the performance

somehow be made personally relevant to the person—as bearing on their future,

their integrity, their general intelligence, and so on. Conceivably, then, even the less

domain-identified participants in these experiments could be brought to experience

stereotype threat—if the tests were made more personally meaningful to them.

2. Identification with the Stereotyped Group

In the early days of stereotype threat research some people were confused about

our use of the term “disidentification.” We meant it to refer to the defense of

disidentifying with the domain of activity where one experienced a stereotype

threat. People often took the term to refer to disidentifying with the social group

to which the negative stereotype was directed.

This latter meaning, though not what we intended, did bring to light an interesting

aspect of stereotype threat that we had neglected. What role does identification with

the stereotyped group play in creating stereotype threat? One might assume, for

example, that if stereotype threat stems from a concern that one will be judged
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based on a negative stereotype about one’s group that those most highly identified

with the group would experience the most stereotype threat.

Schmader (in press) recently tested precisely this reasoning. Using the stan-

dard paradigm of women taking a difficult math test, she found that under high

stereotype threat (i.e., when the researchers were purportedly examining gender

differences on the math test) women whose gender was an important part of their

identity did worse than women whose gender was a less important part of their

identity. Identification with the negatively stereotyped group may, then, moderate

stereotype threat effects.

Other investigators, however, have made the opposite argument: That identi-

fying with the stereotyped group might buffer a person from stereotype threat

effects. Oyserman, Harrison, and Bybee (2001), for example, found that among

African American adolescents girls, those who were most strongly identified with

being African American in the sense of believing that being African American is

associated with achievement showed the greatest sense of achievement efficacy.

Thus, from the data that is available so far it is difficult to call the question of

whether identification with the negatively stereotyped group increases, decreases,

or has no effect on the experience of stereotype threat and its disruptive effects. We

do have a hunch, however, that may be worth mentioning. Some groups have con-

siderable experience dealing with negative stereotypes about them. This is certainly

the case, for example, of African Americans. As a result, they may have evolved

rather effective individual and collective strategies for deflecting this threat—for

example, as is shown in a later section, disidentification from the assessments of

others in the domains where the stereotype applies. Conceivably, then, the more

one identifies with such a group, the more one may have available to them, and

be supported in, the use of these strategies. In contrast, other groups may not have

evoked such strategies, or any collective capacity to use them, so that among their

members, those who identify more with the group gain a bit more susceptibility to

the negative stereotype without gaining much in the way of defenses to combat it.

Such an account at least fits the pattern of contradictory results on this question,

but along with the question itself, it clearly awaits further research.

3. Stigma Consciousness

Are there individual differences in how much stereotype threat people perceive

in their environment? Pinel (1999) has developed an individual difference measure

of what she calls “stigma consciousness” that may capture, among other things,

differences in perceived stereotype threat. Specifically, her measure asks members

of negatively stereotyped groups how much discrimination they encounter and

how much they are affected by it.

Do these habitual perceptions of discrimination deepen the experience of stereo-

type threat and increase its effects? Pinel (1999) found that in a laboratory game
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of jeopardy in which participants could choose the categories of questions they

would answer, women high in stigma consciousness avoided male question cate-

gories when playing against a male more than women low in stigma consciousness.

This avoidance could reflect a greater experience of stereotype threat among the

women high in stigma consciousness. But it could also reflect a stronger presump-

tion on their part that men would be tougher competition on the male questions.

Further evidence that individual differences in stigma consciousness may moder-

ate the experience of stereotype threat comes from a subsequent study (Brown,

Pinel, Renfrow, & Lee, 2001) showing that remedial students perform worse on

standardized tests the more stigma conscious they are—the more they have ex-

perienced discrimination and the more they expect to experience it in the future.

Though this evidence has to be regarded as more suggestive than definitive, it does

raise the possibility that there are individual differences in sensitivity to stereotype

threat and that these differences may be among the moderators of stereotype threat

effects.

V. Mediators of Stereotype Threat

As noted, stereotype threat is best thought of as a predicament of a person in

a situation. Thus the experience of threat that arises, and its effect on behavior,

are likely to be mediated in multiple ways—cognitively, affectively, and motiva-

tionally. And across situations, people, and types of stereotype threat experiences,

the relative weight or involvement of these mediational processes could change

significantly.

Despite these complexities, progress has been made in understanding the me-

diation of stereotype threat effects, again primarily in relation to their effect on

standardized test performance. We review next the available evidence relevant to

the most likely of these mediators: Effort, expectancies, anxiety, biological pro-

cesses, stereotype activation, and stereotype suppression.

A. EFFORT

It might be expected that the experience of stereotype threat in the midst of

taking a difficult test would cause one to give up or at least reduce one’s effort,

and through that mediation, perform worse. By now the effort people expend

while experiencing stereotype threat on a standardized test has been measured in

several ways: how long people work on the test, how many problems they attempt,

how much effort they report putting in, and so on. But none of these has yielded

evidence, in the samples studied, that stereotype threat reduces test effort.
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For example, Aronson and Salinas (2001) had participants complete a difficult

math test with electrodes on their wrists that purportedly monitored the effort they

expended on a constant basis. Participants also understood that they would have

to take the test over if they did not put enough effort into it. Despite this elaborate

ruse, stereotype threat effects still emerged, suggesting, at least, that reduced effort

is not a necessary mediator of stereotype threat effects.

This is not to say that decreased effort could never mediate these effects. Note

that the stereotype threat conditions of most studies involve highly identified people

who take a test that is portrayed as an important indicator of their ability. And they

work on the test for a relatively short time (usually 20–30 min). These may be

exactly the conditions where decreased effort is least likely to occur. Perhaps for

people with weaker domain identification, or for people taking less personally

relevant tests, or for people taking longer tests decreased effort might be more of

a mediator of stereotype threat’s effect on performance.

B. PERFORMANCE EXPECTANCIES

There is one possible mediator of stereotype threat effects on performance that,

as people learn about the effects, comes easily to mind—performance expecta-

tions. Perhaps the stereotypes activated by the experimental manipulations affect

performance by affecting participants’ performance expectations, lowering them

in the stereotype threat conditions and either raising them or not lowering them

in the conditions that remove stereotype threat. The results of studies that have

looked at this question, however, present a mixed picture.

Stangor, Carr, and Kiang (1998) attacked the question directly by examining

the effect of a stereotype threat manipulation on women’s expectations for their

performance on a test of spatial abilities. In the first step of the procedure, partici-

pants took another test and were given either positive or ambiguous feedback on

it. Next, stereotype threat was manipulated by telling participants that the upcom-

ing spatial abilities test either had or had not shown gender differences in the past.

Expectations for performance on the spatial test were then measured, although par-

ticipants never actually took the test. In the no stereotype threat condition, where

the test was presented as not producing gender differences, women’s performance

expectancies reflected their performance on the first test: If they had gotten posi-

tive feedback on that test, they expected to do well on the spatial abilities test; if

they had gotten ambiguous feedback on that test, their expectations for the spatial

test were more modest. In the stereotype threat condition (i.e., when the test was

characterized as producing gender differences), however, women’s previous per-

formance had no effect on their performance expectations. In particular, the gain

in their performance expectations that they should have gotten from their success

on the first test was canceled out in the stereotype threat condition. Clearly then,

stereotype threat can undermine positive expectations, but it is not as clear that
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lowering stereotype threat can increase expectations. In addition, this study did

not measure performance on the spatial test, which meant that the role of these

expectancies in mediating performance could not be examined.

The Spencer et al. (1999) study reported earlier tested the mediational role of

performance expectancies in stereotype threat effects more directly. Immediately

after the stereotype threat manipulation—gender differences versus no gender

differences—and just before the difficult math test, they measured participants’

test performance expectancies. Nothing happened. The stereotype threat manip-

ulation did not affect women’s performance expectancies, and their performance

expectancies did not relate to their actual performance.

The Stone et al. (1999) studies found that manipulations of stereotype threat

reliably affected the athletic performance (golf putting) of White and Black ath-

letes. But in their first study, a measure of performance expectancies taken be-

fore the putting task was unaffected by the stereotype threat manipulation. In a

second study they measured performance expectancies before each hole of the

miniature course, 10 holes in all. They again found no effect of the stereotype

threat manipulation on participants’ expectations for the first hole. But for the

subsequent holes, when expectations for a next hole could reflect performance on

a prior hole, a relationship began to emerge; performance expectancies became

related to both performance and stereotype threat. The causal relationship among

the variables in this study are obviously complex—perhaps involving recipro-

cal influences on one another. But it is at least possible that stereotype threat

had its effect on performance expectancies in the data through its effects on

performance.

These early studies, then, provide no clear and consistent evidence of the role

of performance expectancies in mediating stereotype threat effects. But this is not

to say that expectancies could never play such a role. For example, expectancies

might play a greater role in mediating stereotype threat effects when the test is

only moderately difficult. It is imaginable that performance on such a test would

be more influenced by a person’s expectations. Thus it would be stereotype threat’s

influence on expectations, rather than its influence on other mediational processes,

that might mediate its effect on this kind of test.

C. ANXIETY: SELF-REPORT AND BIOLOGICAL MEASURES

1. Self-Report

When people feel that others might negatively evaluate them based on a stereo-

type about their group, they could experience increased anxiety and evaluation

apprehension which, in turn, might undermine their performance on difficult

tasks—another plausible mediating mechanism of stereotype threat effects on per-

formance.
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Most typically, stereotype threat studies measure anxiety through self-reports.

And sometimes these measures find what they are looking for. Spencer et al.

(1999), for example, found that women who believed they were taking a difficult

math test that was insensitive to gender differences were less anxious before the

test than women who believed the same test could show gender differences—and

performed better. Such a result suggests a mediational role of stereotype threat-

driven anxiety. But perhaps reflecting the statistical insensitivity of mediational

analyses for small sample sizes, the last leg of the full mediational analysis—

showing that self-reported anxiety correlated with performance in the cells of the

design—did not reach significance. Better evidence of anxiety as a mediator of

stereotype threat effects on real-life testing was found by Osborne (2001). In a

nationally representative sample of high school seniors, he found that anxiety was

a partial mediator of African Americans’ academic performance and women’s

math performance, but did not mediate the academic performance of groups who

were presumably less stereotype-threatened.

Despite these findings, a number of other studies have measured anxiety and

failed to find what they were looking for (Stone et al., 1999; Leyens et al., 2000;

Stangor et al., 1998). Null effects can, of course, have several causes: The timing of

measurement might have missed actual increases in anxiety; study participants may

have been unaware of their increased anxiety, and anxiety may mediate stereotype

threat effects only under specific conditions.

2. Biological Measures

But also, people may not always be able to report the anxiety that accompa-

nies stereotype threat. If so, a measure of the physiological indicators of anxiety

might reveal an anxiety reaction to stereotype threat even when the participants

themselves were unable or unwilling to report it. Blascovich et al. (2001) exam-

ined precisely this possibility. They had Black and White college students take

a difficult verbal test described as either a carefully constructed culture-fair test

that did not show racial differences in performance (and thus should produce

little stereotype threat) or a regular diagnostic test of verbal ability (an instruction

known to produce stereotype threat). Participants’ blood pressure was monitored

throughout the test in all conditions. The study yielded a typical pattern of stereo-

type threat effects on performance: Whites outperformed Blacks when the test was

represented as diagnostic of verbal ability, but not when the test was represented

as racially fair.

Interestingly, though Blacks reported no more anxiety than Whites during the

diagnostic test, their blood pressure in that condition increased dramatically from

its baseline level and was higher than that of participants in all of the other condi-

tions, all of whom experienced blood pressure drops from baseline. These findings

have implications for understanding racial differences in hypertension. But they
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also make it clear that people may not always be able or willing to report the

distress of stereotype threat.

We doubt that blood pressure per se is a direct mediator of the stereotype threat

effects observed in the Blascovich et al. study. It is a possibility. But the route of

its influence on behavior is not very clear. Rather, it is likely to be a concomitant—

albeit a dangerous concomitant—of the state of anxiety and vigilance that we

presume is the more likely mediator of stereotype threat effects in this study.

Conceivably, though, other physiological processes may play a more direct role

in moderating or mediating stereotype threat effects. Josephs, Newman, Brown,

and Beer (2001), for example, have produced evidence of one such possibility,

testosterone. They found that the women who experienced the strongest stereotype

threat effects on a difficult math test were those who began the experiment with

the highest levels of testosterone. Being women who might have a strong need for

social dominance, Josephs et al. reasoned that they might become the most upset by

the prospect of being negatively stereotyped. And this greater state of upset might

have impaired their performance. In this way, the level of testosterone circulating

in the women’s blood may have been a moderator of stereotype threat effects; when

it was high these effects were large, and when it was low these effects were small.

Still, of course, testosterone may be just a concomitant of stereotype threat effects,

like blood pressure. Perhaps women who are especially responsive to stereotype

threat develop higher testosterone levels. If so, then heightened testosterone, like

heightened blood pressure, may be an important physiological consequence of

stereotype threat, but not itself a moderator or mediator. This is clearly an important

question for future research.

D. STEREOTYPE ACTIVATION

Steele and Aronson (1995) found that Blacks who were about to take a test that

was diagnostic of their verbal ability completed more word fragments with words

that were consistent with Black stereotypes than Blacks who were about to take a

test that was nondiagnostic of their verbal ability or than Whites in any condition.

Here was direct evidence that activation of the relevant group stereotype was some-

how part of the experience of stereotype threat. This should be so, we reasoned,

because stereotype threat is aroused by the perception, conscious or unconscious,

that a negative group stereotype is relevant to one’s behavior or situation. It is this

perception that alerts one to the threatening possibility of being stereotyped. Thus

in the midst of this threat, the stereotype should be demonstrably activated.

The Davies et al. study (in press) described above tested this reasoning. Recall

that they had men and women watch television commercials with negative stereo-

typic images of women or commercials absent these images. Women who watched

the stereotypic commercials performed worse on a subsequent math test than



402 STEELE et al.

women who watched the neutral commercials. Moreover, the stereotypic commer-

cials caused greater activation of the gender stereotype. And to the point we are

making here, this activation mediated (correlated with) their performance on the

math test.

Wheeler and Petty (2001) recently reviewed the available evidence on the role

of stereotype activation in mediating stereotype threat and behavioral priming

effects. Following Dijksterhuis and Bargh (2001), they raised another possible

route through which stereotype activation might mediate stereotype threat effects.

Rather than serving to cue the possibility of a stereotype-based threat, the acti-

vated stereotype might automatically—through an “ideomotor” pathway—lead to

behaviors that are associated with the stereotype. Compelling evidence for this

comes from studies showing that when people are primed with stereotypes, even

about groups to which they do not belong, their behavior may assimilate to those

stereotypes. For example, Bargh, Chen, and Burrows (1996) found that when

Whites were subliminally primed with an African American face, they actually

conformed to a negative stereotype of African Americans by behaving more

aggressively on a subsequent task.

We find this a fascinating and important route of environmental influence on

behavior and assume that it contributes to stereotype threat effects in some situ-

ations. For several reasons, however, it may not be the most typical mediation of

these effects. First, it does not seem to provide a complete explanation for all the

relevant data. For example, Blascovich et al. (2001) found that Black participants

who were told that a test showed no racial differences performed better than Black

participants simply told that the test was diagnostic of ability. Spencer et al. (1999)

found the same thing for women taking a difficult math test; when the test was

reputed to show no gender differences women performed better than when it was

presented as a test of ability. We know that presenting a test as diagnostic of ability

can activate the relevant group stereotypes. But we doubt that it does this more

than explicitly reminding participants of the group stereotype in order to tell them

that it does not apply in this situation. In these conditions, then, what was most

likely an explicit activating of the group stereotype did not lead automatically to

behavior, to lower performance.

In addition, the Davies et al. study (in press) found that negative stereotypes

about women were activated in both men and women participants while watching

the stereotypic TV commercials. But this activation affected only women’s math

performance. As important, Davies and Spencer (2001) found that activation of

these stereotypes had no effect on even women’s math test performance when they

believed that the test showed no gender differences. Activation of the stereotype,

absent its signaling any threat, did not produce stereotype threat effects in these

studies.

A second reason for doubting that the direct, ideomotor effect of stereotype ac-

tivation is a common means through which stereotype threat effects occur, comes
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from thinking about these effects in real life. Among the many factors that affect

behavior in real life, the “suggestibility” or ideomotor effects of cognitively acti-

vated stereotypes would not seem to be a strong one. Real-life settings are capable

of activating many negative stereotypes about various groups. And yet it seems

clear that this activation does not often cause people who are not members of the

group in question to behave in ways associated with the activated stereotype. For

example, it does not seem plausible that a male math student who has the stereo-

type about women’s math ability activated by encountering women test-takers in

the testing room is likely to underperform by assimilating to the female stereotype.

Whatever “suggestiveness” the activated stereotype has is probably not enough to

override his other motives to perform well in this situation.

We might make a similar argument for women taking a real-life math test. Acti-

vation of the same stereotype (by merely knowing that the test is diagnostic) could

well cause her underperformance. But this underperformance would not likely be

mediated by suggestive power of the activated stereotype. Like men, her other

motives to perform well in this situation should override this suggestive influ-

ence. It seems more plausible that the activated stereotype would affect women’s

performance in this real-life situation through stereotype threat, through signal-

ing to women the disturbing possibility that they could be negatively stereotyped

(or confirm a negative stereotype) in a domain that is important to them and their

future. Our point here is that in the real-life experience of stereotype threat, the

ideomotor effects of activated stereotypes, generally speaking, may not be strong

enough to play a major role. Taken together with the evidence reported above, this

point may hold for much of the laboratory research as well.

But, when might the behavioral effects in stereotype threat research be mediated

by the direct, ideomotor effects of the activated stereotype? Not to beg this difficult-

to-answer question, we offer a conjecture: This mediation should be most likely

when the stereotype is activated subtly or subliminally—beneath awareness—and

when there are no other strong influences on the behavior in question. Under these

conditions, people could be primed by the stereotype and, not recognizing that it

does not apply to them, begin to automatically enact stereotypic behaviors—unless

other motivations and pressures on the behavior override this influence. But when

a person is aware that a group image has been evoked, this unknowing enactment

should be less likely. For people who are not in the stereotyped group, they should

then know that the stereotype is not relevant to them and be unaffected by it. We

suspect that this was the case for the non-stereotype-relevant groups in the studies

reported above by Blascovich et al. (2001), Spencer et al. (1999), and Davies

et al. (in press). They were not subject to the suggestibility of group stereotypes

that may have gotten activated because, to the extent that they were activated,

they were activated in a context that enabled participants to know that they were

not about them. For the people who are in the stereotyped group, the effect of

stereotype activation is likely to be mediated not by an unknowing enactment of
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stereotypic behaviors but by a real predicament caused by the recognized relevance

of a negative group stereotype to their behavior and future. We take this as a

plausible argument at this point and as an empirical question for future research.

As is often the case, however, no sooner does one arrive at a seemingly tidy

account of some body of evidence than a complicating exception arises, this time

in a study by Wheeler, Jarvis, and Petty (2001) that had participants write about

a day in the life of either Tyrone (presupposedly an African American) or Erik

(presupposedly a European American). They found that regardless of their own

ethnicity, participants who wrote about Tyrone performed worse on a subsequent

standardized test than participants who wrote about Erik. Importantly, with regard

to our conjecture about when automatic effects might mediate stereotype activation

effects, the participants in this study were presumably consciously envisioning a

Tyrone who was African American. Perhaps they were not aware of this image.

And perhaps the test was perceived as low enough in relevance that other motives

strong enough to override the automatic effects of this unconscious stereotype

were not aroused in these participants. Then, according to our conjecture, these

effects could have been mediated by an automatic, unknowing enactment of the

African American stereotype.

But it is at least possible that White participants in the Tyrone condition were

fairly aware of African American stereotypes when they wrote about Tyrone. Thus

they would very likely know that the African American stereotype did not apply

to them. And yet their test performance assimilated to that stereotype anyway.

How could this happen if, following our conjecture, they were aware enough of

the stereotype to avoid unknowingly fulfilling it?

This is clearly a question for future research, but we want to raise a possibility:

This effect may have stemmed from an unknowing, automatic fulfillment of the

African American stereotype that did not arise from an unconscious priming of the

stereotype—as in the typical behavior priming study—but from an ironic priming

of this stereotype by these participants’ conscious attempt to suppress its use in

writing about Tyrone (cf. MaCrae, Bodenhausen, Milne, & Jetten, 1994). That

is, the White participants in the Tyrone condition may have been trying not to

use African American stereotypes in describing Tyrone. And this suppression may

have had the ironic effect of both priming African American stereotypes—because

they have to be monitored not to be used (Wegner, 1994)—and keeping these

stereotypes beneath their acknowledged awareness. If this reasoning is correct, then

the automatic effect of the stereotype in this study among participants who were

seemingly aware of it—a finding that would appear to contradict our conjecture—

in fact meets the conditions of the conjecture rather precisely: The stereotype was

activated beneath participants’ experienced awareness in a situation with few other

influences on the behavior strong enough to override this automatic effect. For the

time being, then, we hold to our conjecture about when stereotype threat effects are

mediated by automatic stereotype effects, knowing that much about this process

will come to light in future research.
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E. STEREOTYPE SUPPRESSION

As noted, our best understanding of how stereotype threat affects test perfor-

mance is that frustration with the test alerts the person to the further upsetting

possibility that they could confirm, or be seen to confirm, a negative group stereo-

type. Thus one of the things a person under this pressure might be doing in the

midst of the test is trying to suppress the stereotype and the concerns it raises.

But as research by Wegner and his colleagues (e.g., Wegner, 1994; Wenzlaff &

Wegner, 2000) has shown, the effort to suppress a thought has the ironic effect

of keeping the thought activated. The thought stays activated so that, in the effort

to suppress it, one can monitor whether one is having the thought. This is a lot

to have going on while one is trying to focus on a test. Thus the fitful effort to

suppress stereotype concerns while one is trying to focus on a test might well be

one process through which stereotype threat interferes with test performance.

A series of experiments by Spencer et al. (2001) examined this possibility. The

first question they asked is whether the mere effort to keep one’s attention on a chal-

lenging test causes one to suppress the relevant group stereotype and the concerns

it raises. If this kind of suppression happens, it would be demonstrated—following

the Wegner argument—by evidence that the suppressed stereotype was ironically

activated. To test this, Spencer et al. had men and women take a moderately diffi-

cult math test with either an additional cognitive load or no load. If the challenge

of taking a moderately difficult math test under cognitive load causes women to

try to suppress the negative stereotype about women’s math ability, then compared

to men in either condition or women in the no load condition, these women should

perform worse and show greater activation of the stereotype. This is precisely what

happened, giving some evidence that in order to cope with the demands of the test,

these women were trying to suppress their stereotype concern—which, ironically,

kept them activated.

A second experiment reinforced this interpretation. Its reasoning was this: If

it was women’s attempts to suppress the relevant stereotype that impaired their

performance in the test-plus-cognitive load condition of the first experiment, then

making the test unrelated to the stereotype—by presenting it as showing no gen-

der difference—should improve their performance and preempt activation of the

stereotype. Again, the results fit the reasoning. When the test was made unrelated to

the gender stereotype by representing it as showing no gender differences, women

in the cognitive load condition, apparently undistracted by any effort to suppress,

showed no underperformance or ironic activation of the stereotype.

A third experiment came at the question of whether stereotype suppression un-

dermines test performance from a different angle. It compared the test performance

of people for whom the work of stereotype suppression was either aided, and made

easy, or not aided. If it is the work of stereotype suppression that interferes with

performance, then doing something that makes that work easier should improve

performance.
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Wegner’s research (Wegner, 1994) offered a strategy for doing this. He has shown

that thought suppression is easier when a person substitutes another thought for

the to-be-avoided thought. It reduces the frustration of trying to find a substitute

thought and makes suppression more effective.

In the third study then, women and men were given, this time, a difficult math

exam. A third of the test-takers were instructed to think of a valued identity

every time they had stereotype-related thoughts (i.e., doubts and concerns about

others’ judgments). This substitution was presumed to make suppression easier.

Another third were asked to think of a valued identity but only at the begin-

ning of the experiment, and a last third were asked to write about something

irrelevant.

If the effort to suppress the relevant stereotype contributes to women’s un-

derperformance on difficult math tests, then women given the means of making

suppression easier and more effective should perform better than women not given

these means and as well as equally skilled men. This is what happened; women

given the suppression strategy performed as well as the men in all conditions and

better than the women in the two remaining control conditions.

These studies, then, provide suggestive evidence that stereotype suppression

may be a mediator of stereotype threat effects on test performance. Spencer

et al. (2001) assume that these results are not mediated through an ideomotor

effect of activated stereotypes. In the second study, the relevant stereotype was

likely activated in the “no-gender-differences” control condition in the process of

discouraging its relevance. And in the third study, it was likely activated in the

process of being suppressed. If stereotype activation was sufficient to affect per-

formance alone, through an ideomotor effect, than participants in these conditions

should have underperformed. At this point, however, Spencer et al. do not take

their data to be definitive on this point. Further research on this and other questions

of interpretation is clearly important. But in the meantime, these beginning studies

raise the clear possibility that stereotype suppression may be a significant mediator

of stereotype threat effects on all kinds of performance and perhaps on academic

test performance in particular.

We end this section by sounding the same note with which we began it. The

predicament of stereotype threat is a multifaceted phenomenon shaped by a host

of features of the person, the context, and the transactions between them: Features

such as the nature of the stereotype involved, the importance of the behaviors to

which it applies, the number of people in the environment who know the stereo-

type, the group’s collective capacity to resist the stereotypes, the extent to which

the stereotype can be avoided or disproved, and so on. Thus the experience of

stereotype threat, as we have noted, is likely to vary considerably from stereotype

to stereotype, setting to setting, and person to person. It is almost unimaginable that

an experience as variable as this could be mediated consistently through a single

psychological process within the person—always through anxiety, performance



CONTENDING WITH GROUP IMAGE 407

expectations, or stereotype activation, for example. It just seems that depending

on the sensitivity of the measures used, different multiples of these processes will

be found to mediate different occurrences of this threat in the laboratory. And in

real life, multiple and varied mediation of this threat will almost certainly be the

rule, not the exception.

Thus, we expect that research tracking the mediation of stereotype threat effects

will, of necessity, come to focus more on particular cases or types of this threat:

the type that women may experience during math tests, the types that Whites and

Blacks may experience interacting in academic settings, and so on. Admittedly,

this is not a fully satisfying resolution. Our kingdom for a single, “silver bullet”

mediator. But some important forms of the stereotype threat predicament are so

stable that it is clearly worthwhile delving into their mediation. The case of poor

standardized test performance among ability-stigmatized groups is a good exam-

ple. At the core of this stable occurrence of stereotype threat may be a stable form

of mediation that when addressed could have salutary effects on the performance

of these groups.

Having said this, we point to a type of mediation that has, so far, been neglected.

In tracking the cognitions that mediate stereotype threat effects, researchers have

perhaps attended to the person’s cognitions about his ability to cope with the

threat—performance expectancies, activation of negative self images, self confi-

dence, and so on—at the expense of his cognitions about the nature and extent

of the threat itself—assessments of the likely consequences of being stereotyped

and perceptions of how broadly disseminated the stereotype is, how likely one is

to be judged or treated in terms of the stereotype, how difficult the stereotype is

to disprove or avoid, and so on. Using the language of stress and coping, we have

perhaps focused on the processes of secondary appraisal at the expense of focus-

ing on processes of primary appraisal. So in this closing section, we suggest that

the next wave of mediation seeking be directed less inward, toward the person’s

self assessments, and more outward toward his or her assessment of his or her

predicament.

VI. Acute Reactions and Chronic Adaptations to Stereotype Threat

Early on in our research program (Aronson, Quinn, & Spencer, 1998; Steele,

1992, 1997) we emphasized how stereotype threat can lead people to disidentify

with the domains in which they experience the threat. As research on this question

has progressed, two things have become clear: First, people’s reactions to stereo-

type threat include both acute protective reactions and chronic identity adaptations;

and second, these reactions are remarkably nuanced in the sense of taking many

concrete forms. We review here the relevant evidence.
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A. QUICK DEFENSES: ACUTE REACTIONS TO STEREOTYPE THREAT

1. Domain Avoidance

One response to stereotype threat is to simply avoid domains where the stereo-

type applies. Steele and Aronson (1995) found that Black participants on the brink

of taking a stereotype-threatening diagnostic test seemed to disassociate them-

selves from activities that might link them to the stereotype, such as listening to rap

music and playing basketball. More recently, the Davies et al. (2001) study found

that women who incidentally watched TV commercials with negatively stereotyped

women in them, compared to women who watched neutral commercials, reported

less interest in quantitatively based college majors and subsequent careers. People

seem to sense when they come under the possibility of being negatively stereo-

typed and, other things being equal, respond by avoiding the premises. This cer-

tainly preempts the trouble of later having to disengage and disidentify. But when

group interaction holds, for the groups involved, the possibility of being negatively

stereotyped by each other—an all too common state of affairs—this simple, acute

reaction to stereotype threat can become a major barrier in intergroup relations.

2. Self-Handicapping

This is another acute strategy preempting the negative evaluative consequences

of performing poorly in a stereotype-threatening domain—or any important

domain for that matter, but especially in a stereotype threatening one. Evidence of

this strategy again comes from Steele and Aronson (1995). Blacks who expected

to take a diagnostic test reported that they had slept less the night before and had

a harder time concentrating than Blacks who expected to take a nondiagnostic

test. Presumably, the reporting of factors that could impede performance, such as

lack of sleep and inability to concentrate, preexcused any poor performance in this

domain where poor performance, in addition to its own bad consequences, could

confirm the negative stereotype.

3. Counterstereotypic Behavior: Disproving the Stereotype

A common response to stereotype threat is to try to disprove the relevance of

the negative stereotype to oneself through counterstereotypic behavior and self-

presentation. Brent Staples’ provides a prime example of this strategy. He would

often whistle Vivaldi as a way to counteract the negative stereotypes that others

had about him as a Black male. Through one’s behavior, one tries to show that one

is a subtype of the negatively stereotyped group to whom the stereotype does not

apply. Likewise, the high-achieving female math student may win a “subtyped”

exemption from the stereotype in the settings where she performs well.
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Counterstereotypic behavior, however, has several limitations. First, it offers

a situation-bound solution, one that probably works better in the short run, in a

single setting, than over the long run across settings. This limitation stems from the

fact that stereotypes are by definition broadly disseminated in society (e.g., Jost

& Banaji, 1994, Devine, 1989). Thus an exemption from being stereotyped that

is won in one stereotype-relevant setting does not generalize to a new stereotype-

relevant setting where one’s counterstereotypic reputation is not known or where

that reputation has to be tested against a new standard. Unless her reputation

precedes her, as our strong female math student moves up the ladder of math

courses, she may reencounter the stereotype and have to rewin her exemption

from it against a new standard.

Second, counterstereotypic behavior is a Sisyphean effort. Trying to win and

rewin one’s exemption from the stereotype in each new setting where it applies is

never-ending and thus becomes a pressure against complete identification with the

domain. It is also a pressure that likely gets worse as one moves up in the domain.

As more and more members of the negatively stereotyped group leave the domain,

their smaller numbers reinforce the stereotype and its pressure, as in the case of

the female math student. Moreover, in domains that involve increasingly difficult

performance levels, such as all forms of schooling and most athletic and musical

performance, past success in the domain does not refute the relevance of the

stereotype at each new “frontier” of performance. There, frustration can always be

taken as confirmation of the stereotype.

4. Disengagement

The first phase of full-blown disidentification or alienation is the acute re-

action that Crocker and Major and their colleagues (Crocker, Major, & Steele,

1998; Major, Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe, & Crocker, 1998) have called “disengage-

ment” —an early weakening of the connection between how one views oneself and

one’s skills in a domain from how one performs in the domain. For example, Major

et al. found that after the possibility of racial bias was primed, Black participants

were unaffected by negative feedback they received on an intelligence test. They

disengaged their view of themselves and of their skills from their performance

on the test. It was not simply that Blacks were unaffected by feedback. When

the possibility of bias had not been raised, their self-esteem was made substan-

tially lower by the feedback. But when they were at risk of confirming a negative

stereotype on a possibly biased test, they disengaged their self view from their

performance.

The Davies et al. (in press) study also illustrates disengagement. Women exposed

to the stereotypic TV commercials avoided the math domain by choosing fewer

math test items and distancing themselves from math-related majors and careers.

This avoidance could well have involved disengagement, but not necessarily.
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And this is where a conceptual distinction between domain avoidance and dis-

engagement, as early defense against stereotype threat, is useful. Disengagement

is a short-term psychological adjustment to stereotype threat that involves weak-

ening the dependence of one’s self views and views of one’s abilities on one’s

performance. Domain avoidance is the more logistical defense of simply staying

away from the domain where the threat exists. Such avoidance may involve disen-

gagement. We suspect that they are often correlated. But one can clearly avoid a

domain with which one is still ego-engaged. Avoidance may even help to maintain

domain identification in some instances. And one can disengage from a domain

that one cannot avoid. In fact, it is the unavoidable stereotype-threatening domain

that may push one to disengage as the only remaining means of protection. Our

larger point, though, is that although these two early responses to stereotype threat

are often related—as was probably the case for the women avoiding math in the

Davies et al. study—they can be quite different.

We end with a conjecture that illustrates how important this difference can be:

When a stereotype impugns a broadly important ability such as intelligence (as

in the case of the African American stereotype), the sheer difficulty of avoiding

domains where the stereotype is relevant may make disengagement a more likely

defensive response. Whereas when the stereotype impugns a more specific ability

(as in the case of women in math), the greater availability of alternative domains

without stereotype threat may make domain avoidance a more likely defense strat-

egy. This conjecture points to an interesting direction for future research. But for

our purposes here, it also illustrates how these subtly different defensive strate-

gies, held in place by different group stereotypes that are “in the air,” can create

quite dramatic differences in group experience, group outcomes, and even group

cultures.

B. LONG-TERM DEFENSE: CHRONIC ADAPTATIONS

TO STEREOTYPE THREAT

1. Disidentification

No matter one’s success at fending off stereotype threat in the short run, we

assume that as this threat persists in a domain, it is likely to drive people to some

more chronic adaptation, most likely an adaptation of identity. One such adaptation

that we have proposed from the beginning of our work is disidentification. We see

this as differing from disengagement primarily in its being a chronic rather than

an acute response to stereotype threat. What we have in mind is a change such

that one’s evaluations of self and domain-relevant abilities become chronically,

not just acutely, independent of one’s performance in the domain. People who

disengage from a domain quite likely remain identified with it. To be disidentified,
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however, one has to meet the higher standard of distancing one’s self views from

one’s performance over the long run.

Its purpose, of course, is to protect the person’s self-regard against stereotype

threat in the domain. In achieving this end, it can take several forms. Perhaps

the most blunt, the one we stressed in our earlier work, is to simply drop the

domain where the stereotype applies as a personal identity, as a basis of one’s self-

esteem. In many domains of life, this is likely to be the form that disidentification

takes. This is because many domains—like skiing or piano playing—are not so

universally valued as important for everyone that one could not just drop them

with few recriminations.

But this form of disidentification should be more difficult in a domain like

schooling, a domain that is near universally valued as important for everyone. As

research has brought to light, it is very difficult for anyone in school, including

those whose abilities are negatively stereotyped, to develop a self-esteem that is

impervious to how well one is doing there. If for no other reason, one’s performance

in school is tied to how well one is regarded by others, inside and outside of school.

This social contingency of school performance alone may be enough to make one’s

self-esteem somewhat dependent on it. But how then, does one protect oneself

against stereotype threat in such a domain? Against this situation, disidentification

may have to take a different form.

One such form is nicely illustrated in a series of studies by Major and her col-

leagues (1995; Major et al., 1998). In a survey of Black and White college students,

Major (1995) measured two components of academic identification: their invest-

ment in school and test performance, in the sense of basing their self-esteem on it,

and their “disidentification,” or the extent to which their self-appraisals of ability

were based on their intelligence test performance and school feedback. In line with

the above point, Black and White students did not differ in the degree to which their

self-esteem was invested in school. As went the school and test performance of

these groups, so went their self-esteem—to about the same degree in both groups.

As Major noted, this makes sense in a domain that is so highly valued by the larger

society. It would be very difficult to remain in school—especially college—and

achieve a complete self-esteem imperviousness to one’s performance there, if for

no other reason than that it would affect how others regard one.

But disidentification did occur among her Black respondents. The form it took

was for them to see their test performance and academic feedback as invalid

assessments of their true intellectual ability. That is, they just severed the connec-

tion between their school performance and their self-appraisals of ability. Doing

this—which allowed their academic self-concept to remain impervious to their

performance—almost certainly provided them with some self-esteem protection.

This disidentification did not work perfectly, however. They still retained some con-

nection between their performance and their overall self-esteem, perhaps because

of the social consequences of poor performance in the college environment or
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because they themselves just continued to value achievement in the larger scheme

of things. But it did help their self-feelings somewhat; it avoided the further esteem

blow that would come from believing that their often poorer performance reflected

the lower intelligence alleged of them by the stereotype.

In an experimental validation of this performance disidentification, Major

et al. (1998) found that the ability self appraisals of students who were chronically

disidentified with school-based performance assessments were virtually unphased

by negative feedback on an intelligence test.

Thus, with regard to self-esteem protection, performance disidentification seems

to have at least a buffering, if not a boosting, effect. But as with any form of

disidentification it has the added costly effect of undermining performance itself.

Though the data are correlational and the direction of causality unclear, Major

(1995) found that for Black students only, the stronger their performance disiden-

tification, the lower their grades even after controlling for their SAT scores.

Osborne (1997) has found results suggesting a more global form of disiden-

tification among Blacks in a nationally representative sample. He found that the

correlation between academic performance and self-esteem was weaker among

Blacks (presumably due to their greater stereotype threat in the domain) than

among Whites. This was especially so for Black males. Importantly, Osborne

(1997) found this disidentification effect using a measure of overall self-esteem.

That is, the disidentification in this high school age sample was of the bluntest

form: A lack of connection between their school performance and their overall

self-esteem, not just between their performance and academic self esteem or abil-

ity appraisal. But we suspect that this effect would have been even stronger with

a measure of ability self appraisal had he been able to include one.

This beginning literature on disengagement/disidentification suggests several

broadened ways of thinking about the process. First, disengagement and disiden-

tification can be thought of as end points on a continuum of self-protective, ego

withdrawal from a domain and its standards. At the disengagement end, the with-

drawal is a more immediate reaction to the experience of stereotype threat and

other stressors. If the person does not leave the domain because of it, their dis-

engagement might well be reversible. Further along the continuum, however, the

ego withdrawal becomes more habitual and difficult to reverse until, at the other

end of the continuum, a complete disidentification is realized in which the per-

son has no ego dependence on the domain and may resist any encouragement to

develop one.

We note, however, that even being firmly disidentified with a domain does not

mean that one devalues the domain. When a domain is generally valued in society,

the disidentified, like everyone else, may share in that valuing. They just do not

regard it as personally relevant, as something to which their own self regard is held

accountable. We all have this relationship to countless domains; one could love

watching Wimbledon tennis, for example, but care less about one’s own complete

incompetence at the game.
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Also gleanable from the evidence to date is the idea that the disengagement/

disidentification process can take different forms and that the form it takes depends

substantially on the particular dimensions of the stereotype threat predicament

involved—the nature of the stereotype, the general importance of the domain, the

availability of equally suitable alternative domains, and so on.

To illustrate, we compare a few different stereotype threat predicaments. The

one for African American college students seems especially challenging: The rel-

evant group stereotype impugns the full range of abilities needed for success in

school, there are few alternative domains that have the same instrumental value,

and these students, like many people, understand that school achievement is vir-

tually indispensable to a successful life. What to do? Because the domain is so

important, complete disidentification is very costly and, if it happens, would surely

take a long time and be painful. More likely, these dimensions of the predicament

would pressure them toward an adaptation that is intermediate on the continuum—

for example, chronically disengaging their self-concept of intelligence from the

conventional measures of intelligence in the domain, as much of the relevant data

suggest. This form of disidentification is esteem-protective and, as such, may even

enable persistence in the domain. But unfortunately, like complete disidentifica-

tion, it also undermines performance.

The stereotype threat predicament of women in advanced math is an interesting

contrast. The relevant stereotype bears primarily on math. Thus, there are often

alternative academic domains available that are less stereotype-threatening, just as

instrumental to future success, and still broadly valued by society. Interestingly,

this kind of predicament may be more likely to produce complete disidentification

with the stereotype-threatening domain. As the woman encounters more stereotype

threat moving up the math ladder, for example, the availability of viable alternatives

may allow her to disidentify with math more quickly and more completely—though

it must be said that the process could never be easy. A similar story might be told

of White males contending with the stereotype threat they might encounter in elite

basketball. The availability of viable alternative domains of instrumental value

may make disidentification with playing the sport a quicker and more complete

process.

Our aim here has been to suggest some of the contingencies that likely shape

the process of disengagement/disidentification. But we must also stress that in the

important domain of school achievement on which most of the relevant research

has focused, virtually every form this process takes has had the unfortunate effect

of worsening performance.

2. Revisiting the “Vanguard” Hypothesis

With respect to school performance, a few years ago we developed what might

be called the “vanguard” hypothesis (Steele, 1997, 1999). Its purpose was to ex-

plain how underperformance in a negatively stereotyped group such as African
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Americans might be mediated differently in different sectors of the group and,

accordingly, how effective remediation of the problem might involve delivering

different remedies to different sectors. The distinction we made was between

the achievement-identified and the achievement-unidentified members of such a

group—or as we called them, the academic “vanguard” and “rearguard” of the

group.

Thinking in particular about the case of African American students, we rea-

soned that the strongly school-identified vanguard of the group, still aspiring and

holding high expectations, would be more frustrated by stereotype threat in the

domain, and thus their underperformance might be mediated more by this partic-

ular pressure. In contrast, the unidentified or disidentified rearguard of the group,

not seeing the domain as self-relevant, might care little about stereotype threat

in the domain. Instead, their underperformance might be mediated more by the

psychology of low expectations and low motivation that accompanies a lack of

achievement identification. This, we might note, is perhaps the most commonly

held understanding of minority student achievement problems.

But the above discussion, and the emerging evidence, suggests that this distinc-

tion between a school-identified vanguard and a school-unidentified rearguard may

be too sharp. Rather than falling into distinct types, stereotype-threatened students

probably fall along a continuum varying from identification to disidentification

with, along most of the continuum, intermittent episodes of disengagement and

reengagement. And also all along this continuum, both psychological causes of

underperformance—frustration and interference due to stereotype threat and the

low expectations and motivation that accompany disidentification—could play a

mediating role in some mix or another. It is likely that for the more strongly iden-

tified, the bigger part of their underperformance is mediated by the pressure of

stereotype threat. (Interestingly, much of the evidence of Black student academic

disidentification suggests that it happens precisely in relation to that part of the

school domain where stereotype threat pressure is probably the worst—test and

grade performance.) But as the forms of disengagement/disidentification become

broader and more chronic, the pressure of stereotype threat may begin to play less

of a performance-mediating role relative to that of low expectations and motivation.

Thus, while recognizing that a different mix of processes may mediate the

underperformance of different sectors of a stereotype-threatened group, and while

still stressing the importance of this fact in guiding remediation (cf. Steele, 1997),

we recognize that the mediational differences between group sectors are probably

more overlapping and gradual than categorical and that remediational efforts may

have to meet these realities in kind.

3. Identity Bifurcation

Clearly stereotype threat can drive disidentification with a domain. But just

as clearly, disidentification can be a very slow process. What happens in the
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meantime? Does stereotype threat cause other identity adaptations among people

trying to remain identified with a domain? Pronin, Steele, and Ross (2001) rea-

soned that during a person’s struggle to remain domain-identified, stereotype threat

might affect the nature of one’s identification with the negatively stereotyped group.

Looking at this question in relation to women trying to remain math-identified,

they developed a specific hypothesis: To stay identified with math, women might

“bifurcate” their identity as women by reducing identification with those aspects

of being a woman they perceived as being negatively stereotyped in the math do-

main, while remaining identified with aspects of being a woman they perceived as

unproblematic in math.

To test this idea, they first used a prestudy to identify traits that female math

students saw as stereotype-relevant (e.g., wearing makeup, showing emotion, and

having children) and those they saw as not stereotype-relevant (e.g., being a good

listener, nurturing, and sensitive). They then administered these traits to women

math students who had taken either more or less than 10 math courses. They found

that compared to those who had taken fewer math courses, those who had taken

more showed significantly more evidence of “bifurcation,” endorsing the non-

stereotype-relevant female traits while eschewing the stereotype-relevant ones.

Greater experience in the domain seemed to foster a more bifurcated female iden-

tity, but this study was correlational, leaving open the possibility that female math

students with more “bifurcated” identities had selected themselves into the math

domain, and thus taken more courses, because they felt more comfortable there.

The domain itself may not have pressured this adaptation. A series of subsequent

experiments, however, showed that even a one-time exposure to a stereotype-

threatening message—a Science article suggesting a biological limit to women’s

math ability—produced the same bifurcated profile of identity endorsements in

women math students who were randomly assigned to conditions.

Clearly then, the possibility of a stereotype-based evaluation in a domain with

which one is trying to remain identified can affect the nature of one’s identification

with the group that is stereotyped. In these studies it caused a form of group

identification that tried to avoid the pattern of devaluation anticipated in the domain.

Something like this surely happens as one moves into any new, valued domain of

life. We shape our identities to fit our valued whereabouts. But note that in these

studies, the identity shaping pressure was imposed by a demonstrably irrelevant

societal stereotype.

4. Schematicity in a Counterstereotypic Domain

Finally, some chronic identity adaptations to stereotype threat may not be in-

tended but may occur as a result of coping with stereotype threat in a domain.

Recently von Hippel, Hawkins, and Schooler (2001) compared the academic

achievement, self-reported ability, and degree of self-schematicity for intelligence

(as measured by their reaction time to intelligence related words) in a sample of
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Black and White college students. Some of their results square with the findings

reported in this section: Blacks’ self-reports of their academic ability bore no re-

lationship to their grades and standardized test scores (replicating this form of

disidentification), whereas for Whites, this relationship was strong. Yet they also

found something else: Blacks with stronger academic achievement had faster reac-

tion times to intelligence-related words, but this was not so for Whites. Blacks who

were better students were more schematic for intelligence than Whites who were

better students. In explanation, von Hippel et al. argued that attention drawn to a

person’s counterstereotypic traits pressures the person to think more about the area,

which eventually elaborates their self-concept in the area. In support of this theory,

they later found that White students who were good athletes—and thus succeeding

in a counterstereotypic domain—had more developed self-schemas for athletics

than Blacks who were good athletes. Here then may be another identity adaptation

to stereotype threat in a domain—among those who persist in the domain, a more

elaborate self-concept about the area in which the stereotype applies.

VII. Toward a General Theory of Social Identity Threat

Perhaps inevitably, as we explored the nature of stereotype threat, a certain real-

ization began to reoccur: that although stereotype threat is a quite pervasive form

of social identity threat, it is not the only form. One’s group can have low status,

be culturally and structurally marginalized, be in an unfavorable comparative rela-

tionship to other groups (e.g., Branscombe & Ellemers, 1998), and so on. Thus, to

extend our work and its focus on the perspective of the potential target of social

threat, it is important to develop a broadened conception of how one’s social iden-

tity can place one under threat. In this section, we outline a more general model, one

that includes the experience of stereotype threat, but also the experience of other

identity-based threats such as that the setting simply holds an animus toward one’s

group or that one’s group has low or marginalized status in the setting (see also

Purdie, Steele, Davies, & Crosby, 2001). Importantly, this model attempts to iden-

tify a broader set of contextual cues that can cause such threat. And as is shown, an

understanding of how these cues mediate social identity threat may help in figuring

out how to remedy it. The reasoning of this model is best summarized in four parts:

A. FOUR THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS

1. Social Identity and Vigilance to Threat

As noted, all people have multiple social identities: their sex, age, race, ethnicity,

social class, religion, professional identity, etc. In particular settings or domains
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of activity, a person can come to realize that they could be devalued, marginalized

or discriminated against, based on one of these identities (e.g., Brewer & Brown,

1998; Abrams & Hogg, 1999). This realization could derive from a person’s general

cultural knowledge of how people with given social identities are regarded in given

settings and domains of activity (cf. Goffman, 1963). Or it could be prompted by

a cue in the setting that raises the possibility of such a devaluation. Once this

realization happens, however, we assume that the person becomes vigilant to the

possibility of identity threat in the setting (as a default reaction) until it proves no

longer necessary.

2. “Theory of Context”

We suggest that this vigilance exists in a person’s mind as a “theory of context,”

that is, a hypothesis about the setting and the likelihood that it will deliver deval-

uation. As a working hypothesis, and as a hypothesis about threat, it is likely to

pressure the person to evaluate a broad set of cues in the setting, even when their

relevance to the specific hypothesis might seem only marginal. For example, in

addition to cues that bear on the possibility of animus toward one’s identity in the

setting, one may attend to a variety of other cues, such as those that signal the

status of that identity in the setting, whether or not it lives under a “glass ceiling”

in the setting, whether it compares negatively to other identities in the setting,

and, of course, whether it is negatively stereotyped in the setting. In general, cues

that seem to support the hypothesis of identity threat should increase a person’s

vigilance and decrease trust in the setting. Whereas cues that seem to refute the

hypothesis should reduce this vigilance and mistrust. Trust can be thought of here

as the lack of vigilance or, more fundamentally, as a lack of any perceived reason

for vigilance.

Also, whatever the specific cues, people may differ in their tendency to inter-

pret them as either refuting or confirming a hypothesis of social identity threat.

Many dimensions of individual difference could imaginably influence this ten-

dency: General traits such as optimism or self-esteem; ideologies and beliefs that

affect how much credence one gives to devaluing opinions and evaluations in

the setting; the degree to which one is identified with the social identity un-

der question; and so on. But we stress here that the hypothesis about the pos-

sibility of this threat in a setting is not borne of particular individual or group

orientations. These orientations may affect the likelihood of a threat being be-

lieved. But what brings the hypothesis into being and essentially forces it into

the concerns of all potential targets, is the assumptive knowledge, shared by vir-

tually all members of the culture, of how different groups of people are per-

ceived and valued in the various settings of society (Goffman, 1963). It is this

knowledge that makes the hypothesis, for all relevant parties, essentially

unavoidable.
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In light of this knowledge, the hypothesis is usually occasioned by the occurrence

of group heterogeneity in a setting; that is, settings that include people whose

social identities raise the possibility of social identity threat for each other. In

homogeneous, single-group settings, the hypothesis that one could be devalued on

the basis of that in-group identity is simply not very plausible. Thus it is group

heterogeneity, or single-group settings in which segregation is not very secure,

that raise the possibility of social identity threat and thus intensify the hypothesis

testing aimed at detecting it. (This is not an argument for group segregation. Rather,

it is an attempt to specify the challenges of integration.)

3. Resistance to Seeing Discrimination

In addition to the vigilant search for evidence of social identity threat, people

may have—in heterogeneous settings with which they are strongly identified such

as school or the workplace—an equally strong and opposing motivation not to

confirm this hypothesis, not to conclude that either such threat is probable or that,

if it is, that it will likely affect them personally.

In response to the general question, “Do people who are potential targets of

discrimination accentuate or diminish the amount of prejudicial threat they are

under?” there is ample evidence on both sides of the ledger. For example, Crocker

and Major (1989; Major & Schmader, 1998; Crocker, Voehl, Testa, & Major,

1991) have demonstrated that members of stigmatized groups can attribute both

negative and positive outcomes to prejudice when such an attribution is situation-

ally plausible and when it is protective of self-esteem. And on the other side

of the ledger, Crosby and her colleagues (Crosby, 1984; Crosby, Cordova, &

Jaskar, 1993) showed that women in the workplace often resist acknowledg-

ing that they have been discriminated against—yielding to this perception only

when presented with evidence aggregated over multiple instances of unequal out-

comes. Taylor, Wright, Moghaddam, and Lalonde (1990) documented a general

tendency for stigmatized group members to acknowledge prejudice against their

group while resisting the perception that they themselves have been discrimi-

nated against. They labeled this phenomenon the “personal/group discrimination

discrepancy.”

Clearly, then, people can both accentuate and diminish the perception of how

much prejudice is directed at them—depending on the circumstances. Our proposal

in this part of the theory is that one set of circumstances that would lead a person

to resist the perception of prejudice is the circumstance of being identified with,

and therefore wanting to belong to, the domain in which it might occur. Under this

circumstance, a quite common one, we suggest that the person will experience at

least some motivation to resist the perception that their belonging to and outcomes

in the domain could be frustrated by prejudice based on their group identity.

Admitting to such, after all, would have the daunting implication that one can be
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affected by this bias on an indefinite basis in the setting—something that one is

not likely to concede easily.

4. The Psychic Cost of Social Identity Threat

Having a social identity that can elicit devaluation in a setting that one wants to

belong to causes conflicting motivations of the sort that W. E. B. Dubois may have

had in mind when he described the “double consciousness” inherent in the African

American experience. One is motivated to detect cues signaling identity-based de-

valuation, and yet one is motivated not to detect them. One becomes sensitive to the

very things one least wants to see. The resulting ruminative conflict, coupled with

the threat of devaluation in the setting, we suggest, can cause enough distraction

to undermine a person’s performance in the setting (cf. Steele & Aronson, 1995;

Steele, 1997) and, over time, pressure the person to disengage or disidentify with

the setting (Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998; Steele, 1997). This is not to say that

time in the setting and familiarity do not help. Time and positive experiences may

clear up ambiguities of interpretation that would otherwise cause rumination and

distress (cf. Crocker & Major, 1989; Crocker et al., 1998). Yet the potential for

this conflicted frame of mind to be reevoked in the setting is always there. It stands

as an ongoing pressure against, at the very least, a full engagement in the setting

and, at the most, the ability to endure it at all.

B. SOURCES OF SOCIAL IDENTITY THREAT

A chief implication of this model is that social identity threat can be aroused by

more cues than just those signaling the relevance of a negative group stereotype.

It can be aroused by any cue relevant to the evaluative jeopardy of people with

a given social identity. More in the interest of illustration than of describing a

definitive set of such cues, we offer the following examples.

1. The Number and Percentage of People in a Setting

Who Share a Given Social Identity

The degree to which a social identity has minority status in a setting is a cue

that can be relevant to how that identity is valued in the setting. This reasoning

is expressed in the following quote from the famous African American tennis

player Arthur Ashe: “Like many other blacks, when I find myself in a new public

situation, I will count. I always count. I count the number of black and brown faces

present, especially to see how many, if any, are employed by the host” (Ashe, 1993,

p. 131).
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2. Cues That Signal an Exclusionary Cultural “Centeredness” of a Setting

The more a setting such as a school, classroom, or workplace holds that the

culture or subculture associated with a particular social identity is indispensable

to the best functioning of that setting, the more “culturally centered” that setting is

in our use of this term. Such centeredness, and the many cues that could possibly

signal it, can cause social identity threat among those in the setting who do not

share the favored identity by signaling to them that they may have marginal value

or that they are invisible in the setting in the sense of not being projected as valued

participants. Cultural centeredness can clearly occur in important settings where

we would not want it to occur; for example, in a computer science class, where

98% of the students and the professors are male, and in the National Basketball

Association, where over 85% of the players are African American. Intentions

notwithstanding, cultural centeredness of these sorts can be off-putting to people

who do not share the central identity.

Such settings can “decenter.” That is, they can make the setting less exclusionary

by positioning the dominant social identity as not the only identity valued in the

setting. And, of course, actual identity diversity in the setting helps to make this

point. We take up decentering tactics later on in this chapter. Our point here is that

through their ability to signal the cultural centeredness of settings, a quite broad

range of otherwise innocuous cues can cause social identity threat. These would

include the quite incidental features of a setting, such as styles of dress, music, and

humor, that the setting values; the intellectual skills and styles that it recognizes

and values; the styles of being a person that it values; the stores that people in

the setting shop at; and the places where they spend their vacations. Also, to the

cue-appraising person, cues of omission—the absence of varied social identities

in valued images of the setting—are as important as cues of commission. These

could all be incidental features, but they have the capacity to signal a cultural

centeredness that can marginalize those social identities not associated with that

centeredness.

3. Cues Suggesting That Social Identity Plays an Organizational

Role in the Setting

Social identities such as race, ethnicity, age, gender, language groups, religious

groups, and so on can have powerful organizational effects in a setting, influencing

patterns of friendship, who participates in which social activities, who joins which

social and work organizations, who dates and marries whom, who sits together in

the cafeteria, and so on. In fact, it is, in significant part, the organizational role that

an identity has in a setting that conveys its importance in the setting, it’s meaning.

For people with a social identity that disadvantages them in a setting, for example,
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the disadvantaging identity is likely to remain salient to them, influencing their

perceptions, behavior, and trust in the setting.

Other cues that signal the importance of social identity in a setting are signs that

the aspirations and areas of specialization in the setting are organized by social

identity. In many schools and workplaces there is considerable ethnic and gender

specialization with, for example, women having less presence in quantitative fields,

Asian students pursuing these fields, African American students focusing on sports,

and so on. And beyond such normative preferences, social identity can also seem

to be linked to such outcomes in a setting as who is in the higher and lower tracks

of a school or who becomes partner in the law firm. Again, the association of these

organizational features of a setting with social identity constructs the meaning of

those identities. This organization can convey to a person that the kind of person

they can be in the setting, in the sense of the walks of life, styles of being, and

interests that are available to them, will be limited by their social identity. And

when one has an identity unfavored by the organization of a setting, it raises the

probability of a direct, identity-based devaluation.

4. The Social Identity Ideology in a Setting

In recent decades, our society has had considerable discourse about the ap-

propriate ideology or values with which to manage our increasing social identity

diversity (e.g., Markus, Steele, & Steele, 2000; Plaut, in press; Wolsko, Judd, Park,

& Wittenbrink, 1999). A continuum of positions has emerged with what might be

called a strict colorblind ideology on one end and the stronger versions of multi-

culturalism such as “identity politics” on the other end. Now, of course, down on

the ground in any particular school, classroom, or workplace, multiple ideologies

are almost certainly at play and there may be considerable variation in the extent to

which there is explicit discussion of these orientations. Our point here is that these

ideologies, through their implicit and explicit effects on a setting and through the

nature of the discourse about them in a setting, can affect the social identity threat

of people in the setting.

Our sense is that these ideologies are not likely to have main effects on this

threat, with one generally being better or worse than others. Rather, interactions

with other factors seem more likely. For example, a colorblind ideology may be

comforting to all students in a classroom when it comes to grading practices, but

less comforting to minority students in situations where there seem to be existing

group inequalities in representation. The degree of identity safety or threat that

an ideology confers in a setting should depend on the meaning it conveys, in

conjunction with other cues, about the valuation of their social identity. Thus,

among the cues that can influence the experience of social identity threat, this

category of cues cannot be ignored.
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5. Cues about Norms of Intergroup Sensitivity

Perhaps reflecting the irritation and dislocation that can be involved when a

society, in response to its increasing diversity, adopts norms that inhibit insensitive

intergroup conduct and speech, the term “political correctness” has arisen to de-

scribe this aspect of a setting. Still, cues that signal the absence of such a norm in

an important setting may cause a sense of identity threat among people whose so-

cial identities have been traditionally devalued in the setting and larger society. Of

course any prescription can go too far. For example, if this prescription is applied

too sternly and inflexibly, it can create a social identity threat of its own—that

based on one’s social identity one is more likely to be held under suspicion of

insensitivity and prejudice. And this threat may cause enough reactance to defeat

the overall value of the prescription. All of this said, cues that an appropriate norm

of intergroup sensitivity is in place in a setting may be indispensable to keeping

social identity threat to a minimum.

6. Cues as to the Clarity of a Setting’s Evaluative Criteria

When the criteria for evaluation and upward progression in a setting are vague

and possibly subjective, then people in the setting whose social identities have been

traditionally devalued or negatively stereotyped may feel an extra degree of social

identity threat. They may worry that their devalued identity has an opportunity

to influence a subjective evaluation. Thus cues signaling the unstructured and

subjective nature of evaluation in a setting, cues that might seem innocuous and

only reflective of the larger purpose of the setting, may cause some in the setting

to experience social identity threat.

C. EVIDENCE OF THE EFFECT OF CIRCUMSTANTIAL CUES

ON SOCIAL IDENTITY THREAT

Our research has not yet tested, in a precise way, the ability of the cues described

above to arouse social identity threat. An implication of this theorizing, however,

is that this threat can be aroused by relatively small, seemingly innocuous cues that

either directly or indirectly signal some basis of identity threat in the environment.

Several studies in the stereotype threat literature do test this broad implication—

that stereotype threat, as a form of social identity threat, can be caused by small,

seemingly incidental, situational cues.

Knowing that stereotype threat can result from manipulations that make the

relevant stereotype explicit, Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev (2000) set out to test whether

it could also be caused by subtler situational cues—in the case of women taking

a difficult math test, the proportion of other women in the group of test-takers.
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Following arguments by Deaux and Major (1987) and McGuire’s distinctiveness

theory (e.g., McGuire, McGuire, Child, & Fujoko, 1978) they reasoned that for

women, the mere distinctiveness of being in the minority—one of three test-takers

as it was operationalized in their research—would activate her gender identity and,

along with it, the relevant negative stereotype about women and math. In contrast,

being a woman among two other women should make one’s gender identity less

distinct, less activated, and thus less likely to coactivate the relevant gender stereo-

type. Inversely, women in all woman groups should feel less distinctive as women

and thus experience less activation of their gender identities and related stereo-

types. If being a single woman in a small group of test-takers is enough to cause

stereotype threat, then women in the minority status condition (with two other

male test-takers) should generally perform worse than equally skilled women in

the majority status condition (with two other female test-takers) on a difficult math

test, but not on a difficult verbal test. This is just what happened. A second experi-

ment showed that the degree of women’s underperformance on the math test varied

with the strength of this situational cue: When the number of fellow female test-

takers in the setting was reduced in single steps from two to zero, women’s math

performance dropped in matching statistically significant steps. Thus a seemingly

innocuous situational cue—the number of men in the test-taking room—affected

women’s performance on a standardized math test, presumably through its abil-

ity to convey the degree to which their identity as women could put them under

judgmental risk. Sekaquaptewa and Thompson (in press) have found similar find-

ings among Blacks. When they were the only Black trying to remember a verbal

presentation, they remembered less of the presentation than when the majority of

participants were Black.

The series of experiments by Davies et al. (in press) reported earlier show that

the effect of such cues, mediated by the identity threat they arouse, can extend be-

yond performance to affect a person’s ability to identify with activities and domains

associated with the stereotype. Recall that in those experiments, the incidental em-

bedding of negative stereotypic images of women in several of the TV commercials

that women participants watched was enough to lower their subsequent math test

performance and also to make them less willing to work on the math test items

in comparison to verbal items as well as less interested in quantitative majors and

professions.

A recent study (Cole & Barber, 2000) examining the fate of minority college

students yielded a pattern of results that, though subject to multiple explanations,

fits the present line of argument: That, seemingly incidental cues in a setting

that, in some way, signal social identity threat may influence the performance

and identifications of groups whose identities they threaten. The study found that

achievement outcomes of African American college students in the sample of some

35 top American colleges and universities—their grades, graduation rates, dropout

rates, and so on—varied across college types such that they were worse at smaller
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liberal arts colleges than at the “Ivies,” large public universities, or historically

Black colleges and universities. If this finding proves reliable, clearly a multitude

of causes may be involved.

But our reasoning here suggests a possibility: The concentration of social iden-

tity threatening cues that African American students may face on smaller campuses

could influence their outcomes there. Compared to the other kinds of schools,

smaller liberal arts campuses may be more often geographically isolated from

minority communities, have smaller minority populations, have few minorities in

positions of influence, have a less diverse campus culture, and generally be more

frustrating to the cultural and social interests of minority students. This configura-

tion of cues may establish a social identity threat for African American students,

one that, in addition to making their racial identity salient to them in the setting,

may impede their achievement and persistence in the setting. We lack the evidence

from this study to even provide a tentative test of this interpretation. But in light

of our larger program of research, we suggest that it is an important question for

future research.

VIII. Remedying the Detrimental Effects of Stereotype and Social

Identity Threats

You may recall that this research began with a practical problem: To better un-

derstand the school achievement and test performance gaps that continue to afflict

several minority groups and women in quantitative fields and to at least point in

the direction of possible remedies. We note, perhaps a bit rhetorically, that grap-

pling with this practical problem has been a source of basic social psychological

theory—a yield that, we believe, can often follow from “applied” research. But it

is time to return to the problem that prompted our work.

In so doing, we fear that the recent sections of this chapter could be taken to

convey rather bleak prospects for remediating this problem. If social identity threat

and its negative effects on performance are so easily caused by even incidental

aspects of a setting, then how feasible is it to establish settings that would not have

this threat?

To this concern, the evidence and reasoning of this chapter offers two under-

standings, one of diagnosis and one of prescription. The diagnosis is this: that these

underachievement problems are caused, in some part, by threat—by persistent pat-

terns of social identity and stereotype threat that, as something tied to a person’s

social identity in school and workplace settings, can become a chronic feature of

his or her experience in those settings. The second understanding, following from

the first, is one of prescription: that despite the many cues in a setting that can

evoke a sense of threat, a remedial strategy has to somehow refute that threat or its



CONTENDING WITH GROUP IMAGE 425

relevance to the target. We have called this goal “identity safety” (Markus, Steele,

& Steele, 2000; Plaut, in press; Purdie et al., 2001). To the extent that it is achieved

in an academic setting, it should weaken the sequelae of identity vigilance, mis-

trust, disidentification, and underperformance. And as we hope will become clear,

though not easy, we believe that identity safety may be easier to achieve than it

might seem at first glance.

To illustrate this idea and to provide evidence of its utility as a guide to improv-

ing the academic outcomes of students who can experience social identity threat

in school settings, we review next a number of relevant research findings and inter-

vention programs. We organize this work into three categories: That which focuses

on the role of relationships in achieving identity safety; that which addresses the

contextual cues that cause stereotype and social identity threat; and that which

examines strategies that individuals can use to cope with these threats. [We have

made the point elsewhere (Steele, 1997, 1999) that while reducing stereotype and

social identity threat may be necessary to reliably better the outcomes of minority

students, it may not be sufficient for the thoroughly disidentified among them. For

these students, as has been reviewed, other strategies may be needed to help them

forge an identification with school that has either been dropped or never formed

in the first place.]

A. RELATIONAL STRATEGIES

The logic of these approaches is that both the relationships a person has, and

the ways in which people relate to each other in a setting can affect the sense of

identity safety a potentially identity-threatened person experiences in the setting.

To be effective, we suggest, these relational experiences must signal to potential

targets that despite cues to the contrary, they can function in the setting without feat

that their social identity will evoke devaluation and interference. Several findings

are consistent with this argument.

1. Friendships

In the literature on minority student achievements, several studies have reported

a curious finding: Among the strongest predictors of college GPA for African

American students is the number of White friends they have, even when a va-

riety of possibly confounding variables is statistically controlled, variables such

as the socioeconomic status of the students and the degree of integration in their

schooling background and neighborhood (e.g., Graham, Baker, & Wapner, 1984).

This relationship is difficult to interpret definitively (and easy to interpret rather

absurdly—how many White friends would equal one grade point?). But its re-

currence in several samples suggests its reliability and, among several plausible
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interpretations, our framework offers one: As a potentially devalued member of

one group in a setting, the more friends one has in a potentially devaluating out-

group, the more one is likely to have experiences that refute an otherwise rational

sense of social identity threat in the setting.

For African American college students there are usually many cues in integrated

college settings that could signal social identity threat: their minority status, cues

signaling the racial organization of important aspects of social life, a group his-

tory of devalued status in these settings, their underrepresentation in prestigious

curriculum and positions in the setting, and so on. For these students, then, the

rational hypothesis that their racial identity may elicit devaluation or constrain or

frustrate them in the setting is, to at least some degree, disarmed by the experi-

ences that are part of these out-group friendships. And feeling more comfortable

in the setting, they perform better. Inversely, when these students have fewer such

relationships, they have fewer experiences with which to allay the rational sense of

identity threat. And feeling less comfortable, for all of the reasons outlined, they

perform less well.

Clearly our interpretation of this relationship cannot be definitive. Nonetheless,

the finding can be seen to suggest an interesting principle of remedy: safety in

relationships, especially those that reveal the environment to be less threatening

than it might rationally be expected to be.

2. Expert Tutors

Research by Lepper and his colleagues (e.g., Lepper, Woolverton, Mumme,

& Gurtner, 1993) has identified a relational teaching strategy that expert tutors

(those nominated by other teachers as especially effective) use with very poor

students. Such students often arrive in tutoring labeled as having less ability.

And the minority students among this set may also be under the weight of nega-

tive stereotypes about their group. The strategy involves Socratic direction of the

student’s work, nonjudgmental but implicitly directing questions with minimal

attention to right and wrong answers. The tutors, it would seem from excepts of

these sessions, understand that to enable instruction they have to win the trust of

these students, that is, disarm their concerns about being under judgmental threat.

The patience and focus on responsive but nonjudgmental instruction enables these

students, in time, to feel safe from the prospect of being judged and to then en-

gage the material despite the many other reasons they could feel threatened in the

setting.

These findings have the important implication that apparently intractable learn-

ing problems may sometimes be due as much to the dynamics of social identity

threat as to deeper inabilities. And they bring to light a technique for disarming

those dynamics.
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3. Mentoring with High Standards and Ability Affirmation

A different approach to the instructional relationship is illustrated in the research

of Cohen, Steele, and Ross (1999). They reasoned that the social identity threat

African American students may feel in instructional settings, based on many of the

cues described earlier, could be enough to undermine their trust of the feedback they

get from White instructors. Their research question was, “Can feedback be given

in a way that bridges this racial divide?” To examine this question, they devised

a simple experimental paradigm. Ostensibly for possible publication in a teaching

journal, Black and White Stanford students wrote an essay about their favorite

teacher. A Polaroid snapshot of them was attached to their essay, ostensibly for

inclusion in the journal should their essay be selected, but in fact to let participants

know that their race was known by the essay evaluators. They returned 2 days

later for feedback on the essay, from a White experimenter, the effectiveness of

which was measured in terms of how biased participants saw the feedback to be

and how motivated they were to improve their essay. It was the variation across

conditions in the way the feedback was given that addressed the central question

of the research.

Interestingly, giving participants the critical feedback about their essay straight-

forwardly with no cushioning statement or including a cushioning statement

(“There were many good things about your essay”) did not bridge the racial divide.

Compared to White participants, Black participants saw the feedback as more bi-

ased, and seeing it that way, they were less motivated to improve their essays. In

light of our reasoning, this is a telling finding. These participants were talented,

motivated students at a prestigious university who were given completely unbiased

(graded blind) feedback. And yet the Black students were less trusting of it. This

finding gives some proof to the idea that the social identity of these students and

the stereotypes attached to it can ambiguate simple instructional experiences. Is

the feedback fairly based on their essay or is it affected by images and stereotypes

about their group? This is a question the White students do not have in this setting.

They can and do take the feedback more at face value. But for the Black students,

in light of the cues in the larger schooling context that might raise the hypothesis

of social identity threat in the setting, this question is rational, even unavoidable

perhaps. And it is apparently sufficient to undermine trust in valuable feedback.

Here then is how social identity, and the “threats in the air” that are attached to it,

can isolate a group from valuable information and cultural capital.

But one form of feedback did bridge the racial divide: telling students that the

teaching journal used very high standards for publication and that having evaluated

their essays, the experimenter believed that the student could meet those standards.

Under this form of feedback, Black students saw the feedback as unbiased, and see-

ing it that way were highly motivated to improve their essays. More students in this

condition took the essay home to improve it than did students in any other condition.
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This strategy worked, we argue, because it conveyed to the Black participants

that they were not being seen in terms of the negative stereotypes about their group’s

abilities. Neither the use of high standards or the affirmation of their ability are

consistent with this stereotype. The hopeful implication of this finding is that in a

situation that would otherwise cause a trust-breaking social identity threat among

Black students—as evidenced by the results in the other feedback conditions—

this simple relational strategy of using high standards and ability affirmation was

sufficient to completely overcome the mistrust. The entire context did not have to

change for trust to be achieved; one stereotype-refuting relational act was enough.

Urie Triesman’s (1985) workshops in math for college-aged women and mi-

norities have used the principle of challenge coupled with affirmation of students’

potential to great effect for over 20 years. In the context of supportive adult–

student relationships, these workshops determine where students are skillwise and

give them work at as challenging a pace as they can bear. This relational strategy,

like the effective feedback in the Cohen et al. (1999) laboratory studies, punc-

tures the students’ perception that they are being seen stereotypically which, while

challenging their skills, accords them a sense of identity safety in the setting.

4. Success-Affirming Role Models and Mentors

The mere presence of another person in a setting who is succeeding there, and

who shares the social identity that is negatively stereotyped there, should reduce

the threat that other people with the same identity feel in the setting. Such a

person stands as an existence proof that the social identity in question is not an

insurmountable obstacle to success in the setting. In this way, identity-sharing role

models should diminish the social identity threat arising from other cues in a setting.

And these positive effects should be strengthened by an ongoing relationship with

the role model that continually affirms the possibility of success in the setting as

well as offers modeling and instruction in how to achieve it—that is, by a mentoring

relationship with the role model.

Often people worry that out-group members will not be effective role models or

mentors for people whose social identities they do not share. But our reasoning sug-

gests that out-group members can still send a powerful threat-reducing message:

specifically, that despite what cues in a setting may imply, people in the setting are

capable of being fully accepting and inclusive. Jonides, von Hippel, Lerner, and

Nagda (1992) made these relationships the centerpiece of their student–faculty

mentoring program at the University of Michigan. Although the program was ben-

eficial to all participants, it had its strongest effect on improving the retention of

minority students. Clearly, the relationship with faculty mentors, despite many of

them not sharing a minority identity themselves and despite other threat-arousing

cues in the setting, extended a sense of identity safety to these students that fostered

their persistence.
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B. CONTEXTUAL STRATEGIES

These approaches assume that social identity threat often comes from inciden-

tal, contextual cues that point to certain social identities as possibly devalued or

negatively stereotyped in the setting. If this is so, then a prime strategy of remedy

ought to be eliminating or neutralizing these cues, that is, changing the context or

its meanings so as to preempt its instigation of threat.

1. Directly Refuting the Possibility of Identity Threat in the Setting

One way of doing this is to directly represent the setting as not predisposed

or able to devalue people on the basis of social identity. When this can be done

convincingly in a setting, then whatever cues would ordinarily arouse stereotype

and social identity threat—for example, ambiguous events, group differences in

outcomes, misstatements by people in the setting, and so on—would have their

threatening meaning mollified, even neutralized altogether.

Several findings in the stereotype threat literature encourage this strategy. Taking

a difficult test in an area where the abilities of one’s group are negatively stereo-

typed sets up a situation in which frustration with the test, or even an ambiguous

expression by the test-giver, can arouse stereotype or social identity threat. Sev-

eral studies have shown, however, that representing the test as insensitive to group

differences in ability and thus as having no implications for social identity renders

the same cues less able to cause performance-interfering threat. The Spencer et al.

(1999) experiments, for example, showed that presenting the difficult math test

as insensitive to gender differences apparently neutralized the threatening social

identity implications of the cues in the setting enough to preempt stereotype threat

and its effect on women’s test performance. Similarly, Brown and Steele (2001)

found that presenting a difficult verbal test as “racially fair” (interestingly, doing

this convincingly took more than the usual doing) apparently dampened the threat-

ening social identity implications of the testing situation enough to preempt the

stereotype threat and underperformance that otherwise beset African Americans

in this situation. Clearly, then, the nature and representation of the setting, as a

prime source of the cues and meanings that can arouse social identity threat, is a

prime place at which to intervene to reduce this threat. Several studies have begun

to examine this strategy.

2. The Representation of Diversity Philosophy and Minority Presence

Testing this possibility is precisely what Purdie et al. (2001) had in mind in their

examination of how the numbers of minorities in a setting and the representation

of the setting’s approach to diversity affected African Americans’ trust of the set-

ting. Their experiment did not examine academic performance. But by examining
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contextual strategies for producing identity safety, it provides both a test of our

general theory of social identity threat and some suggestion about what factors

might be expected to foster academic performance when this threat is the primary

barrier.

In this experiment, a sample of African American students at Stanford responded

to a description of a Silicon Valley company—presented in the form of a newsletter

from the company—in terms of how comfortable they would feel in the company

and how much they would trust the company’s fairness and supportiveness. The

independent variables in this experiment were manipulated by the description of

the company provided in the newsletter. The first variable was the company’s stated

philosophy about group diversity. In one condition, the newsletter presented the

company as committed to a “color-blind” philosophy of fairness in which the goal

was to treat all people the same regardless of their background. In another condition,

the company was presented as being committed to a philosophy of valuing group

differences as a basis of mutual respect and as a source of different perspectives. We

also included a control condition in which no mention was made of the company’s

diversity philosophy. The second variable was the proportion of minorities in the

company as represented by the number of minority faces (from several minority

groups) included in six newsletter photographs that ostensibly represented the

company’s employees. In the nondiverse condition all of these photos, except for

one ethnically ambiguous person, were of Whites. In the diverse condition, three

of the six photos were of minority employees. The primary dependent variable was

the respondent’s trust of the company’s culture—the fairness of its management,

how its values matched those of the respondent, and so on.

It was predicted that a higher proportion of minorities depicted in the company

would generally improve Black respondents’ rated comfort and trust in the com-

pany. But more importantly, this main effect for the proportion of minorities factor

was expected to interact with the diversity philosophy factor. When the propor-

tion of minorities was low, we expected the valuing-difference philosophy to be

more inspiring of trust than the color-blind philosophy because it shows greater

sensitivity to the experience of being a small minority in the company; that is, it

recognized and then explicitly valued their group identity as a basis of respect and

belonging in the company.

The results were consistent with our predictions. Black respondents generally

trusted and felt more comfortable in the company when there were more minori-

ties depicted in its newsletter than when there were fewer. But when minority

representation was low, the trust of Black participants was greatly affected by the

company’s diversity philosophy such that Blacks in the value-difference condition

felt more trusting of, and comfortable in, the company than Black participants

in either the color-blind or control conditions. Clearly, Black participants were

using all of the cues available to them to set their level of trust and comfort in
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Fig. 3. Black participants’ mean level of trust in the organization as a function of diversity policy

and absence or presence of diversity (adapted from Purdie et al., 2001).

this company setting. And when that trust could not be rested on a high pro-

portion of minorities in the company, having the company either say nothing

about diversity or appeal to color blindness did little to help matters, whereas ac-

knowledging and valuing group differences did seem to provide a sense of safety

(see Fig. 3). Where there is little safety in numbers, some identity safety can

apparently be gained through a setting philosophy that explicitly values identity

differences.

3. Procedural Justice and Minority Trust

Procedural justice—that is, evidence that the authorities in a setting treat people

with fairness, impartiality, and respect—has been shown by Tyler and his col-

leagues to be a powerful enough feature of a setting (such as an organization) to
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build constituents’ trust in the setting even when the setting does not deliver them

the outcomes they want. This general result has been replicated in an extensive

program of research over the past decade (cf. Tyler, Smith, & Huo, 1996; Tyler,

Degoey, & Smith, 1996). Thus when a setting (such as a school, classroom, or

business organization) has to build trust across group differences in social identity

that might occasion mistrust, one might look to an emphasis on procedural justice

in the setting as being especially important—as a cue signaling some degree of

identity safety.

But its effectiveness in this respect may have limits. For example, Tyler et al.

(1996) report that in evaluating the fairness with which disputes with their super-

visors had been resolved, people weighted procedural fairness as more important

than their specific outcomes, but only when their supervisors were in their own

racial or ethnic in-group. When the supervisor was an out-group member, they

weighted their outcomes more in evaluating whether they got a fair deal in the

resolution. This emphasis on outcomes over procedure in assessing fairness was

found to be substantially reduced, however, in later research when all of the parties

in a setting were strongly identified with a superordinate goal (Tyler et al., 1996).

We note, however, that in settings where authority and power tend to be centered

in people of one social identity, achieving trust across social identity lines may

be challenging. People with different social identities in the setting may be dis-

trusting even when the exercise of authority appears to be fair. This is because the

concentration of authority in people of one social identity raises the possibility that

authority itself, even when it appears to be fair, could be protective of the dominant

group’s advantage. And this view may be especially preferred by the less powerful

identities when their own outcomes are disappointing. Thus, procedural justice

may be necessary to achieve identity safety in a setting, but it may not always be

sufficient. To fully achieve it, procedural justice may have to be supplemented by

strategies that specifically address the social identity threats at play in the setting.

Still, in many school and organizational settings, procedural justice may go a

long way in achieving trust across identity divides and therefore, following the

logic of our theory, it should improve intergroup relations and actual performance

in these settings as well.

C. INDIVIDUAL STRATEGIES FOR COPING WITH SOCIAL

IDENTITY THREAT

Almost invariably when the authors give talks about stereotype threat and how

to reduce it in school or organizational settings, a question arises: “You have a lot to

say about how situations and relationships can be changed to preempt or reduce this

threat. But what can individuals, the potential targets, do to cope with this threat,

to reduce its effect on them?” The answer to this question, from the standpoint
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of our theory, begins with the same assumption as the other strategies of remedy:

To reduce this threat, individuals have to do something that disarms the appraisal

hypothesis that they are under threat or that, if they are, it will significantly affect

them. We consider several possibilities.

1. Believing in the Malleability of Intelligence

Influenced by the research of Dweck and her colleagues (cf. Dweck, Chiu, &

Hong 1995), Aronson, Fried, and Good (2002) tested the hypothesis that a per-

sonal theory of intelligence as incremental—the view that one’s intelligence is

expandable through effort and experience—could reduce the impact of stereotype

threat on people whose intellectual abilities are negatively stereotyped. Dweck

has distinguished two personal theories about the nature of intelligence, one that

assumes intelligence is essentially a fixed entity and the other that assumes it is ex-

pandable. Aronson et al. reasoned that if the characteristic impugned in a negative

stereotype is seen as improvable rather than fixed, then the threat of the stereo-

type is not as great. Thus, holding the theory that one’s intelligence is malleable

could be an effective strategy to cope with the threat posed by negative ability

stereotypes.

Aronson et al. examined whether this strategy could reduce the effect on aca-

demic performance of the negative ability stereotypes that African American stu-

dents face. To do this, they developed a clever way of manipulating the theory

of intelligence held in a sample of Black and White college students. They cast

study participants in the role of “long-distance” mentors to individual elementary

school students who were ostensibly from disadvantaged backgrounds. The job

of the college-aged mentors—done in a single session—was to write letters to

the younger mentees urging them to apply themselves to their school work and,

in the critical condition, to think of their intelligence as something that was ex-

pandable. Ostensibly to make these letters convincing, the college mentors were

supplied compelling descriptions of how intelligence, even the brain itself, could

be modified and expanded by effort and learning.

Of course the focus of this study was not on the young mentees, but on how

the experience of having advocated a malleable theory of intelligence affected the

mentors themselves. For the Black college-aged mentors, the group whose abilities

are presumably under the threat of negative stereotypes about their group, the effect

of this manipulation was dramatic. Compared to Black students who did not write

a letter, or who wrote a letter without the “malleability” content, Black students

who wrote the “malleable” letter believed that intelligence was more malleable;

reported enjoying academics more; saw academics as more important; and most

dramatically, at the end of the academic quarter, got significantly higher grades.

Here, then, is clear evidence of something an individual can do to reduce the

threat posed by negative ability stereotypes: Adopt a self theory of intelligence
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as expandable. Such a theory may foster achievement through multiple effects.

But over the long run, we suggest that one of its ingredients is its ability to

dampen the threatening meaning of negative stereotypes about intellectual

ability.

2. The “Stay in One Place” Strategy

Another individual strategy for coping with social identity threat has not been

researched to our knowledge, but it is worth mentioning because it probably con-

stitutes a common means by which stereotype threat is overcome: Stay in one

place; that is, develop life contexts in which one is a stable, known entity. The

logic is this: The better known a person is in a given setting, the more people in

the setting are likely to know about the person, and the more people know about the

person, the less likely they are to use stereotypes in perceiving and evaluating the

person. As this becomes understood by the person, the hypothesis that he is being

seen and treated stereotypically should simply become less plausible. And as this

plausibility weakens, so should the felt pressure of stereotype and social identity

threat.

This strategy has its limits. New people can enter the setting about whom, for

a while at least, one cannot be sure that they will not use the stereotype. And this

form of safety is confined to the setting. Moving across the hall to a different unit of

an organization where one is not known, for example, punctures the whole bubble

of stereotype exemption one has achieved in one’s own unit. Nonetheless, this

adaptation of a context to a person, and of a person to a context, creates, in time, a

niche in which a person who might ordinarily experience considerable stereotype

and social identity threat experiences very little of it. This may be one of the most

common means by which potential targets of negative group stereotypes come to

achieve a sense of identity safety.

There are other imaginable strategies that people may use in overcoming stereo-

type and social identity threat: Self-effacing humor that confesses to, but

spoofs, the allegation in the stereotype; distancing oneself from the negatively

stereotyped identity; working doubly hard to achieve a level of performance in

a domain that refutes the relevant negative stereotypes (this has the downside of

requiring a difficult-to-sustain level of motivation and still not always being ef-

fective for performance at the frontier of one’s skills); learning to hold oneself

accountable for not trying hard while, at the same time, learning to accept failure

without self-condemnation in the stereotype-relevant domain; and perhaps some

version of the stereotype suppression strategy described earlier could be generally

useful. These are examples of strategies that people who have to contend with

social identity threat in an important domain tell us about. They have the appeal

of being usable in many situations and over the course of a lifetime—the sadness

of their being notwithstanding.
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IX. Conclusions

As we often stress in wrapping up our research reports, the chief theoretical

device of this research is the actor’s perspective, that is, trying to understand social

devaluation from the standpoint of the target. It was this approach, in the service

of trying to understand the achievement problems of various groups, that brought

to light the life-encompassing conditions of stereotype and social identity threat.

Now at the end of the chapter, to put these conditions in sharp focus, we briefly

summarize our most general research conclusions.

1. Stereotypes about a person’s group, through the threat of judgment, treatment,

and stereotype confirmation they pose, can have profound effects on a person’s

behavior, ranging from standardized test performance to golf putting, and, beyond

that, to the very nature of his personal and social identity.

2. Whether or not a person experiences this stereotype threat in a situation

depends on there being a negative stereotype about their group that applies in

the situation. The intensity of the experience then varies with such person and

situation factors as the strength of the person’s desire to belong in the situation and

the contextual cues that suggest stereotyping is probable there.

3. The effect of stereotype threat on any particular behavior is likely to be

mediated through multiple processes that, from one experience of the threat to the

next, will vary in their degree of involvement.

4. The sense of being threatened based on one’s social identity can be evoked by

a broad variety of cues, including quite incidental environmental cues that signal

the possibility of identity-based devaluation.

5. These threats and their undesirable consequences can be reduced by strategies

that render the fact of the situation, and one’s representation of the situation, as

less likely to deliver social identity-based devaluation.

Hopefully this list makes it clear how taking the target’s perspective brings

into view the environment in which that person functions and thus allows its life-

shaping role to be conceptualized. This is not to say that the operative explanatory

paradigms of social psychology ignore environmental influences. We pride our-

selves as a field on recognizing the power of the situation in determining social

behavior. Yet it can be fairly said that a certain drift has occurred in the nature of

our explanations, one that gives center stage to internal processes while allowing

the environment to drift into a subsidiary role of prompting and priming the action

on center stage. Once it has done its job, it isn’t seen as having much of an ongoing

role in constituting behavior.

And, of course, this would be fine if there were not an explanatory price to

pay. Our hope is that the research reviewed in this chapter helps to make clear

what that price is—at least as regards our understanding of the group achievement
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problems that prompted this research. In trying to explain these problems, the

dominant paradigms of psychology put a great deal of weight on relatively decon-

textualized internal processes and traits such as low self-esteem, low performance

expectancies, oppositional attitudes toward mainstream achievement, and the like.

Our view, as we have stressed throughout, is not that these internal characteristics

do not contribute to the problems. They do.

But the broadened explanatory framework developed in this research brings

other contributing factors into view. In particular, it adds to the internal influences,

an understanding of group differences in the intersubjective experience of the

school, classroom, and test settings. By “intersubjective” we mean the capacity to

represent what other people are thinking and likely to do and to incorporate that

representation into the regulation of one’s own behavior. It is through this capacity

that different groups of students come to understand that, based on their social

identity and the stereotypes about it, they may be at risk of devaluation or obstruc-

tion in a school setting. And it is through this capacity that a host of external, life

context influences—influences that have less to do with their internal psychology

and more to do with their appraisals of how other people, structures, arrangements,

practices, norms and so on are predisposed toward their social identity—come to

influence their sense of belonging and performance in these settings. We hope that

by exploring and documenting this intersubjective influence in academic perfor-

mance, that we have both learned something useful about the problem we set out

to understand and perhaps made a case for the value of an explanatory paradigm in

social psychology that better incorporates the ongoing, intersubjective dimensions

of social experience.
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